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INTRODUCTION

On Tuesday, June 20, 2017 the Committee on Small Business, chaired by Council Member Robert Cornegy and the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich will jointly hold an oversight hearing entitled Supporting Veteran Entrepreneurship and Employment. Representatives of the Department of Small Business Services (SBS), the Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS), various Chambers of Commerce, advocates, and representatives of business owners have been invited to testify.

BACKGROUND

Veteran Entrepreneurship
According to the Institute for Veterans and Military Families at Syracuse University, nearly half of World War II veterans owned and operated businesses after separating from the military, and 40.1 percent of Korean War veterans became entrepreneurs.
 However, that trend has changed in recent years. In 2003, 10.2 percent of new entrepreneurs were veterans, but by 2013 that percentage had decreased to 4.8 percent.
 
There are roughly 15,400 veteran business owners in New York City (NYC or the City).
 Approximately 17 percent of veteran-owned businesses (VOB) operate in professional services, 16 percent work in construction, and 10 percent offer maintenance and repair services.
  
New York City provides capacity-building programs and services for small businesses, including veteran-owned small businesses, and some programs specifically for veterans.
 SBS offers a range of assistance for all small businesses, including business courses, regulatory support, access to legal advice, identifying grant or lender opportunities, emergency preparedness, job training for employees, and advice on becoming a government contractor.
 

Certain NYC programs are offered only to Veterans. For example, the Veterans Entrepreneurship Program is a free, four-week course designed specifically for New York City veterans who are interested in starting their own businesses.
 The program is available for veterans who served at least one day in the active military, naval, or air service, including the Reserves or National Guard. During the program, participants learn the fundamentals of entrepreneurship, refine business concepts, develop business plans, learn to understand government processes more thoroughly, and access resources and incentives designed for veteran entrepreneurs.


Currently, between 40 and 50 percent of veteran business owners are in industries that are subject to City procurement rules.
 SBS released a NYC Veteran Procurement study to determine the viability of procurement goals for veteran-owned businesses in NYC in December 2014.
 At that time, procurement goals were not recommended, in part, because the number of veteran-owned businesses were too small.


Few studies have examined barriers to entrepreneurship that are unique to veterans.  However, some researchers have suggested that, although there are specific programs that support veteran entrepreneurship, veterans are often unaware of these programs.
 In addition, the recession may have accounted for some of the recent decline in veteran entrepreneurship.
 Recognizing the need to identify specific barriers to veteran entrepreneurship, the Institute for Veterans and Military Families at Syracuse University is currently conducting a national study entitled Operation Vetrepreneurship: Tracking Aspirations, Barriers, and New Ventures, which is designed, in part, to better understand these issues.
 The Institute described the study as “one of the largest qualitative research efforts on veteran entrepreneurship” and the results are intended to inform the public and private sector on issues related to the successful promotion of veteran entrepreneurship.
 
Veteran Employment

Although the overall veteran unemployment rate of 3.4 percent is slightly lower than the national average of 4.3 percent, 5.1 percent of Post-9/11 veterans were unemployed at the end of 2016, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

The United States Department of Veterans Affairs has estimated that approximately 130,000 veterans work in New York City, 13,000 of whom are Active Duty and Reservist soldiers.
 Notably, the unemployment rates for veterans are higher than the overall population in Kings County, New York County, and Queens County.
 
The unemployment rates by county in the City are: 
· 13.1% in Bronx County for veterans; 13.8% in Bronx County overall;
· 11.7% in Kings County for veterans; 10.0% in Kings County overall;
· 10.9% in New York County for veterans; 7.5% in New York County overall;
· 9.5% in Queens County for veterans; 8.5% in Queens County overall; and
· 6.4% in Richmond County for veterans; 6.8% in Richmond County overall.

Workforce1 Career Centers prepare individuals, including veterans, with job search skills through resume and interviewing workshops, train local residents to acquire technical skills in growing fields, and connect jobseekers to employers with open positions.
 Veterans and their spouses can also access Priority1 services, which allows individuals to access priority services at Workforce1 Career Centers to meet career goals while leveraging military skills and experiences. At these centers, dedicated Veteran Specialists are available to connect veterans, and their spouses, to training, jobs, and supportive services at Workforce1 Career Centers.
 The Department of Veterans’ Services also offers some employment support, including mentorship opportunities for Veterans. 

A 2012 survey by Prudential Financial, in partnership with the Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America, found that more than two-thirds of veterans reported that finding a job was the “greatest challenge in transitioning to civilian life.”
  In fact, one of the biggest hurdles to employment that veterans face when reentering civilian life was translating their military skills and experience for prospective civilian employers.
  According to a June 2016 report by the Institute on Employment and Disability at Cornell University, there is a “significant lack of understanding” by employers of “how military roles and experiences translate to transferable skills for many work environments, especially those positions in leadership roles.”
 This lack of understanding causes many employers to deny employment to veterans.
  Employers are also reluctant to hire veterans due to a belief that veterans returning to civilian life have health and behavioral health issues as a result of their service.
  In a survey of veterans, 24 percent responded that they believe employers avoid hiring veterans, in part, due to “fears of dealing with veterans’ disabilities or ‘too much baggage.’”

In addition to the stigmas that prevent employers from hiring veterans, there is a “hard skills” gap between veterans and nonveterans who are seeking employment.  For example, veterans often lack the skills to compete with nonveterans who are used to searching for jobs on the Internet.
  Model resumes presented by military vocational counselors are outdated and often lack keywords that software programs used by businesses in the hiring process look for when filtering resumes.
  And veterans have limited, if any, experience with other job search related tasks such as networking, drafting cover letters and interviews.

Further, particular groups of veterans face barriers unique to their situation.  For example, veterans with disabilities may face barriers to civilian employment, including a lack of education and information regarding disabilities. Issues have been raised, such as the need to provide workplace accommodations and confusion about the rights and responsibilities of employees with disabilities in the civilian workforce.
  Veterans may also have health needs that require a more flexible leave schedule.
 In some instances, Reservists and National Guardsman still face prejudicial treatment from employers concerned that their continuing military duties will interfere with their civilian jobs.
  
CONCLUSION


At today’s hearing, the Committee will examine the City’s efforts to support and assist veterans who are entrepreneurs or looking for employment. Specifically, the Committee intends to explore the resources and tools available for veteran entrepreneurship. In addition, the Committee intends to explore how the City is helping to support unemployed or underemployed veterans with their employment needs. 
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