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INTRODUCTION


On February 27, 2012, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Mathieu Eugene will hold a hearing entitled, “Oversight: Services Available for Veterans After Leaving the Armed Services to Assist Them in Transitioning to Civilian Life.”   Those invited to testify include the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), the New York State Division of Veterans' Affairs, the New York City Department of Homeless Services (DHS), the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), Veterans Across America and the Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America, as well as, other veterans and advocates for veterans and homeless advocates and service providers throughout the five boroughs.   
BACKGROUND

In 2010, 20.2 million men and 1.8 million women in the civilian noninstitutional 

population ages 18 and over were veterans.
 About 2.2 million of the nation's veterans had served in  Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) and Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF).
   In New York City, in 2009, the estimated number of veterans between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine  was 10,123. 
  Of the five boroughs, Brooklyn  had the largest number of veterans, with an estimated 2,786 veterans residing there. Queens had the second highest number of veterans totaling nearly 2,687, followed by the Bronx where 2,224 veterans reside and Manhattan where about 1,744 veterans reside and Staten Island where 709 reside.
  About 17 percent of these veterans were women.
  As veterans return from Iraq and Afghanistan, they will meet challenges in many areas including employment, mental health care and housing.
Unemployment Among Veterans


Unemployment among recently returning veterans is a serious problem.  U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) figures show the nation’s overall unemployment rate was 8.8 percent in March, 2010.
  In 2010, a large majority (82.2 percent) of Gulf War-era II veterans participated in the labor force, and their unemployment rate was 11.5 percent. For those ages 18 to 24, the unemployment rate was 20.9 percent, higher than that of Gulf War-era II veterans ages 25 to 34 (13.1 percent). 
  Thus, unemployment for male Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans has more than doubled since the recession began, rising from 5 percent in March 2007. 
  More than 250,000 of these Veterans were unemployed in March 2010.
  As veterans have returned from service in Iraq and Afghanistan, the rate of joblessness among veterans returning to New York City reflects the national conditions. A 2009 report from New York’s Senator Kirsten Gillibrand examined DOL, Department of Veterans Affairs and the New York State Department of Labor data and found:

[U]nemployment among veterans recently home from Iraq and Afghanistan reached 14.6 percent. Unemployment among all New York veterans tops 7 percent. In the last year alone, unemployment among veterans statewide increased by more than 20,500.




The report included statistics for the five boroughs:

	County 
	Number of Veterans 
	Unemployed Veterans 2009 
	Unemployed Veterans 2008 

	Bronx 
	39,855 
	2,909 
	2,112 

	Kings 
	57,612 
	4,206 
	3,053 

	New York 
	46,982 
	3,430 
	2,490 

	Queens 
	67,126 
	4,900 
	3,558 

	Richmond 
	25,727 
	1,878 
	1,364



A more recent report from Senator Gillibrand’s office offered additional data from the U.S. Census Bureau and the New York Department of Labor.
  According to new estimates based on data from the New York State Department of Labor and the U.S. Census, nearly 20 percent of recent veterans under the age of 30 are unemployed. Across New York, nearly 8,000 recent veterans under 30 are returning home from serving our country overseas, unable to find work.

County Statistics for New York City: 

In New York City, nearly 2,000 veterans under the age of 30 are unemployed. 

	County 
	Estimated Number of Veterans Age 18-29 
	Estimated Unemployed Veterans Age 18-29 

	Bronx 
	2,224 
	436 

	Kings 
	2,786 
	546 

	New York 
	1,744 
	342 

	Queens 
	2,678 
	525 

	Richmond 
	709 
	139 



Research indicates that mental illness among recently returning veterans has a negative impact on employment.


Programs that Address Veterans Unemployment


There are government programs at the federal, state and local level that provide veterans with employment services.  The VA provides a number of unemployment services.  These range from maintaining a site that provides information about job opportunities and links to other national, state and private sector sites that provide job opportunities information
 to having a Veterans Employment Coordination Service (VECS). VECS consists of thirteen (13) Regional Veterans Employment Coordinators (RVECs) positioned at locations nationwide who provide a host of employment services that include employment counseling, assistance in identifying transferable military skills (skills matching), qualifications and career assessment, assistance in drafting competitive resumes, instruction in developing comprehensive job search strategies, and direct job placement assistance.
  

