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INTRODUCTION
On Tuesday, April 4, 2023, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Robert Holden, will conduct an oversight hearing on The State of Veterans of Foreign Wars and American Legion Halls, as well as Other Veterans-Services Organizations with Physical Locations. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City (NYC) Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS), representatives of Veterans’ organizations in New York City, and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
Overview of Support for Veterans in NYC  
DVS is the first city government agency in the United States dedicated exclusively to supporting veterans and their families and caregivers.[footnoteRef:1] The purpose of DVS is to “connect, mobilize, and empower” veterans living in New York City by providing “essential services and programs focused on pivotal areas such as economic empowerment, housing security, benefits, health and wellness, and culture”.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  About. NYC Department of Veterans' Services. (2023). Retrieved from https://www.nyc.gov/site/veterans/about/about.page. ]  [2:  Id.] 

Under the Charter, DVS is vested with the power and duty to assist veterans and their families in relation to the following:
(1) Matters pertaining to educational training and retraining services and facilities;
(2) Health, medical and rehabilitation service and facilities;
(3) Provisions of federal, state and local laws and regulations affording special rights and privileges to members of the armed forces and veterans and their families;
(4) Employment and re-employment services, and
(5) Other matters of similar, related or appropriate nature.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Charter § 3102 (a).] 


In carrying out its Charter-assigned responsibilities, DVS is required to “utilize, so far as possible, the services, commissions, boards, bureaus, institutions and other agencies of the state and of … [New York City].” DVS’ Veterans’ Advisory Board exists to “advise the commissioner [of veterans’ services] on all matters concerning veterans”.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Charter § 3103 (c)(1).] 

According to the Preliminary Fiscal 2023 Mayor’s Management Report, DVS works with veterans regardless of discharge status or the branch of the military in which they served, including the Reserves and National Guard.[footnoteRef:5] DVS provides access to education and career options for veterans, manages the infrastructure that veterans use to access benefits and other services, and helps homeless veterans obtain and stay in permanent housing.[footnoteRef:6] Veteran Service Organizations play an important and complementary role in carrying out DVS’ mission, but the extent to which DVS provides direct support or collaborates with such organizations could be expanded. [5:  Preliminary Fiscal 2023 Mayor’s Management Report. NYC Mayor's Office of Operations. (2023, February). Retrieved from https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/pmmr2022/dvs.pdf. ]  [6:  Id.] 

As of 2023, DVS provided grants to Veteran Service Organizations (VSO) struggling during the COVID-19 pandemic through its VSO Microgrant Program.[footnoteRef:7] In particular, 22 VSOs received a grant of $1,136 each to help offset economic hardship as a consequence of the pandemic-induced loss of rental income.[footnoteRef:8] These VSOs included 15 American Legion posts and 5 Veterans of Foreign Wars posts.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Support for Veteran Service Organizations. NYC Department of Veterans' Services. (2023). Retrieved from https://www.nyc.gov/site/veterans/initiatives/support-for-veteran-service-organizations.page. ]  [8:  Id. ]  [9:  Id. ] 



Veterans of Foreign Wars  
            The Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) of the United States was formed in 1899 as a self-help network of local organizations by veterans of the Spanish-American War of 1898 and the Philippine Insurrection of 1899-1902 to obtain rights, benefits, and resources for its members at a time when no medical care or pension system existed for veterans.[footnoteRef:10] As of December 2022, there were 5,773 VFW Posts serving 1.5 million members.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  About Us. Veterans of Foreign Wars of the U.S. (2023). Retrieved from https://www.vfw.org/about-us.   ]  [11:  Veterans of Foreign Wars, VFW Fact Sheet. Veterans of Foreign Wars. (2022, December). Retrieved from https://vfworg-cdn.azureedge.net/-/media/VFWSite/Files/Media-and-Events/Press-Room/VFWFactSheet.pdf?la=en;
  2022 Veterans of Foreign Wars Annual Report. Veterans of Foreign Wars. (2022). Retrieved from https://vfworg-cdn.azureedge.net/-/media/VFWSite/Files/Media-and-Events/Press-Room/VFWAnnualReport.pdf.  ] 

Since its inception, VFW has been instrumental in establishing the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), the development of the national cemetery system, the fight for compensation for Vietnam War veterans exposed to Agent Orange and for veterans diagnosed with Gulf War Syndrome, the passing in 2008 of a GI Bill for the 21st Century providing expanded educational benefits, and improving VA medical care for female veterans.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  About Us. Veterans of Foreign Wars of the U.S. (2023). Retrieved from https://www.vfw.org/about-us.] 

