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Good morning, Chair and members of the Veterans Committee. Thank you for the 
opportunity to testify today. My name is Yesenia Mata, and I serve as Commissioner of the 
New York City Department of Veterans’ Services. 
 
I also serve as a Captain in the U.S. Army Reserves and as a military spouse, I understand 
that when one person serves, the whole family serves.  
 
DVS exists because New York City’s Veterans wanted a place that understands their 
needs, helps them access services in a culturally competent way, and supports them and 
their families through complex systems. 
 
New York City is home to about 131,000 veterans. Our role is to help them navigate these  
complex systems by turning options into clear, workable plans. When a veteran is at risk of  
losing housing, we step in early, connecting them with the right city partners and veteran-
specific resources to stabilize the situation. 
 
When someone feels overwhelmed by a federal claims process, we help organize their 
documents, track deadlines, and keep the claim moving forward. And when a veteran isn’t 
sure where to turn for work, food support, or mental health services, we connect them to 
the right partners and stay involved to make sure that the connection works. 

In FY25, DVS directly served 1,509 Veterans, including 393 women Veterans, across 
housing stabilization, employment pathways, VA claims navigation, entrepreneurship 
support, and care coordination. These are documented service interactions tied to next 
steps, not just passive referrals. 

With that as the baseline, I want to speak briefly about what the FY27 Preliminary Budget 
supports. 
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Under the January Plan, DVS’s budget changes from $7.7 million in FY26 to $6.6 million in 
FY27. I want to add an important clarification for the record. The FY27 figure for the January 
Plan is not the full picture of the resources we expect to have available by the start of the 
fiscal year. As we move from the Preliminary Budget to the Adopted Budget, we anticipate 
updates that will affect the FY27 total, including: 

• The rollover of State Dwyer grant funds from FY26 into FY27; and 

• any discretionary funding the City Council may provide in FY27 

So, while we take the January Plan seriously and are operating within those means, we also 
expect the FY27 budget picture to evolve as these items become finalized. 

During this budget hearing, it is also important to be clear about DVS’ role. 

The VA is the one that provides health care and federal benefits. DVS does not duplicate 
that. Our role is to help Veterans access what they earned by translating the process into a 
manageable plan, supporting Veterans through the steps, and connecting them to City and 
community resources that fill gaps in real life. We also serve Veterans who are not 
connected to the VA at all, including those who do not self-identify until they need help. We 
cannot solve every federal issue, but we can help make sure Veterans do not fall between 
systems. 

What matters most is how we manage the plan in front of us. During this budget period 
under the January Plan, we are focused on maintaining consistent service delivery, keeping 
partners aligned, and ensuring we have disciplined internal operations, so Veterans 
continue to receive timely, effective support. Looking ahead to FY27, we will have 50 
authorized positions and anticipate further budget updates 

Veterans answered the call to serve us. Our responsibility is to be there when they need us. 

Thank you, and I welcome your questions. 
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Thank you for the opportunity to tesƟfy. My name is Erin Verrier and I serve as Director of Government 
and External Affairs for Community Healthcare Network, otherwise known as CHN. CHN is a Federally 
Qualified Health Center (FQHC) with 14 sites citywide that provide criƟcal primary care and social 
services for paƟents in underserved communiƟes. Reaching close to 65,000 individuals annually, CHN 
welcomes paƟents of all ages, regardless of their ability to pay.  
 
While our services are many, I would like to highlight the work we do for Veterans, parƟcularly for 
Veterans mental health. CHN’s Military Family Wellness Program connects acƟve and former service 
members to health and social services. Each parƟcipant is screened and assessed for mental health 
needs, including Post TraumaƟc Stress Disorder, by a licensed clinical social worker and can receive 
referrals for services like individual and family counseling, psychiatry, and medicaƟon management, as 
well as medical care, dental services, and other social services, including legal support services provided 
by our program partner, the Veterans Advocacy Project.  
 
With the Veterans Advocacy Project, our program parƟcipants can receive assistance for public benefits, 
VA claims, discharge upgrade applicaƟons, housing support, and other civil legal issues. The Veterans 
Advocacy Project works closely with CHN staff to ensure conƟnuity of care and provides CHN staff 
training on cultural competency when working with Veterans and understanding their legal needs.  
 