New York State’s Department of Veterans Affairs, similar to the VA, maintaining a site that provides information about job opportunities and links to other sites that provide job opportunities information.
  The State also operates One-Stop Career Centers that provide veterans with Career Counseling, Skills Assessment, Job Search Assistance, Resume Preparation, Information on Civil Service positions, and Referral to other agencies that provide services to veterans.  Veterans are also given first priority for jobs and training for which you are eligible and qualified.

At the New York City level, the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs also maintains a site that contains information about job opportunities and links to other sites that provide job opportunities information.
  In addition, the city provides a Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) to employers who qualified Veterans,
 The City also has a Local Veterans Employment Representative (LVER) program. LVER staff members advocate on behalf of veterans with business, industry, and community organizations to promote employment and training opportunities for veterans. LVERs also provide the full range of employment services to veterans including job search assistance, job development and referral, and vocational guidance.

Mental Illness, Addiction and Substance Abuse

There are growing concerns that veterans returning from OEF and OIF will experience mental health problems.
  Further, psychological concerns are significantly higher among those with repeated deployments, which is a rapidly growing cohort.
  The majority of military personnel serving in OEF and OIF have experienced high-intensity guerilla warfare and chronic threats of explosive devices.
  These two conflicts, in particular, have also been marked by an unprecedented pace of deployment, longer deployments, and increased redeployments, with fewer breaks in between.
  Data from the Post-Deployment Health Re-Assessment, which is administered to service members 90 to 120 days after returning from deployment, indicates that 38 percent of Army soldiers, 31 percent of Marines, and 41 percent of the National Guard report experiencing psychological symptoms.
  


Veterans returning from combat are vulnerable to several mental health and substance abuse disorders.  Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is a type of anxiety disorder that is triggered by a traumatic event.
 Experts have estimated that between 11 and 20 percent of veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars suffer from PTSD.
  Further, according to a recent RAND survey report, titled A Needs Assessment of New York State Veterans, New York State “veterans’ risk of major depression was two to four times higher than similar individuals in the general population, and veterans’ risk of PTSD was at least eight times higher than similar individuals in the general population.”
 Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) is a type of mood disorder characterized by pervasive depressive symptoms that interfere with everyday life.
  The DSM-IV criterion for MDD is the presence of a single major depressive episode.
  The 2008 National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) found that an estimated 9.3 percent of veterans aged 21-39 experienced at least one major depressive episode during the prior year.
  Of the 9.3 percent, 51.7 percent reported severe impairment in home management, work, close relationships, or social spheres, and 23.5 percent reported very severe impairment.
  Of these veterans, only a little over half (59.6%) reported receiving treatment for depression.
 

Evidence suggests that alcohol misuse
 by soldiers in the Army increased by 30 percent between 2002 and 2005.
  The 2005 NSDUH found that veterans are more likely to drink heavily and drive under the influence of alcohol or illicit drugs,
 and data from the 2006 NSDUH found that 7.1 percent of veterans met the criteria for a substance use disorder.
  Of the 88,235 soldiers surveyed in the Pentagon’s 2005 and 2006 post-deployment survey, 12 percent of active-duty troops and 15 percent of reservists acknowledged having problems with alcohol.
  According to the VA reports, the population of veterans with substance abuse disorders,  has increased in both absolute terms and as a percentage of the overall VHA patient population - from 270,991 (6.1% of VHA patients) in FY02 to 461,927 (8.3% of VHA patients) in FY10. These figures do not include Veterans who use alcohol or other substances in ways that are risky in terms of acute or chronic effects..
  

Programs that Address Veterans Mental Health Issues
At the federal level, the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) Mental Health Strategic Healthcare Group provides general inpatient psychiatric services at 132 medical centers as well as mental health outpatient services in 689 medical centers and community-based outpatient clinics. In addition, readjustment counseling services are available for veterans and their families at 209 Vet Centers across the nation.   Mental health services are also available in primary care clinics, VA nursing homes, and residential care facilities where veterans receive health care. Veterans with a serious mental illness are seen at facilities and clinics where specialized programs, such as mental health intensive case management, day centers, work programs and psychosocial rehabilitation are provided.
  

