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Introduction
On December 14, 2009, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member James Sanders, Jr., will hold a hearing to explore housing options for New York City’s veterans. Those invited to testify include Roger K. Newman, Commissioner of the Mayor’s Office on Veterans’ Affairs; Robert Hess, New York City Commissioner of Homeless Services; Rafael Cestero, Commissioner of Housing Preservation and Development; Deborah Van Amerongen, Commissioner of the New York State Division of Housing and Community Renewal; as well as military veterans and representatives from veterans service organizations, veterans support groups and other interested parties.   
Background
Veterans returning home from active duty face complex and unique problems reentering civilian life. New York City is home to approximately 225,270 veterans,
 (it should be noted, however, that many advocacy groups disagree with this estimation, believing that the methodology is flawed and the numbers are actually much higher; the VA itself previously estimated that 348,722 veterans reside in New York City in 2001).
As more service members return from Iraq and Afghanistan, their successful transition to civilian life presents a growing range of challenges for both government and community based organizations serving them. Among the many challenges faced by veterans is the City’s housing market.  Veterans who come to New York City upon discharge face a complex and tight housing market. The net rental vacancy rate was 2.91% in 2008 (the most recent statistic available).
 In addition, studies have found that the cost of living in New York City is higher than any other city.
 
Homelessness is another chronic problem that veterans face, which disproportionately affects their population.  A recent report estimates that there are nearly 10,000 homeless veterans in the New York City metropolitan area.
 The same report found that returning veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan are becoming homeless faster than those who served in the Vietnam War.
  The estimated numbers of homeless vets in New York City are 910 in Queens, 776 in Brooklyn, 629 in Manhattan, 549 in the Bronx and 358 on Staten Island.

Homeless Veterans

According to the VA’s overview of homelessness, about one-third of the adult homeless population has served in the armed forces.
  Additionally, many veterans are considered near homeless or at risk because of poverty, lack of a familial support system, and poor living conditions, including residence in cheap hotels or in overcrowded or substandard housing.
 The number of homeless Vietnam era veterans is larger than the number of service persons who died during that war.
  In addition, although many homeless Veterans served in combat in Vietnam and suffer from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), studies do not suggest that there is a causal connection between military service and homelessness among veterans.
 The risk of homelessness appears to be more tied to family background, access to support from family and friends, and other personal characteristics (rather than military service).

About 97% of homeless veterans are men; the vast majorities are single and most come from poor, disadvantaged backgrounds.
 Homeless veterans are usually older and more educated than other homeless people and about 45% of homeless veterans suffer from mental illness, which is approximately the same percentage as non-veterans; slightly more than 70% suffer from alcohol or drug abuse.
 In addition, approximately 56% are African American or Hispanic.

The VA offers a variety of programs designed to assist homeless military veterans.
 The VA’s programs include: aggressive outreach to those veterans living on streets and in shelters, who otherwise would not seek assistance; clinical assessment and referral to needed medical treatment for physical and psychiatric disorders, including substance abuse; long-term sheltered transitional assistance; case management, rehabilitation, and employment assistance; and linkages with available income supports and permanent housing.
 

In April, 2008, New York City received 1,015 vouchers from the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to help homeless veterans find and retain permanent housing, and, in October, 2009, an additional 280 vouchers were given to the City under the VA Supportive Housing (VASH) initiative.
  The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) is administering these VASH vouchers in partnership with the VA and Department of Homeless Services (DHS).
The primary goal of the HUD-VASH program is to help veterans and their families successfully move out of homelessness and enhance each veteran’s ability to remain stable, housed and integrated in their local community.
  This is done using HUD Section 8 “Housing Choice” rental assistance vouchers and VA intensive case management services.

Additionally, DHS provides distinct shelter services to single adults and families.  Information on veteran status is collected as part of the intake process for single adults and now similar data is being incorporated into questions asked of families as they enter the shelter system.

Operation Home Task Force Recommendations 

In December 2006, the City of New York and the VA created the Operation Home Task Force which was charged with developing a strategic plan to end veteran homelessness in New York City.
  The Task Force’s guiding principles mandated that the plan must serve all homeless veterans and fully integrate them back into the community with supports necessary to maintain self-sufficiency.
  The Task Force’s first report was released in 2007 with five basic recommendations for it sought to implement.   The Task Force released a second report on Veterans Day 2009, claiming four of the five of its recommendations have been fully implemented.
 Those implemented recommendations include a veterans-only Safe Haven, which provides clients with a safe housing alternative to shelter; completion of a short-term housing for veterans, which provides an interim step between permanent housing for formerly homeless veterans on their way to independence; creation of a Multi-Service Center jointly operation by the (DHS) and the VA to link homeless veterans with necessary services; and the goal of housing 100 homeless veterans in a 100-day period.
 According to the Task Force, the fifth recommendation, which is to focus on reintegration of veterans back into the community through housing, employment and cash assistance as appropriate, is still in progress.   


Housing Assistance for Veterans


New York is one of the most difficult places in the country to find housing, regardless of veteran status.
 Transition to civilian life in general can be a complicated time for veterans, and housing is an issue that can add to their difficulties.


There are several programs that have been implemented at the federal, state and local levels in order to help veterans find housing. The VA has had a program in place since World War II that guarantees home loans to veterans at low-interest rates, often with no down payment charged to veterans who qualify.
 The intent of this program is to allow returning veterans who have not had a chance to build up positive credit history due to military service to compete in the housing market against those who did not serve.
 
Additionally, special policies have been implemented to provide access to home assistance for veterans who have specific service-connected disabilities. For example, under the Specially Adapted Housing Program, veterans with disabilities may be entitled to a grant from the VA for the purpose of constructing an adapted home or modifying an existing home to meet their adaptive needs.
 
HUD has also contributed to the creation of housing opportunities for veterans. In addition, the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) worked with the VA in the aftermath of WWII to provide housing opportunities to veterans, and since 1965, when FHA became part of HUD, HUD has coordinated these efforts to continue to provide veterans access to low-cost mortgages.
 HUD has also established a veteran resource center called “HUDVET,” to help educate veterans on the benefits provided to them through HUD.


At the state level, Albany has initiated the “Homes for Veterans” program. This program allows veterans to access home mortgages through the State of New York Mortgage Agency at an interest rate that is .5% lower than the standard rate.
 In addition, the New York State Office of Real Property Services (ORPS) has had a long-standing veterans property tax exemption, which provides a partial exemption on real property taxes to veterans of defined periods of war, veterans who received specific medals or certain family members, typically up to a fixed dollar value limit.


Although many housing policies, along with all other veteran-related policies, are set at the federal and state levels, New York City provides access to affordable housing to many of its residents including veterans and has some housing policies and programs that provide special consideration to veterans. However, there are several accommodations that can be accessed by veterans.  For example, the Mitchell-Lama housing program prioritizes applicants for affordable housing based on their Vietnam era veteran status.
 Additionally, the Bailey and Reality housing developments provide supportive housing and social services to veterans living with HIV/AIDS.
 Finally, the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA) provides veterans access to affordable housing opportunities that are available in the City through the NYC Affordable Housing Resource Center.
 These local housing initiatives do not include those that are directed specifically at homeless veterans in New York City, for which there are additional resources.
Conclusion


In recognition of the housing needs of New York City’s large veteran population, including those returning form Iraq and Afghanistan, today’s hearing will focus on housing options for veterans, including those who are, or at risk of becoming, homeless, in order to examine what improvements need to be made with respect to New York City’s services to these deserving individuals.
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