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Introduction

On December 15, 2014, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich, will consider Proposed Res. No. 261-A, a Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign S.1702, an Act to amend the public housing law, in relation to veterans' eligibility for public housing. Those invited to testify include representatives from the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), advocates for veterans, and local services providers.   
Affordable Housing Challenges for Veterans in New York

Over the next few years, approximately 44,000 veterans are expected to return to New York from their military service.
 As they return to civilian life, many, particularly those with significant physical and psychological challenges, will seek affordable housing.
 It has been estimated that over 1.5 million veteran-headed households nationwide spend more than half their income on housing costs.
 Nearly 4 million American veterans and their families pay more than 30 percent of their income for housing.
  
In New York, where housing costs are significant and there is a shortage of affordable housing, veterans experience an even greater struggle. According to the New York City Comptroller’s Office, the median rent in New York City in 2012 was approximately $1,100/month, a 74.6% increase from 2000.
 This is compared to a median rent of $690 in the rest of the United States.
 Nearly one-third (31%) of all veteran households in the state spent more than 30% of their income on housing costs and utilities.
 High housing costs force families to sacrifice elsewhere. For example, a 2011 study indicated that more than one in eight (13%) veteran households in New York City were unable to afford food because they had to pay for rent.
 These families also have a greater risk of having to move frequently and entering into insecure arrangements such as living with friends or becoming homeless.
 
At the same time as housing is becoming more expensive, the number of affordable apartments in the City is shrinking. According to the latest Housing and Vacancy Survey, the vacancy rate in New York City was 3.12 percent.
 The Comptroller’s report found that the City has lost approximately 400,000 apartments renting for $1,000 or less.
 New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) public housing accounts for more than half the apartments in the City that rent for $600 or less.

Veterans of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars (typically referred to collectively as “Post-9/11 Veterans”) encounter a particular set of challenges which make it more difficult for them to afford housing. New York’s post-9/11 veterans have high rates of mental health problems, with one study finding that approximately 22 percent met the criteria for a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or depression.
 Additionally, these veterans’ overall level of physical functioning and role limitations due to physical health were lower than levels for similar individuals in the general population.
 Furthermore, veterans in New York City have a higher unemployment rate (11.3%) than nonveterans (9.8%).
 
Service-connected disabled veterans also experience high barriers to finding affordable, safe housing. Nationwide, nearly 3.4 million veterans are eligible for disability benefits as a result of disease or injury incurred during active military service.
 Such eligible veterans are evaluated by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) and given a disability rating on a 0 to 100% scale, in increments of 10%.
 Monthly benefits to veterans vary depending on their disability rating and number of dependents. Approximately 54 percent of all veterans with a service-related disability do not earn wages or income from an annual salary.
 For those with a disability rating of 70% or more, this number is 78 percent.
 Even for those who are eligible and file a claim for benefits, the process can take several months. The VA currently reports a claims backlog of 244,498.
 For those single veterans who have a disability rating between 70%-100%, the monthly benefit is between $1,312.40 and $2,858.24.
 For those with a spouse and child, the benefit for this population is between $1,505.66 and $3,134.32.
 Therefore, those disabled veterans who rely solely on this benefit find a significant portion going towards housing costs, with little money left over for other needs. 
A majority of surveyed veterans in New York State have stated that they would find housing assistance and/or loans helpful, regardless of whether they had actually benefitted from such programs.
 New York State has attempted to address the lack of affordable housing for veterans through state law; however, implementation has often been ineffective. In November 2007, the Private Housing Finance Law was amended to require the N.Y.C. Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) to give preference to disabled veterans or their surviving spouses applying for housing under Mitchell-Lama housing program.
 This preference was later expanded in 2010 to include veterans who are not disabled, and therefore veterans who served in active duty in several wars and hostilities, including Iraq and Afghanistan, can benefit from the preference, as can their surviving spouses.
 However, a June 2012 report by the New York State Comptroller found that few veterans actually benefitted from this preference due to inaction and/or disregard by housing companies and lax oversight by HPD.
 This mirrored an earlier report of developments supervised by New York State’s Homes and Community Renewal (HCR) agency, which found that veterans’ preference rights were bypassed at more than ¼ of the developments and nearly half the developments had failed to update their applications to get information on veteran status.
 As will be discussed in the next section, public housing preferences are similarly ineffective in addressing the needs of this population in New York City. 
Veterans who are unable to obtain affordable housing are sometimes forced into the homeless shelter system, or are unable to find shelter at all. Those veterans at a particularly high risk for homelessness include African-Americans, women, veterans with disabilities, younger veterans, and those who served in the early All-Volunteer-Force (post-Vietnam).
 Veterans who served in Afghanistan and Iraq (usually referred to as “post-9/11 veterans”) are also prone to an increased risk of homelessness, and tend to become homeless more quickly after discharge than veterans from the same era who did not serve in either conflict.
 The United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 2014 Annual Homeless Assessment Report found that in New York State there were 2,542 homeless veterans, the fourth largest number of homeless veterans in the nation (however, only 5% of the total number homeless adults in the state were veterans).
  The HUD estimate additionally found that in New York City, there were 1,645 homeless veterans, which also represented the largest decrease in homeless veterans among Continuums of Care,
 with 1,902 fewer homeless veterans in 2014 than in 2013, or a 54% decline.
  While the HUD study covers both sheltered and unsheltered individuals, on a local level, the New York City Department of Homeless Services (DHS) reports on the number of individuals in veteran specific shelters on both a daily and monthly basis. On October 30, 2014, there were 360 individuals in DHS veteran shelters,
 and over the course of September 2014 there were 425 unduplicated individuals in DHS veteran shelters.
 There is no data available on the overall number of veterans in the DHS system who are not living in the two veteran-specific shelters. 