New York State has a number of programs designed to address the mental health issues of returning veterans.  In 2008, the Division of Veterans Affairs, together with the US Department of Veterans Affairs, the New York State Division of Military and Naval Affairs and the New York State Office of Mental Health added behavioral health screening for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) to the state’s reintegration program for returning Guardsmen and their families which enable veterans to have access to proper care and counseling following their deployment. 
  In 2009, the state created a Council on Returning Veterans and Their Families whose responsibilities included developing strategies to improve mental health services provided to returning veterans and, in September 2009, submitted their report.
  The Council reported that the NYS Office of Mental Health had received a state grant to begin training behavioral professionals to work effectively with veterans’ issues and, in affiliation with the New York State Psychiatric Institute and SUNY, Albany, to identify evidence based practices to most effectively help Veterans and their Families.

Homelessness

Mental illness and unemployment, as well as addiction and substance abuse, are factors that contribute to higher rates of homelessness among returning veterans. According to the RAND Center for Military Health Policy Research, nationally, homelessness among veterans is four times higher than in the general population. In addition, while veterans represent about 11 percent of the civilian population, reports suggest that 26 percent of the homeless population consists of veterans.
  The federal government estimates that approximately 44,000 to 66,000 veterans (17 percent of all people experiencing homelessness), are experiencing chronic homelessness, which means that they spend long periods of time, often years, living in shelters, on the streets, cycling between hospitals, emergency rooms, jails, prisons, and mental health and substance abuse treatment facilities. 
A 2009 report estimates that returning veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan are becoming homeless faster than those who served in the Vietnam War.
   

Programs that Address Veteran Homelessness

The HEARTH Act, enacted by Congress in May 2009, mandated that the U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness (“Council”) produce a "national strategic plan" to end homelessness to Congress and the President.
   In June 22, 2010, the Council introduced Opening Doors: Federal Strategic Plan to Prevent and End Homelessness.
  The Council described the plan as “the nation’s first comprehensive strategy to prevent and end homelessness. Opening Doors serves as a roadmap for joint action by the 19 USICH member agencies along with local and state partners in the public and private sectors.”
  The plan was to address housing, employment and health issues as well as to provide information about collaboration and successful interventions to prevent and end homelessness.
  In its 2011 update, the Council reported that there has been:  collaboration and coordination across and within federal agencies that have helped to ensure that resources are aligned with the Plan; better data collection, analysis, and reporting; adoption of proven tools to prevent and end homelessness; better use of targeted resources; improved access of mainstream resources, and; increased engagement with state and local communities.
 
On the City level, in December 2006, DHS and the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) created a Task Force charged with developing a strategic plan to end veteran homelessness in New York City.
  As part of the plan, the Task Force set a goal of housing 100 homeless veterans in 100 days, creating a Multi-Service Center (MSC) for homeless veterans or those at risk of homelessness, developing new short term housing options for homeless veterans, and helping veterans reintegrate into the community.
  The Task Force achieved its first goal by housing 115 veterans within 100 days, and the VA and DHS have been jointly operating the MSC, a multi-service intake and assessment program that both serves as the central intake point for homeless veterans into the VA medical system and veterans short-term housing programs, and helps them access medical, mental health, substance abuse and employment services.  As of November, 2009, more than 4,841 homeless veterans were served by the MSC program.
  Further, in October of 2009 DHS opened a 40-bed, veterans-only Safe Haven in the Bronx, which developed out of two key ideas: that veterans expressed a clear preference to be served among other veterans; and that street homeless veterans would be engaged most effectively with a low-threshold, harm reduction housing model. Additionally, DHS and the VA developed two short term housing facilities for veterans, the Borden Avenue Residence (BAVR) and the Doe Fund Veterans Program.  Finally, in 2010, HUD provided 300 housing vouchers to the City’s Public Housing Authority specifically for veterans.

CONCLUSION

Today the Veterans Committee will hear testimony about services available to recently returning veterans, including services that address unemployment, mental illness and homelessness. The Committee hopes to hear testimony from veterans describing their experiences and from service providers’ regarding what is needed to ensure that the City’s veterans receive the services they need to help them transition to civilian life. 
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