Res. No. 503

..Title

Resolution urging the United States Congress to pass and the President to sign the Services, Education, and Rehabilitation for Veterans Act, also known as the SERV Act, which would provide grants to establish veterans treatment courts.

..Body

By Council Members Eugene, Cabrera, Chin, Comrie, Dromm, Ferreras, Fidler, Gentile, James, Lander, Palma, Sanders Jr., Williams, Rodriguez, Rose, Nelson and Halloran  

Whereas, The United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) reports that thousands of recently returned veterans from the Iraq and Afghanistan wars suffer from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) and other service-related mental and physical illnesses; and

Whereas, Research conducted by the Drug Policy Alliance, a national organization that promotes drug rehabilitation policies, shows that soldiers with such underlying medical conditions oftentimes self-medicate by abusing drugs and alcohol as an alternative to seeking professional help; and

Whereas, Consequently, the Drug Policy Alliance also reports that research has shown that the single greatest contributing factor to the potential incarceration of veterans is substance abuse; and

Whereas, The Bureau of Justice statistics within the U.S. Department of Justice has determined that in 2008, there were 229,000 veterans in local jails and state and federal prisons, with 400,000 on probation and 75,000 on parole; and 

Whereas, The VA reports that as of 2009, 70% of veterans serving time in prison had committed non-violent crimes; and

Whereas, The New York Times reports that, in an effort to address the specific underlying mental health issues such as PTSD that many veterans face, courts across the United States have begun to focus on alternatives to incarceration for veterans who are charged with non-violent drug offenses and in some cases, service-related crimes; and 

Whereas, It has been reported that the country’s first Veterans Treatment Court (VTC) began in Buffalo, New York in January 2008 in response to a pattern of non-violent, mostly drug-related crimes committed by veterans; and 

Whereas, The Buffalo VTC uses the model of a “drug court” rather than a criminal court, and focuses on treatment instead of jail time; and

Whereas, For those veterans who developed drug or alcohol dependency and were charged with low-level crimes, Buffalo’s VTC offers not only the possibility of an expunged record upon completion of the program, but also the opportunity to receive professional mental health treatment to deal with the root cause of their criminal actions; and 
Whereas, The Buffalo VTC exclaims the success of the program and reports that not one of the twenty-two veterans who have graduated from the program has committed a new crime; and

Whereas, VA Secretary Eric K. Shinseki visited the Buffalo VTC and offered his support for the model, stating that he would like to find ways to further support alternative treatment methods for veterans in his role as Secretary of the VA; and 

Whereas, According to the National Association of Drug Court Professionals, there are currently twenty-one VTCs in the US designed specifically to deal with misdemeanors, drug possession, and certain felonies committed by veterans due to substance abuse resulting from military trauma; and

Whereas, U.S. Senators John Kerry and Lisa Murkowski introduced the Services, Education, and Rehabilitation for Veterans (SERV) Act in July 2008 based on the model of the Buffalo VTC; and 

Whereas, The SERV Act would allocate $25 million annually towards the establishment of VTCs across the country from fiscal years 2010-2015; and 

Whereas, Under the SERV Act, only veterans who are non-violent offenders that served on active duty status and were not dishonorably discharged would qualify; and
Whereas, Senator Kerry has stated that the SERV Act would help address the “serious issues of drug and alcohol addiction in an appropriate forum that recognizes that some veterans fall victim to substance abuse as a way to handle post-traumatic stress;” now, therefore, be it

Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York urges the United States Congress to pass and the President to sign the Services, Education, and Rehabilitation for Veterans Act, also known as the SERV Act, which would provide grants to establish veterans treatment courts.
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