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INTRODUCTION

On December 13, 2006, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Hiram Monserrate, will hold a hearing to examine homelessness facing military veterans within New York City. With City residents counted among those engaged in action in Iraq, Afghanistan and other assignments throughout the world, this Committee is interested in exploring housing services available to servicemen and women returning from military duty who may be at risk for homelessness. Those invited to testify include Clarice Joynes, Executive Director of the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs; Robert V. Hess, Commissioner of the New York City Department of Homeless Services; Vijaya Dasary, Program Director of the Borden Avenue Veterans Residence and other veterans’ service organizations, military veterans and support groups.

BACKGROUND

According to the National Coalition for Homeless Veterans (NCHV), veterans 

returning from active duty often face an array of problems during the transition from a military to a civilian lifestyle which help place them at-risk for homelessness.
 For example, many veterans live with lingering effects of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and substance abuse and experience a lack of family and social support networks when they return from service.
  Such problems exist in addition to the complex set of factors affecting all homelessness, including a shortage of affordable housing and difficulties in earning a livable income and accessing quality health care. This convergence of factors often translates into the inability of many returning soldiers to live independently and maintain adequate housing.


Many advocates maintain that there is a strong correlation between serving in the military and homelessness.
 According to the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (“VA”), nearly 33% of the nation’s adult homeless population in 2006 served in the United States Armed Forces.
  Currently, as many as 200,000 male and female veterans are living on the streets or in shelters.
 The VA also reported that as of 2006, the number of homeless male and female Vietnam era veterans is greater than the number of service persons who died during the Vietnam War.
 However, despite such statistics, the VA has argued that studies have not determined a causal connection between military service, service in Vietnam, or exposure to combat and homelessness among veterans.


The VA has also reported that as of 2006: (1) 97% of all homeless military veterans are male; (2) virtually all homeless military veterans are single; (3) most homeless military veterans are from poor, disadvantaged backgrounds; (4) 56% of homeless military veterans are African-American or Hispanic; and (5) homeless military veterans are more educated than homeless persons with no military background.
 As is the case with the general homeless population, approximately 45% of homeless military veterans suffer from mental illness, and more than 70% suffer from substance abuse problems.
 

New York City has one of the most expensive housing markets in the United States, which contributes to the homeless problem for military veterans trying to survive in New York.
 As of May 2006, the VA estimates that there may be as many as 12,000 homeless veterans in New York City.
 Therefore, over one-third of New York City’s 34,588 homeless individuals are United States military veterans.
   


The VA offers a variety of programs designed to assist homeless military veterans, and claims to be the only federal agency that provides hands-on assistance directly to homeless persons.
 The VA’s programs include: aggressive outreach to those veterans living on streets and in shelters who otherwise would not seek assistance; clinical assessment and referral to needed medical treatment for physical and psychiatric disorders, including substance abuse; long-term sheltered transitional assistance; case management, rehabilitation, and employment assistance; and assistance in securing financial income and permanent housing.
 Within New York State, the VA administers such programs from a network of facilities located throughout the State.
 


Several other federal government agencies also offer programs specifically designed to assist homeless military veterans. The United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), in conjunction with veteran service organizations, created a Veteran Resource Center that is designed to increase military veterans’ knowledge of and participation in a variety of HUD homeless assistance programs and services for veterans and other individuals who are homeless or at-risk of becoming homeless.
 Additional programs and initiatives designed to assist homeless military veterans can be found in government operated veterans’ affairs offices at the state and local levels, veteran service organizations and housing advocacy and other nonprofit groups.
 


Within New York City, the Salvation Army of Greater New York is under contract with the New York City Department of Homeless Services (DHS) to provide shelter for homeless military veterans.
 The Salvation Army Borden Avenue Veterans Residence (BAVR) is a shelter specifically for homeless veterans and is designed to house 410 persons.
 BAVR operates 24 hours a day, seven days a week and has a service staff of 117 employees.


Veteran advocates have argued that government efforts to reduce homelessness among military veterans are insufficient to address the current housing needs of such individuals. For example, according to the NCHV, which offers technical assistance to community-based service providers and government agencies that provide supportive housing, health services, and job training to homeless veterans,
 the most effective programs for addressing homelessness with respect to at-risk veterans are programs that feature “transitional housing with the camaraderie of living in a structured, substance-free environment, with fellow veterans who are succeeding at bettering themselves.”
 Black Veterans for Social Justice, a Brooklyn based veterans organization, argues that servicemen and women returning from Afghanistan and Iraq may lack not only housing, but the support services that are necessary to prevent homelessness.
 Finally, the Coalition for the Homeless, the nation’s oldest advocacy and direct service organization helping homeless men, women and children, identifies the principal cause of homelessness among military veterans as the failure of the VA disability benefits and other public benefits to provide adequate and appropriate housing assistance.
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