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INTRODUCTION
On Wednesday, September 18, 2024, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Robert Holden, will conduct an oversight hearing on Increasing Veterans’ Civic Engagement in New York City. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS), representatives of Veterans’ organizations in New York City (NYC), and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
According to the United States (U.S.) Census Bureau, the 2020 presidential election posted the highest voter numbers of the 21st century,[footnoteRef:2] with about 67 percent of the U.S. population registering to vote and about 61 percent actually casting a ballot.[footnoteRef:3] Veteran participation in the election exceeded both those percentages, with about 79 percent of Veterans being registered and about 74 percent voting in 2020.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  U.S. Census Bureau, “2020 Presidential Election Voting and Registration Tables Now Available” (April 29, 2021), available at https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2021/2020-presidential-election-voting-and-registration-tables-now-available.html.]  [3:  U.S. Census Bureau, “Voting and Registration in the Election of November 2020” (April 2021), available at https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/voting-and-registration/p20-585.html.]  [4:  Id.] 

In addition to voting in higher numbers, Veterans—especially older Veterans and those who have been back in civilian life for a longer period of time—are likely to be highly engaged in volunteer work they do in their communities.[footnoteRef:5] Findings from a survey of Iraq and Afghanistan War Veterans, conducted by Civic Enterprises, showed that over 90 percent of Veterans from Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) agree that “serving the community” is “important to them.”[footnoteRef:6] About 39 percent of Veterans who have volunteered in their communities since their return from OIF or OEF were not regularly volunteering before they had left home for military service, perhaps suggesting that their military service might have given them the motivation and skills needed to engage in community service.[footnoteRef:7] Survey findings also indicated that volunteering was a way to help Veterans transition back into civilian life.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  Godsay, Surbhi, Amanda Nover, and Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg, “Volunteering & Civic Engagement among Recent Veterans,” The Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning & Engagement, Tufts University (November 2009).]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Id.] 

Finally, looking at serving as an elected representative as one form of civic engagement, the Pew Research Center notes that the current U.S. House of Representatives has one of the lowest percentages of Veterans in recent history.[footnoteRef:9] Currently, Veterans make up just about 18 percent of House members and 17 percent of Senators, while that number was at least 70 percent in both chambers between 1965 and 1975.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  DeSilver, Drew, “New Congress will have a few more veterans, but their share of lawmakers is still near a record low,” Pew Research Center (December 7, 2022), available at https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2022/12/07/new-congress-will-have-a-few-more-veterans-but-their-share-of-lawmakers-is-still-near-a-record-low/.]  [10:  Id.] 


National Initiatives as Models for Engaging Veterans
With a national presidential election on the horizon in November, targeted efforts by many organizations are under way to register voters and engage citizens, including Veterans, in the electoral process. 
For example, We the Veterans and Military Families (“We the Veterans”), a nonpartisan and nonprofit organization, took on a special project to recruit Veterans and their family members to become poll workers for the 2022 mid-term election.[footnoteRef:11] Through its nationwide Vet the Vote campaign in 2022, the organization recruited 63,500 Veterans and family members to serve as poll workers.[footnoteRef:12] This year, the organization upped its game by introducing its Vet the Vote campaign at last February’s Super Bowl and by setting a goal of recruiting 100,000 poll workers for the upcoming November election.[footnoteRef:13] Vet the Vote also took its campaign to Las Vegas in July 2024 to the National Basketball Association (NBA) Summer League and made a promotional video there about getting out the vote.[footnoteRef:14] The tagline for the video is “Vote. Volunteer. Support Those Who Do.”[footnoteRef:15] As of mid-July 2024, over 136,000 Veterans and family members had signed up—or just over 10 percent of all the temporary election workers that will be needed to staff polling locations across the nation on November 5.[footnoteRef:16]  [11:  Wentling, Nikki, “Veterans group hits goal of recruiting 100,000 election workers,” Military Times (July 10, 2024), available at Veterans group hits goal of recruiting 100,000 election workers (militarytimes.com).]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  “Vet the Vote at the Summer League” (July, 2024), available at Vet the Vote at the NBA Summer League (youtube.com).]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Wentling, supra.] 

The Vet the Vote campaign also promoted National Poll Worker Recruitment Day,[footnoteRef:17] which was August 1, 2024—a day established in 2020 by the United States (U.S.) Election Assistance Commission as a “day of action” to support “greater civic engagement and volunteerism” and to “help ensure free and fair elections.”[footnoteRef:18] In addition, We the Veterans operates voter education programs, including hosting events in communities to teach participants about the election process and fight the misinformation and disinformation campaigns springing up around the upcoming November election.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  “National Poll Worker Recruitment Day,” Vet the Vote website, at News - National Poll Worker Recruitment Day: A Call to Action from... (vetthe.vote).]  [18:  “Poll Worker Resources for Voters,” U.S. Election Assistance Commission website (August 1, 2024), at Poll Worker Resources for Voters | U.S. Election Assistance Commission (eac.gov).]  [19:  Wentling, supra.] 

Founded in 2006, VoteVets supports a different type of civic engagement: encouraging and endorsing candidates from the Veteran community.[footnoteRef:20] The VoteVets Political Action Committee (PAC) and VoteVets Action Fund have been supported by over 1.5 million progressive Veterans, military families, and civilian supporters across the U.S. as VoteVets advocates for policy issues that are important to the Veteran community.[footnoteRef:21] Specifically, the VoteVets PAC has helped Veterans and national security experts campaign for local, state, and federal elected office.[footnoteRef:22] Further, the VoteVets PAC supports a texting program, which is designed to connect Veterans and military families with one another in order to get out the vote.[footnoteRef:23] VoteVets also works to fight voter suppression tactics in both state and federal elections.[footnoteRef:24] [20:  “About VoteVets,” VoteVets website, at https://votevets.org/about..]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  “VoteVets Policy Priorities,” VoteVets website, at https://votevets.org/policy-priorities.] 