To speak to our program’s impact, in one example, a 44-year-old Army veteran was referred to our 
program to address his mental health concerns and housing instability. A CHN social worker provided a 
mental health assessment, idenƟfied the need for a higher level of care, and helped him schedule an 
iniƟal intake appointment with VA health care for treatment. The social worker also referred the paƟent 
to the Veterans Advocacy Project for assistance with rental arrears. The paƟent is now aƩending regular 
talk therapy and psychiatric appointments with VA health care, while receiving legal representaƟon for 
his housing concerns.   
 
In another example, a 33-year-old U.S. Navy veteran and single mother of two was referred to our 
program given her childcare and employment concerns. With CHN, she learned how to apply for a 
childcare voucher, and how to contact the Veteran Center for employment assistance. The paƟent is now 
approved for childcare vouchers and is working closely with the Veteran Center to aƩend career events 
and build relaƟons with future employers.   
 
CHN is proud and honored to work with our Veteran community and greatly appreciates City Council’s 
support for our program. We are commiƩed to its conƟnuaƟon. Thank you. 
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Good morning, Council Member Morano and members of the Committee. 

I’m Jennie Bucove, Executive Director of GallopNYC — New York City’s largest therapeutic 
equine-assisted nonprofit, based in Queens. 

Each week, we serve over 400 New Yorkers — including approximately 40 veterans and their 
family members — through riding and unmounted programs. Everyone that comes to us 
receives a subsidy; no one is turned away for cost. 

Our veterans programs provide hands-on equine care, riding instruction, and opportunities to 
build connection and community in a setting that feels comfortable and non-clinical. We partner 
directly with the VA New York Harbor Healthcare System, serving veterans from both the St. 
Albans and Brooklyn campuses each month, and we are expanding this work through a 
Veterans Family Program that brings veterans and their children together to rebuild connection 
and strengthen family relationships. 

As one participant shared: 
“As a veteran with no prior horse experience, GallopNYC restored a sense of camaraderie that 
was missing from civilian life. The relationships with the horses and instructors have been a 
powerful source of healing for my anxiety, depression, and trauma-related challenges.” 

We request your support in three areas: 

$150,000 in DVS funding to sustain and expand our veterans programs, which are provided for 
free to participants. Demand continues to grow, particularly through our VA partnerships. 

Second, capital funding for an indoor arena, including $250,000 from the Council as part of a 
broader $3.25 million public funding request. This project is already partially funded and will 
allow us to operate year-round—eliminating cancellations and ensuring the consistency that 
veterans and families rely on. 

Third, $200,000 for autism programming, supporting the one-third of our participants on the 
spectrum who depend on structured, consistent programming. These riders in particular benefit 
from routine and predictability, which the indoor arena will help ensure. 

GallopNYC is a cost-effective, high-impact model that improves mental health, strengthens 
families, and expands access to care outside traditional clinical settings. 

Thank you for your support and the opportunity to testify. I’m happy to answer any questions. 
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Thank you for holding today’s hearing. My name is Charlotte Martin, and I am the director of access 
initiatives at the Intrepid Museum. I have the privilege of overseeing the Museum's Veterans’ Access 
Initiative. I want to take a moment to acknowledge the generous support of the City Council. Our 
programs would not be possible without this support. Thank you to Chair Morano and the Committee 
members and staff for your efforts to connect veterans with one another and with cultural resources like 
the Intrepid Museum. 
 
The mission of the Intrepid Museum is to advance the understanding of the intersection of history and 
innovation in order to honor our heroes, educate the public and inspire future generations. As part of this 
mission, the Museum serves as New York’s cultural home for veterans and military families, welcoming 
more than 14,000 veterans each year through free admission and programs that foster connection, 
purpose, and community. Now in its 11th year, the Veterans Access Initiative has grown into a 
comprehensive, veteran informed model of engagement that supports reintegration through cultural 
participation, peer connection, and sustained civic involvement. The initiative reflects consistent growth, 
measurable impact, and trusted relationships across New York’s veteran community. 
 