As of March 2014, for the Fiscal Year 2014,
 DHS reports that 555 homeless veterans exited the shelter system to permanent housing.
 However, this exit to permanent housing is defined only as remaining out of shelter for at least thirty days.
 Compared to the same period of Fiscal Year 2013, there was a 2% drop in the number of homeless veterans exiting shelter.
 Although DHS reports on the overall number of single adults who exit to supportive housing, which is a resource for homeless veterans, there is no specific data on the number of veterans who exit to supportive housing.
Public Housing for Veterans in New York City
The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) provides public housing for low and moderate income residents of New York City, while also administering the federal Section 8 housing voucher program. Thousands of veterans currently reside in NYCHA developments throughout the five boroughs. Although authorized under federal guidelines, NYCHA does not have a veterans’ preference for public housing included in its mandated agency plan sent to HUD.
 

The primary source of federal funding for veterans in public housing is the Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing (VASH) program through HUD. The program combines Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) rental assistance for homeless veterans with case management and clinical services provided by the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).
  VA services are provided at VA medical centers (VAMCs) and community-based outreach clinics.
 In FY 2015, the federal government appropriated an additional $75 million for VASH vouchers (approximately 10,000 new vouchers nationwide).
 NYCHA is authorized to issue 2,416 VASH vouchers, including an additional 171 vouchers funded from HUD’s October 2014 award of $1.156 million for NYCHA’s VASH program.
 Currently, there are 2,168 Section 8 units under lease from veterans who qualify with VASH vouchers.

New York State’s Public Housing Law provides eligibility for public housing to veterans, or the surviving spouses of veterans, who served in the armed forces of the United States for a period of at least six months (or a shorter period terminated to death or injury incurred in such service) between February 28, 1961 and May 7, 1975.
 To qualify, such eligible veterans must have been discharged or released under conditions other than dishonorable, or have died in such service (in the case of family applicants) no more than five years prior to application for public housing.
 Furthermore, their probable aggregate annual income
 during the period of occupancy cannot exceed seven times the rental (including the value or cost of heat, light, water, and cooking fuel) of the apartment.
 Where eligible persons or families have four or more dependents, this ratio cannot exceed eight to one.
 Within the eligible veteran population, state regulations give first preference to families with lower incomes, families without housing or under court order to vacate, families with health conditions, families residing in substandard housing, and families paying excessive rent.
 
Preferences for veterans and their families in public housing are authorized under federal housing guidelines. HUD guidelines permit public housing authorities to adopt selection preferences for applicants who are members of the active duty military or veterans, or who are families of active duty military or veterans.
  However, state law does not establish a preference for veterans in public housing. According to a 2007 report by the United States Government Accountability Office (GAO), the majority of the 41 largest public housing agencies surveyed had no veterans’ preference for their public housing or voucher programs.
 Within New York, the Buffalo Municipal Housing Authority provides a waitlist preference for honorably discharged members of the armed forces.
 Non-New York jurisdictions that have veteran preferences include Massachusetts, which requires local housing authorities to apply a veterans’ preference in elderly/handicapped housing as well as family housing,
 and Los Angeles, which grants priority among each of its enunciated preferences to families of veterans or servicemen of the United States armed forces.
 