Local Initiatives
According to the DVS website, Veterans residing in NYC and transitioning from military service to civilian life “are encouraged to combat isolation by engaging in social enrichment programs with peers and civilians,” and DVS connects these transitioning Veterans to “programs and resources that promote social enrichment, including volunteer opportunities, civic engagement, professional networking, and peer support.”[footnoteRef:25] Some of the volunteer activities, as described on DVS’s website, promote the civic engagement of NYC Veterans, including these: [25:  “Individual Care,” NYC DVS website, at https://www.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/social-enrichment.page.] 

· Making phone calls for the NYC Department for the Aging to reach out to older adults who might be socially isolated[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Id.] 

· Packing meals at the Campaign Against Hunger’s Brooklyn Food Distribution Center to be given to Veteran families in need of food—a project of DVS, the New York State Department of Veteran’s Services, and Black Veterans for Social Justice[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Id.] 

· Volunteering with the New York Platoon at sites in four boroughs to work together to “reimagine and reinvent spaces and places” in local communities[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Id.] 

· Working with the Veterans of Foreign Wars’ Veterans Affairs (VA) Voluntary Service program,[footnoteRef:29] which coordinates volunteer hours at VA medical facilities, where volunteers can engage in a variety of activities with and for those being treated at the facilities, including sports, arts, transportation assistance, chapel services, and companionship[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Id.]  [30:  “VA Volunteer Service,” VFW website, at https://www.vfw.org/community/community-initiatives/volunteer-service.] 


In addition to participating in volunteer activities, Veterans in NYC can join a Veterans Service Organization (VSO) and serve in VSO leadership positions in order to engage with fellow Veterans and others in their communities. VSOs serve and support Veterans in a variety of ways, including by providing programming for Veterans, such as job fairs; by organizing fundraisers to assist Veterans, such as homeless Veterans; and by providing accredited representatives to help Veterans who are applying for federal benefits.[footnoteRef:31] NYC Veterans can join local chapters of VSOs, including The American Legion, Veterans of Foreign Wars, Disabled American Veterans, Paralyzed Veterans of America, Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America, Vietnam Veterans of America; they can also join one or more of many Veteran advocacy groups, like Veterans for Peace.[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  Congressional Research Service, “Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs): Frequently Asked Questions” (February 6, 2024).]  [32:  Mailing list for prospective witnesses at public hearings, Committee on Veterans, New York City Council.] 

In 2015, the New York City Council passed Local Law 113, which required the creation of the Veterans Advisory Board (VAB).[footnoteRef:33] The VAB was subsequently established pursuant to Chapter 75, Section 3103 of the City Charter.[footnoteRef:34] The VAB’s role is to advise the DVS Commissioner on issues concerning Veterans—as well as Active Duty, Reserve, and Guard servicemembers in NYC—and to connect the Mayor’s administration, DVS, the New York City Council, and the Veteran community.[footnoteRef:35] Members of the VAB are appointed to three-year terms either by the Mayor or by the New York City Council Speaker.[footnoteRef:36] Annually, five public sessions (one in each borough) are required to be held in order to collect public input on issues of concern to the Veteran community.[footnoteRef:37]  [33:  N.Y.C. Local Law No. 113 (2015).]  [34:  N.Y.C. Charter ch.75, § 3103.]  [35:  New York City Veterans Advisory Board By-Laws, DVS website, at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/veterans/downloads/pdf/Charter.pdf.]  [36:  N.Y.C. Charter ch. 75, supra.]  [37:  Id.] 

In its 2023 Annual Report, the VAB recounted its activities for the year and plans for the coming year, progress on its prior recommendations (including updates on proposed legislation), and new recommendations to the Mayor and the City Council as well as to DVS.[footnoteRef:38] One of the VAB’s four recommendations to DVS was “Invest in Resources to Encourage and Support Veteran Engagement in the Political Process.”[footnoteRef:39] Specifically, the VAB recommended that “[w]hile engagement has been successful at the national level, New York City has not fared as well with currently no sitting City Council members having served in the military (as an example).”[footnoteRef:40] VoteVets encouragement of Veterans to run for elected office and VoteVets’ endorsement of such candidates is a national model of that kind of engagement.[footnoteRef:41] The VAB’s recommendation continued, as follows: [38:  Veterans Advisory Board, 2023 Annual Report, available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/veterans/downloads/pdf/local_laws/2023_VAB_End_of_Year_Report_FINAL.pdf.]  [39:  Id.]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  “About VoteVets,” supra.] 

Consistent with our guiding principle of supporting veterans’ continued service as citizens, DVS should support programs that assist veteran engagement in the political process. We commend DVS and recommend they continue to encourage veterans and their family members to serve on their local community boards. We also recommend that all community boards have at least one veteran member.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Veterans Advisory Board, supra.] 


It is noteworthy that the VAB took a position on civic engagement much like VoteVets’ position, which underscores the importance of getting Veterans to run for and win elected office.

CONCLUSION
The Committee is interested in hearing about any initiatives that DVS has launched to support the engagement of Veterans in civic activities and in the political process. The Committee is especially interested in any work that DVS is doing to support Veterans’ voter registration and to encourage voting in the November 5 election. Finally, the Committee is interested in hearing about the ongoing work of the VAB and its effectiveness as an advisory body.
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