At our cornerstone veterans-only program, Intrepid After Hours, veterans of all branches, service eras and 
backgrounds explore the Museum, get a behind-the-scenes experience or workshop, and then connect 
over a catered dinner. For the past year we have had a veteran representative of the local VA system 
available during dinner, and we have renewed our relationship with the NYC Department of Veterans 
Services to also have a veteran DVS representative at upcoming programs, available to answer questions 
and share resources. We have heard from veterans how meaningful it has been to learn about resources 
and opportunities from other veterans in a non-clinical setting. Several have even gone on to become 
volunteers at the Intrepid Museum and other organizations. Veteran volunteers consistently describe 
Intrepid as the place where they regain purpose while contributing to civic life. 
 
This connection also extends to families. Active military families have an opportunity to explore the city 
and recently returned veterans have a way to spend time and reconnect with loved ones. The Museum’s 
exhibitions and tours give families an entry point to talk about their veteran’s service. Military and 
veteran families also receive free and priority admission to Museum festivals, family days and public 
programs, with access to smaller sub-events, like lounges or astronaut meet and greets, where they can 
connect without the stress of crowds. We have an ongoing partnership with Exit12 Dance Company to 
host therapeutic workshops for veterans and family members, culminating in a public performance on 
Intrepid, this year, on May 29. This work is informed by our wonderful Council of Veteran Advisors. 
 
Increased funding for the Veterans Community Development Initiative will help us sustain and extend our 
impact. We aim to expand our offsite and virtual programming at VA hospitals, veterans homes and 
memory care centers serving isolated veterans. These funds will also help ensure that our programs are 
accessible to veterans with disabilities with captioning, assistive listening systems, and after-hours 
programs. We will also be able to continue to strengthen our engagement with student veterans, women 
veterans, veterans of color and other historically underrepresented veteran communities through 
expanded partnerships. This investment ensures the Veterans Access Initiative continues to operate as a 
citywide resource meeting growing demand and expanding access, rather than limiting participation due 
to capacity constraints. Thank you. 
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Chair Morano, Council Members, and staff, thank you for this opportunity to provide 

testimony regarding the Preliminary Budget for Fiscal Year 2027. My name is Ryan Foley, and 

I am the Project Director and Supervising Attorney of the Veterans Practice at the New York 

Legal Assistance Group (NYLAG). The New York Legal Assistance Group uses the power of 

law to help New Yorkers in need combat economic, racial, and social injustice. We address 

emerging and urgent legal needs with comprehensive, free civil legal services, impact litigation, 

policy advocacy, and community education. NYLAG serves military Veterans, seniors, the 

homebound, immigrants, families facing foreclosure, renters facing eviction, low-income 

consumers, those in need of government assistance, children in need of special education, 

domestic violence survivors, persons with disabilities, patients with chronic illness or disease, 

low-wage workers, members of the LGBTQ+ community, Holocaust survivors, and others in 

need of free civil legal services. 

NYLAG’s Veterans Practice is a community-based Veteran program, funded by the 

City Council’s Legal Services for Veterans Initiative and Department of Veterans Services 

Discharge Upgrade Legal Assistance Services grant. The Veterans Practice provides 

comprehensive assistance to Veterans and their families, regardless of discharge status, with the 

aim of increasing eligibility and access to the numerous federal and state benefits available to 

the Veteran community. Veterans face all the same legal concerns as the civilian population but 



 

 

also experience issues unique to their military service and Veteran status. NYLAG’s Veterans 

Practice focused on those specialized issues, while simultaneously utilizing the expertise of 

NYLAG’s 400+ attorneys, paralegals, and financial counselors to address any other civil legal 

needs presented. NYLAG’s goal is to provide critical assistance and resources to Veterans and 

their families when they are dealing with challenges and crises that require experienced and 

knowledgeable legal experts. 

