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OVERSIGHT:

The Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs – Examining the Role of MOVA in Serving New York City’s Veterans
INTRODUCTION
On June 23, 2014, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich, will hold an oversight hearing entitled “The Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs – Examining the Role of MOVA in Serving New York City’s Veterans.” Those invited to testify include the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs, advocates for veterans, and local services providers.  
BACKGROUND
New York City’s five boroughs are home to approximately 200,000 veterans.
 Although the overall veteran population is projected to decrease as World War II, Korea, and Vietnam veterans age,
 many of those who served in Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan and Operation Iraqi Freedom will separate from the military in the coming years. Veterans from post-9/11 conflicts, along with their counterparts from prior conflicts and peace-time service, are eligible for a number of benefits and services provided by the federal government, New York State, the City of New York, and various service providers. However, many veterans are not aware of the range of supports they may be entitled to, and even those seeking out benefits can find navigation of applications, paperwork requirements, and eligibility determinations challenging.
The Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), created by local law in 1987 by the Board of Estimate, serves as the City’s chief military liaison to veterans, veterans’ organizations, and other entities that serve City’s veteran population.
 Under the New York City Charter, MOVA is tasked with assisting members of United States (U.S.) military, veterans, and their families with issues such as educational training and retraining services; health, medical and rehabilitation services; advocacy to passage of federal, state and local laws and regulations that would grant special rights and privileges to veterans and their families; and employment and re-employment services.
 For MOVA’s purposes, a veteran is defined as “a person who has served in the active military service of the United States and who has been released from such service otherwise than by dishonorable discharge.”
 The Office is also directed to utilize the services and facilities of State and local agencies whenever possible.
 
MOVA’s establishment is authorized under New York State law, which allows for a local veterans’ service agency in each city.
 Such agencies are permitted to “inform” New York resident veterans about educational training, health services, laws and regulations affording special rights to veterans, employment services, and other related matters.
 As noted above, MOVA’s powers under the Charter mirrors the language in State law. Though State law provides that the powers of local veterans’ service agencies are to be exercised “under the direction of the State veterans’ service agency,” there is no indication that MOVA’s activities have ever been limited by the State.

Recently, the Council worked to expand MOVA’s responsibilities to improve the services and information available to local veterans. In 2013, the Council enacted Local Law 24, which was designed to overhaul of MOVA’s website and improve the Office’s employment services.
 Prior to the enactment of the local law, resources designed to assist veterans looking for civilian jobs offered by the federal government, New York State, and the City were not easily accessible on any one site. Thus, MOVA was required to work with various City agencies to include on their website links to the federal veterans job bank developed by Google and the White House; the U.S. and New York State Department of Labor websites for veterans; federal sites that translate military skills and occupations into related civilian jobs; job opportunities posted by the New York City Department of Small Business Services (SBS); SBS’s WorkForce1 site for veterans; and a list of City civil service examinations that relate to military occupations, along with a list of upcoming exams and dates.
 MOVA was also directed to work with the City to ensure that all job openings with the City are included federal job bank.

An additional measure passed by the Council in 2013, Local Law 41, sought to improve the coordination between MOVA and City agencies by codifying and expanding upon an Executive Order issued by Mayor Michael Bloomberg. In January 2008, Mayor Bloomberg issued Executive Order No. 110, which required the coordination of City-wide services for veterans through MOVA and established agency coordinators for veterans’ services.
 According to the Order, such action was needed due to the large population of veterans, active duty service members, and reservists in the City, combined with the “significant number” of veterans employed by the City.
 Under the Order, each City agency was directed to assign a senior staff member to serve as a MOVA liaison, but during a 2011 Veterans Committee hearing, advocates testified that many agencies are unaware of the liaisons’ exact role.
 Further, Executive Orders issued by a Mayor may be revoked, revised, or superseded by orders issued by their predecessors.
 
In response to these concerns, the Council passed legislation requiring the appointment of veteran liaisons at every City agency, ensuring that the liaison positions would continue to exist following the end of Mayor Bloomberg’s term.
 The liaisons are required to work with MOVA in assisting individual veterans and must make themselves available for periodic training by MOVA to ensure that they know how to best connect veterans with services not just at their agency, but that are available throughout the City.
 Additionally, the liaisons must work directly with veterans employed by City agencies in regard to personnel benefits available to veterans.

Funding for the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs
The Mayor’s Proposed Executive Budget for Fiscal 2015 provides $240,332 to support three full-time employees at MOVA and $22,000 for goods and services other than personnel costs.
 However, only a short time ago, Fiscal 2009, MOVA received $356,000 to support four full-time employees.
 That level of support remained relatively stable until 2012, when funding dropped to $184,590.
 MOVA also receives a significant share of its funding from New York State. In Fiscal 2015, the State will provide $201,000 in funding for MOVA, level from the previous year, allowing for two additional full-time employees.
 
MOVA’s operations have recently been supplemented by three benefits counselors who assist veterans with applications for benefits provided through the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs.
 The counselors, supported for a one-year period beginning in the summer of 2013 by a grant from the Robin Hood Foundation, work in areas identified by MOVA as having the City’s highest-need veterans populations, with administrative support by the City’s Human Resources Association.
 It is currently unclear if funding will be made available to continue the benefits counselor program once the funding for the counselors expires in August 2014. 
The Council’s response to the Mayor’s budget proposal called for significant expansion of MOVA through a $400,000 increase to its annual budget.
 Additionally, the Council proposed that the City provide $1 million in funding for mental health, employment, and legal assistance services for veterans.

CONCLUSION

Today, the Committee will explore how MOVA is utilizing available resources to fulfill its mission and in what ways it could expand or improve its services if additional funding were made available. In addition, the Committee is interested in hearing from local advocates and services providers how they believe MOVA is currently performing and what more the Office could do to better serve veterans in New York City. 
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