In January 2013, New York State Senator Anthony Avella introduced a bill to expand eligibility to veterans and their surviving spouses, who served or are serving in the United States Armed Forces from September 14, 2001 to December 31, 2014.
 Additionally, the bill would require public housing authorities to grant preference to eligible veterans or families of veterans who have a military service-related disability.
 
Analysis of Proposed Res. No. 261-A

Proposed Res. No. 261-A states that according to the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), New York City is home to approximately 200,000 veterans. The resolution notes that as the United States decreases its involvement in overseas conflicts and reduces the size of its military, service members will transition back to civilian life in greater numbers. Furthermore, it cites Crain’s New York Business as reporting that 44,000 service members are expected to return home from active duty to the New York City Metropolitan Area in subsequent months and years. 

The resolution states that one of the biggest challenges facing veterans and returning service members is locating safe and affordable housing for themselves and their families, but that New York City has one of the lowest residential vacancy rates in the nation and a widespread affordable housing shortage. The resolution notes that the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) is a public housing agency that provides affordable housing options for low and moderate income residents throughout the five boroughs of New York City, and that NYCHA has a significant backlog of applicants seeking affordable housing accommodations.
The resolution then discusses that current New York State law grants priority admissions preferences to public housing for those veterans who were honorably discharged and served in the military between February 2, 1961 and May 1, 1975, but conversely, existing public housing laws do not afford public housing preferences to veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, or to service-connected disabled veterans and their families.
Next, the resolution states that in 2013, Senator Anthony Avella introduced S. 1702, an Act to amend the public housing law, in relation to veterans’ eligibility for public housing. The Act would expand public housing opportunities and grant priority access to veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, provided some portion of the service period was between September 14, 2001 to December 31, 2014, and the legislation would also allow a preference to veterans or families of veterans who have a military service-connected disability as designated by the VA.
Finally, the resolution declares that New York State has a commitment to honor the service of all veterans regardless of era or conflict, and to honor those veterans who sustained injuries in battle defending their country; and that to ease the transition into civilian life, it is more crucial than ever that affordable housing assistance be provided to all veterans and their families. The resolution calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign S.1702, an Act to amend the public housing law, in relation to veterans' eligibility for public housing.
Proposed Res. No. 261-A
 

Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign S.1702, an Act to amend the public housing law, in relation to veterans' eligibility for public housing.
 

By Council Members Ulrich, Chin, Constantinides, Dickens, Eugene, Koo, Wills, Rodriguez, Koslowitz, Rosenthal, Vallone and Cohen.
 

Whereas, According to the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), New York City is home to roughly 200,000 veterans; and
       Whereas, As the United States (U.S.) decreases its involvement in overseas conflicts and reduces the size of the military, greater numbers of service members will transition back to civilian life; and
      Whereas, According to Crain’s New York Business, 44,000 service members are expected to return home from active duty to the New York City metropolitan area in the subsequent months and years; and
        Whereas, One of the biggest challenges facing veterans and returning service members is locating safe and affordable housing for themselves and their families; and
      Whereas, However, New York City has one of the lowest residential vacancy rates in the nation and a widespread affordable housing shortage; and
      Whereas, The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) is a public housing agency that provides affordable housing options for low and moderate income residents throughout the five boroughs of New York City; and
         Whereas, NYCHA has a significant backlog of applicants seeking affordable housing accommodations; and  
        Whereas, Current New York State law grants priority admission preferences to public housing for those veterans who were honorably discharged and served in the military between February 2, 1961 and May 1, 1975; and
             Whereas, Conversely, there are currently no public housing preferences afforded to veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, or to service-connected disabled veterans and their families under any existing public housing laws; and
          Whereas, In 2013, Senator Anthony Avella introduced S.1702, an Act to amend the public housing law, in relation to veterans' eligibility for public housing; and
      Whereas, This Act would expand public housing opportunities and grant priority access to veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts provided some portion of the service period was between September 14, 2001 to December 31, 2014; and
       Whereas, This legislation would also allow a preference to veterans or families of veterans who have a military service-connected disability as designated by the VA; and
       Whereas, New York State has a commitment to honor the service of all veterans regardless of era or conflict, and to honor those veterans who sustained injuries in battle defending their country; and
       Whereas, To ease the transition into civilian life, it is more crucial than ever that affordable housing assistance be provided to all veterans and their families; now, therefore, be it
       Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign S.1702, an Act to amend the public housing law, in relation to veterans' eligibility for public housing.
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