One of the specialized issues that NYLAG prioritizes is assistance with discharge 

upgrade applications. More than 15% of Veterans will leave the military will a less-than-

Honorable discharge.1 This status means that a former servicemember will not be entitled to 

the full range of benefits that their military service would otherwise grant them. Veterans who 

receive a General discharge will not be entitled to educational benefits, which are crucial for 

servicemembers transitioning back to civilian life. A conservative lifetime valuation of a 

discharge upgrade for a Veteran with a General discharge is between $75,000 and $150,000, but 

for Veterans who maximize the federal and state housing, tax, and employment benefits, it 

could be worth $500,000 or more.2 Veterans who receive an Other Than Honorable or Bad 

Conduct discharge often find they have a complete bar to all VA benefits including disability 

benefits and VA healthcare. For these Veterans a discharge upgrade is even more valuable with 

a conservation lifetime estimate being between $150,000 and $250,000, but for Veterans who 

need disability benefits and utilize the VA for healthcare, it can easily exceed $1 million.3 

 
1 Mariah Brennan and Emily Graham. Serving Those Who Served: Renegotiating Support and Benefits for U.S. Military 
Veterans with Less Than Honorable Discharges. November 21, 2023. 
https://surface.syr.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1231&context=lerner. 
2 Estimate is based on Educational, Housing, Tax, and Employment benefit access. See Post-9/11 GI Bill (Chapter 33) Rates. 
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. https://www.va.gov/education/benefit-rates/post-9-11-gi-bill-rates/.  
3 Estimate is based on Healthcare, Disability, Educational, housing, Tax, and Employment benefit access. See Is the Veteran’s 
Community Care Program really that expensive? The Foundation for Research on Equal Opportunity. 
https://freopp.org/oppblog/is-the-veterans-community-care-program-really-that-expensive/.  

https://surface.syr.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1231&context=lerner
https://www.va.gov/education/benefit-rates/post-9-11-gi-bill-rates/
https://freopp.org/oppblog/is-the-veterans-community-care-program-really-that-expensive/


 

 

The misconduct that leads to a less-than-Honorable discharge can be the result of 

undiagnosed and untreated mental health conditions, discrimination, and/or retaliation. Studies 

have found a direct correlation between mental health issues and less-than-Honorable 

discharges, which makes the barriers to disability benefits and healthcare for this segment of 

the Veteran population even more dire. Veterans with a PTSD diagnosis are eleven times more 

likely to have a less-than-Honorable discharge4 and Veterans who reported sexual trauma are 

more likely to have a less-than-Honorable discharge as a result of retaliation. 5  There are 

significant racial disparities in the military justice system, as minority veterans across the 

different branches of service are substantially more likely to face disciplinary actions, which 

often lead to less-than-Honorable discharges. Sadly, the reality of Veteran clients seen by 

NYLAG would suggest the rates of mental health and disparities among minority Veterans are 

even worse than the statistics suggest. 68% of Veterans who sought assistance with a discharge 

upgrade from NYLAG stated they have been diagnosed with a mental health condition, while 

80% of NYLAG’s discharge upgrade clients identified as non-white. A less-than-Honorable 

discharge and the critical benefits it cuts off leave Veterans in a situation in which they are seven 

times more likely to deal with housing insecurity6, 50% more likely to face incarceration7, and 

experience triple the risk of suicide.8  

A discharge upgrade can have a transformative impact on a Veteran. It opens the door 

to countless benefits, it serves as an acknowledgement of injustice from the military, and it can 

 
4 Robyn Highfill-McRoy et al., Psychiatric diagnoses and punishment for misconduct: The effects of PTSD in combat-
deployed Marine., 10 BMC Psychiatry 1 (2010). 
5 Booted: Lack of Recourse for Wrongfully Discharged US Military Rape Survivors. Human Rights Watch (2016). 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/05/19/booted/lack-recourse-wrongfully-discharged-us-military-rape-survivors 
6 Gundlapalli AV, Fargo JD, Metraux S, et al. Military Misconduct and Homelessness Among US Veterans Separated From 
Active Duty, 2001-2012. JAMA. 2015;314(8):832–834. doi:10.1001/jama.2015.8207.  
7 Jennifer Bronson and E. Ann Carson. Prisoners in 2017. (2019). https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p17.pdf. 
8 Nicholas Barr et al,. How Does Discharge Status Impact Suicide Risk in Military Veterans?17 Social Work in Mental Health 
48 (2019). 