Between 2004 and 2022, the VFW Unmet Needs program, which helps military families cover basic needs in times of crisis, provided 11,326 grants totaling over $12.7 million, including more than $5 million in housing-assistance grants to 3,948 military families.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Veterans of Foreign Wars, VFW Fact Sheet. Veterans of Foreign Wars. (2022, December). Retrieved from https://vfworg-cdn.azureedge.net/-/media/VFWSite/Files/Media-and-Events/Press-Room/VFWFactSheet.pdf?la=en;
  2022 Veterans of Foreign Wars Annual Report. Veterans of Foreign Wars. (2022). Retrieved from https://vfworg-cdn.azureedge.net/-/media/VFWSite/Files/Media-and-Events/Press-Room/VFWAnnualReport.pdf.   ] 

In Fiscal Year 2022, VFW assisted about 115,000 veterans with submitting new VA claims.[footnoteRef:14] In that year, almost 13,500 VA claims were filed by the VFW Pre-Discharge offices, resulting in over $64 million in disability compensation.[footnoteRef:15] Overall, in 2022, VFW helped veterans recoup in VA disability compensation and pension benefits a total of $11.2 billion.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Id. ]  [15:  Id. ]  [16:  Id. ] 



The American Legion
The American Legion was chartered and incorporated by U.S. Congress in 1919 as a mutual-help veterans organization to enhance the well-being of American veterans, their families, U.S. military, and communities.[footnoteRef:17] As of 2023, the organization had approximately 2 million members and over 13,000 posts.[footnoteRef:18] The American Legion provides mentorship to youth and advocacy for veterans to assist them with obtaining education, healthcare, stable housing, meaningful careers, and strong social networks.[footnoteRef:19]   [17:  Veterans Strengthening America. The American Legion. (2023). Retrieved from https://www.legion.org/mission. ]  [18:  History. The American Legion. (2023). Retrieved from https://www.legion.org/history. ]  [19:  Veterans Strengthening America. The American Legion. (2023). Retrieved from https://www.legion.org/mission. 
 ] 

In 2021, over 3,800 American Legion posts engaged in outreach to 234,601 veterans through the Buddy Check program to identify their needs, address social isolation, and provide support ranging from grocery shopping to household chores.[footnoteRef:20] In addition, in 2021, 1,117 American Legion posts participated in veteran career fairs, with 4,625 veterans having been placed in jobs through American Legion local assistance.[footnoteRef:21] Also, in 2021, American Legion posts distributed over $3 million in emergency aid to veterans.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  American Legion 2022 Annual Report. The American Legion. (2022). Retrieved from https://www.legion.org/documents/legion/pdf/2022_AnnualReport.pdf. ]  [21:  Id. ]  [22:  Id. ] 

Furthermore, the American Legion Board of Veterans Appeals obtained for appellant-veterans about $47 million in VA award grants in 2021.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Id. ] 

Moreover, in 2021, 102 National Emergency Fund grants totaling $203,240 were provided by the American Legion to American Legion posts, Legionnaires, and Sons of The American Legion members.[footnoteRef:24] Additionally, in 2021, the American Legion Mission Blue Post Assistance Program distributed more than $613,000 in grants to American Legion posts as economic relief from the COVID-19 pandemic’s effects.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.] 

VFW and American Legion Halls
 Local halls operated by VFW and American Legion posts serve as safe, critical community spaces for veterans coping with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, Military Sexual Trauma, other wartime trauma, and issues attendant to transition from military to civilian life to commiserate and support each other, and for community members to celebrate weddings and other milestones.[footnoteRef:26]      [26:  Marcelo, P. (2021, March 22). A Year into COVID Pandemic, Veterans Halls ‘Barely Hanging’ On. Military Times. Retrieved from https://www.militarytimes.com/veterans/2021/03/22/a-year-into-covid-pandemic-veterans-halls-barely-hanging-on/;
    Novelly, T. (2022, April 8). VFW Posts Are Dying. They Need Hesitant 9/11 Vets to Fill the Void. Military.com. Retrieved from https://www.military.com/daily-news/2022/04/08/vfw-posts-are-dying-they-need-hesitant-9-11-vets-fill-void.html. ] 

Additionally, during the pandemic, these halls served as crucial community resources offering much needed help, as exemplified by the American Legion Post 483 in Queens, New York that operated a food pantry, which fed thousands of New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Marcelo, P. (2021, March 22). A Year into COVID Pandemic, Veterans Halls ‘Barely Hanging’ On. Military Times. Retrieved from https://www.militarytimes.com/veterans/2021/03/22/a-year-into-covid-pandemic-veterans-halls-barely-hanging-on/.] 

However, VFW and American Legion halls are increasingly closing as a result of a combination of factors, including aging membership composed of Vietnam War veterans; an ongoing struggle to attract and retain younger, post-9/11 veterans; and economic pressures imposed by the pandemic.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Novelly, T. (2022, April 8). VFW Posts Are Dying. They Need Hesitant 9/11 Vets to Fill the Void. Military.com. Retrieved from https://www.military.com/daily-news/2022/04/08/vfw-posts-are-dying-they-need-hesitant-9-11-vets-fill-void.html.] 


CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee will examine the state of VFW and American Legion halls and of other veterans-services organizations with physical locations in NYC to review challenges presented to such organizations by the pandemic and its aftermath, as well as to assess their current needs and the capacity of DVS to provide support to, and collaborate with such organizations in assisting New York City veterans and their families. 
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