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OVERSIGHT: THE VETERANS ADVISORY BOARD
INTRODUCTION

On February 7 2017, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich, will hold an oversight hearing entitled “The Veterans Advisory Board.” Those invited to testify include the Department of Veterans Services (DVS), advocates for veterans, and local service providers.  
BACKGROUND

Almost 200,000 of New York State’s 892,000 veterans live in New York City.
 Queens is home to the largest total number of veterans (55,899), followed by Brooklyn (50,999), Manhattan (37,065), the Bronx (34,687), and Staten Island (20,148).
 However, Staten Island has the highest proportion of veterans within the five boroughs, with 42.6 veterans per 1,000 residents, followed by both the Bronx and Queens (24.1 each), Manhattan (22.7) and Brooklyn (19.5).
  
2016 was a year of substantial activity pertaining to veterans’ policy in New York City. The Department of Veterans Services was signed into law by Mayor Bill de Blasio last April.
 For Fiscal Year 2017, DVS is operating on a $3.8 million budget, which is approximately double the funding allocation over the predecessor agency, the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA) during Fiscal Year 2016.
 The current funding is intended to support 34 full-time positions. Veterans’ advocates urged DVS to establish satellite offices in all five boroughs, supported the Fairness for Veterans Act (which President Barack Obama signed in December), and advocated for CUNY to improve the quality and accessibility of the academic, financial, and personal development resources that it offers to its 3,000 student veterans.
 The Veterans Advisory Board (VAB) held meetings in each of the five boroughs and offered its expertise to DVS Commissioner Loree Sutton on legislative, organizational, and policy initiatives, as well as hiring strategy and policy priorities. Moreover, the City implemented several measures designed to benefit veterans. These included the establishment of a $25 discounted membership for former service members at all 36 NYC parks, the announcement that New York would become the 50th “caregiver supportive city” in the United States, a revision of affordable housing lottery rules for veterans, and the opening of Veterans Treatment Courts in Manhattan and Staten Island.
 
Finally, the Mayoral Administration played a major role in organizing the Veterans’ Day breakfast, which included approximately 250 civic, military, veteran and VSO advocacy leaders, as well as the Veterans Day Parade, which consisted of approximately 40,000 participants representing 300 organizations from 30 states, as well as roughly 500,000 spectators.
 
UPCOMING ISSUES
One of the major concerns for the veteran community in 2016 will be the operational build-out of the Department of Veterans Services, which currently employs 28 individuals and expects to have 34 employees once it has reached its full capacity. It is currently hiring across all four of its project areas. DVS has articulated its mission as fostering purpose-driven lives for NYC service members, veterans, and their families by engaging in communities, advocating at the local, state, and national level, and ensuring coordinated access to earned benefits, services, and resources. The new department has identified three “lines of action” that it will emphasize: Housing and Support Services (HSS), Whole Health and Community Resilience, and City Employment, Entrepreneurship, Education, Events & Engagement (E5). Housing and Support Services intends to increase the size of its Veteran Peer Coordinator (VPC) program, and establish a command center to match veterans to affordable housing, as well as homelessness after-care and prevention resources. The health initiative will provide a full suite of community-based mental health services for veterans, while the E5 project will establish satellite offices in all five boroughs (where veterans can access case management and resource referral services) and spearhead strategies to recruit veterans to NYC government agencies and institutions of higher education.  
In its 2016 end-of-year report, the VAB made a variety of strategic recommendations for 2017 and beyond that spanned the respective portfolios of DVS, the Mayor’s office, and the City Council. For DVS, the recommendations included documenting both the benefits that New York City provides for its veterans and the lessons the City has learned from implementing its existing services, and providing additional staff and funding so that DVS has direct control over its contracting. The VAB also advised the Mayor and the City Council to extend the minority and women-owned business enterprise (MWBE) program to veteran-owned businesses, and to pass legislation that would allow New York City veterans to apply the Alternative Exemption to the portion of real property taxes that fund public educational institutions. Another main legislative priority that the VAB identified was related to new vending permits for veterans. 
The VAB also addressed a number of long-term opportunities and potential initiatives for DVS and the veteran community in New York City. It recommended that the new department publish a three to five year strategic plan, develop a comprehensive communications strategy for DVS, and spearhead a public relations campaign designed to encourage veterans to study at colleges and universities in New York City. Additionally, the VAB suggested that the Administration and the City Council launch a sustained outreach effort – through social media, press releases, and public events – in support of VetConnectNYC, which is a public-private partnership that serves as an intermediary between New York City veterans and city, state, federal and non-profit service providers. Over 2,000 veterans have used this program over the last two years during its pilot stage. 
Expanding VetsThriveNYC, the veteran-focused complement to First Lady Chirlane McCray’s ThriveNYC initiative, will be another long-term priority for stakeholders. According to a 2014 study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA), which was the largest study of mental health risk ever conducted among U.S. military members, almost 25 percent of approximately 5,500 active-duty, non-deployed Army soldiers surveyed tested positive for a mental disorder. VetsThriveNYC will employ a ‘Core 4’ Whole Health Model featuring four domains: Cultural Engagement (C1), Connection via Peer Social Support (C2), Community Holistic Services (C3), and Clinical Treatment (C4). This approach will seek to engage veterans by drawing upon resources such as peer social support, education, and the arts in order to address service-related mental illnesses. High quality community engagement – which will consist of both partnerships with peer-mentoring programs such as ProVetus and relationships with community experts who serve as leads for each domain – will play a key role in determining the quality of the services that veterans can access. With regard to veteran homelessness, which has decreased by 90 percent over the last five years, the VAB has called on DVS to publish a comprehensive prevention plan and document the successes of Mission Home in service of the ultimate objective of achieving Functional Zero for veteran homelessness. Any future successful projects in this space could become models for fighting homelessness across the city and across the country. To that end, the VAB also suggested that DVS should consider partnerships with the real estate industry. 
CONCLUSION

In light of the additional funding, resources, and public visibility that veterans’ issues have attracted since the inception of the DVS, 2017 will present new challenges in terms of operations, communications, advocacy, and engagement. Today, the Committee will hear testimony from city officials, VAB members, and advocates to explore the Board’s recommendations for the ways in which DVS can become a responsible steward of City resources. 
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