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p17.pdf


 

 

remove a major stigma for the Veteran. However, the process to get a discharge upgrade is 

difficult, slow, and near impossible to navigate without a legal advocate. Successful applications 

require extensive record collection and analysis, which has increased in difficulty as a result of 

massive backlogs and shifts in procedures about where records are held. Veterans dealing with 

serious mental health conditions may need to obtain detailed medical opinions explaining how 

their conduct in-service was a consequence of the mental health condition. This may involve 

finding consistent and culturally competent healthcare options for the Veteran to feel able to 

open up about their issues. Applications also require detailed legal arguments explaining the 

errors or injustices that may have occurred during the servicemember’s military service and 

discharge. Once a discharge upgrade application is submitted, the veteran must then wait for a 

decision, which depending on their branch of the service, dates of service, and whether they 

requested a hearing, may take several years. 

NYLAG’s discharge upgrade work for Veteran clients is crticial, but it is only one piece 

of our advocacy. It is rare for Veteran clients to present with only one issue, or to work with 

NYLAG for years on a discharge upgrade without needing assistance with other benefit, 

housing, healthcare, or planning issues. Advocacy with a complex issue like discharge upgrades 

requires a client to have enough stability and security in their life to meaningfully focus on the 

issue. Our clients benefit knowing there are experts behind them who understand the challenges 

of the process they are undertaking as well as the resources that are available to help them see 

it through. One example of our advocacy is: 

 

DP, a 35-year old U.S. Navy Veteran. Mr. P served in the Navy for three years and 

during his time in the military went through severe hazing, racial discrimination, and 

multiple near death experiences. Throughout bootcamp, Mr. P was frequently awoken 



 

 

to fellow servicemembers beating him with pillows filled with books and other hard 

objects. When he attempted to report the situation to his command he was met with 

apathy and retaliation. Mr. P was frequently harassed for his accent and called racial 

slurs, all of which were tolerated by his command. Despite these challenges, Mr. P 

persevered and made it to his ship assignment. One night on the ship during an intense 

storm, Mr. P slipped and nearly fell into the cold dark water. As he held on for his life, 

Mr. P screamed until someone finally was able to grab him and pull him back up. After 

his deployment, Mr. P sought mental health support. He was haunted by nightmares of 

the near death experience and the fear that his command and fellow servicemembers 

would not care of he died. His attempts to seek help went unanswered as he was told 

by mental health only to return if it was an emergency and shamed about skipping 

important duties to talk about his issues. Mr. P began self-medicating with alcohol, 

which eventually escalated to marijuana. With his health declining he admitted to 

marijuana usage and was discharged with an Other Than Honorable discharge, making 

him unable to seek help at the VA. DP was referred to NYLAG from the Queens Vet 

Center as his previous pro se application was rejected. NYLAG spent the time working 

with him on his application, securing medical opinions, and developing legal arguments, 

all of which were presented at a Discharge Board Hearing. The result was successful, as 

Mr. P received a discharge upgrade, which now provides him full access to VA 

healthcare and has resulted in service-connection for his PTSD and depression. 

 

 Results like this one only happen thanks to strong investment in Veteran specific legal 

services like the Legal Services for Veterans Initiative and Department of Veterans Service 

Discharge Upgrade Legal Assistance Services funding. NYLAG is extremely grateful to the City 



 

 

of New York for its investment in legal services for Veterans, which has allowed us to work 

with thousands of Veterans on discharge upgrades, Veteran’s benefits, public benefits, housing, 

consumer protection, advance planning, and much more. In times of uncertainty and economic 

concern, it is increasingly important to support programs that uplift New York City Veterans. 

We must find new ways to affirm our commitment to the Veteran community and strive to 

ensure that no Veteran faces their crises alone. New York must continue to focus on wrap-

around resources for Veterans such as mental health treatment, housing support, and free legal 

services.  

 Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony today. We look forward to 

engaging in further discussions about serving New York City’s Veterans. 

 Respectfully submitted, 

  New York Legal Assistance Group (NYLAG) 
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Good afternoon, Chair Morano, and members of the New York City Council. My name is Bill Gross, and I serve 

as the Chief Services Officer at SAGE, the nation’s largest and oldest organization dedicated to improving the 

lives of LGBTQ+ older adults. 

Since our founding in 1978, SAGE has worked tirelessly to advocate for policies and programs that empower 

LGBTQ+ elders, ensuring they can age with dignity, security, and support. From leading national advocacy 

efforts to providing direct services, we have remained at the forefront of combating social isolation, housing 

insecurity, and healthcare disparities among LGBTQ+ older adults. 

New York City has long failed to prioritize the programs and services that help older adults, including veterans, 

remain in their communities as they age. We are optimistic that our new Mayor will begin to address some of 

these challenges, especially at a time when older adults already make up 1 in 5 New Yorkers, a number 

projected to grow to 25% by 2040. Over the past few decades, the city has underfunded and undervalued 

older adult programs, making it nearly impossible for providers to meet the growing need. Without further 

investment, we risk center closures and the reduction in core services at a time when demand continues to 

rise. 

More and more older New Yorkers—including LGBTQ+ elders, who already face disproportionate risk—are 

being forced to navigate the growing gaps in an increasingly fragile safety net. Now more than ever, SAGE 

continues to remain a steadfast source of support, connection, and security for LGBTQ+ older adults in these 

challenging times. 

With an actively anti-LGBTQ+ administration in Washington stoking a hostile political climate, including 

targeting trans people serving in the military, many LGBTQ+ older adults face heightened fear and uncertainty 

about their rights, healthcare, and overall well-being. For thousands, SAGE is a lifeline to critical services, 

advocacy, and a supportive community, ensuring they do not face these challenges alone. In light of the needs 

and the climate, SAGE is seeking increased support to serve this important population of queer elders, 

including veterans. 

LGBTQ+ elders are more likely to be disconnected from essential services and to experience severe social 

isolation, often without the support of traditional biological family networks. They are far more likely to live 
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alone and less likely to rely on adult children or other family members for informal caregiving. In fact, 25% of 

SAGE’s constituents have reported not having anyone else to call during an emergency.  Because of these thin 

support networks, LGBTQ+ older people need to rely more heavily on community service providers for care as 

they age. Yet, they’re often distrustful of mainstream providers – including the VA - based on historical and 

ongoing discrimination and mistreatment. The services, community, and support system provided by SAGE are 

designed to address these gaps and serve as a lifeline for LGBTQ+ elders in New York City.  

Furthermore, for LGBTQ+ older veterans, the military’s long history of enforcing anti-gay and anti-trans 

policies followed by the discriminatory “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” law, has created many barriers between them 

and their Federal VA benefits. This has contributed to LGBTQ+ veterans facing significantly higher levels of 

economic and housing instability compared to non-LGBTQ+ veterans.1 For instance, rates of homelessness for 

transgender veterans are three times higher than rates for cisgender veterans.2 Additionally, LGBTQ+ veterans 

are four times more likely to report finding it difficult to get by financially and more than twice as likely to 

report being unable to pay some bills over the past month compared to non-LGBTQ+ veterans. 3 Through our 

SAGEVets program, we help LGBTQ+ older veterans navigate the VA to get the benefits they deserve and 

provide support with discharge upgrades for those who were discharged due to their sexual orientation or 

gender identity. 

Our SAGE Center network serves as a safety net for LGBTQ+ elders, including veterans. We provide 

programming that reduces isolation and improves access to services, by offering benefits counseling, legal and 

financial planning, educational workshops, health and wellness programs, support groups, and nutritious 

meals.  

These vital services are made possible from our partnership with the New York City Council and they have 

been funded by the LGBTQIA+ Older Adult Services in Every Borough Initiative (formerly the LGBTQ+ Senior 

Services in Every Borough Initiative) since its creation in FY15.  

In FY27, SAGE requests the restoration of our New York City Council funding at FY26 levels, along with 

additional support to sustain and enhance our vital services. City Council funding enables SAGE to serve 

residents of Stonewall House and Crotona Pride House and their surrounding communities, maintain our 

citywide network of SAGE Centers and their extensive virtual programming, provide comprehensive case 

management, reinforce services for LGBTQ+ older veterans, and support mental health services for 

homebound LGBTQ+ and HIV-affected elders. 

 

 
1 Mahowald, Lindsey. “LGBTQ+ Military Members and Veterans Face Economic, Housing, and Health Insecurities”. Center for 
American Progress. April 28, 2022. https://www.americanprogress.org/article/lgbtq-military-members-and-veterans-face-economic-
housing-and-health-insecurities 
2 Carter, Sarah P et al. “Housing Instability Characteristics Among Transgender Veterans Cared for in the Veterans Health 
Administration, 2013-2016.” American journal of public health vol. 109,10 (2019): 1413-1418. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2019.305219 
3 Federal Reserve Board. (last accessed January 2026). "Survey of Household Economics and Decisionmaking". 
https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/shed_data.htm. 
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Specifically, SAGE requests: 

• Renewal with an enhancement of $1,255,000 in Council Initiative LGBTQIA+ Older Adult Services in 

Every Borough to fund programs and services at our network of SAGE Centers—LGBTQ+-affirming 

older adult centers—reaching over 5,000 LGBTQ+ elders and older New Yorkers living with HIV with 

100 virtual and 200 in-person programs each week. This year, SAGE is requesting an enhancement to 

implement Know Your Rights initiatives and comprehensive training programs for both older adults 

and staff, ensuring they are equipped to navigate their rights and access critical resources. 

• Renewal of $250,000 from the LGBTQIA+ Caucus to provide holistic, LGBTQIA+-affirming, and HIV-

competent care management for those 60+ (50+ if transgender, a veteran, or living with HIV). Services 

include benefits enrollment, crisis intervention, caregiving, counseling, friendly visits, legal aid, and 

mental health referrals. With evolving federal policies, ensuring access to these essential services is 

more crucial than ever. 

• Renewal of $275,000 from the Trans Equity Programs Initiative to expand our SAGETrans Support 

Group and Services Program, which offers culturally responsive, trauma-informed support for 

transgender and gender nonbinary (TGNB) older adults (50+) across New York City. This funding will 

also support the SAGETrans Emergency Fund, which provides direct financial relief to TGNB elders 

experiencing housing insecurity, food scarcity, community workshops, legal guidance or crisis health-

related needs. 

• Renewal of $100,000 under the Older Adults Mental Health Initiative to support crucial mental health 

services for LGBTQ+ elders and older adults living with HIV who are frail and homebound, including 

comprehensive screening for mental health and substance abuse issues, home visits, support groups, 

and referrals to partner health care and substance abuse programs. 

• Renewal of $100,000 from the Citywide Initiative of Legal Services for Veterans to fund SAGEVets, New 

York City’s only program designed to address the unique needs of older LGBTQ+ military service 

veterans. SAGEVets helps older LGBTQ+ veterans access Veterans Administration (VA) benefits, 

supports their overall health and wellness, and provides referrals for discharge status upgrades. 

• Renewal of $36,868 through the Senior Centers, Program, and Enhancement Initiative to support care 

management services offered at SAGE Centers, including crisis intervention, care assistance, caregiving 

services, individual and group counseling, friendly visiting for homebound elders, legal services, and 

mental health referrals. 

SAGE is committed to fighting alongside the New York City Council to ensure that no vital community 

programs are cut, and our top priority is maintaining our funding. We urge the City Council and the 

Administration to commit to a robust increase in funding for older adult services and fully address the decades 

of neglect that have brought us to this point. The investments we have outlined represent an opportunity for 

truly transformative change, ensuring that older New Yorkers, and especially LGBTQ+ veterans, can continue 

to call this city home. By doing so, we can show that New York City values leadership that takes bold action, 

invests in its most at risks populations, and sets a standard for aging with dignity and independence. 
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Good Morning Chair Morano and members of the City Council. I am John Holt, the Director of 

the Senior Law Project at Volunteers of Legal Service (VOLS). For over 40 years VOLS has 

partnered with community-based organizations and the private bar to provide free civil legal 

services to New Yorkers who otherwise cannot afford or access representation. Our five core 

projects serve small business owners, individuals accessing benefits, immigrant young people, 

incarcerated mothers, and older adults in every borough.   

 

The VOLS Senior Law Project’s focus is providing low-income aging New Yorkers with access to 

free, high-impact legal services that allow them to plan for death and incapacity through the 

execution of life planning documents, including Last Wills and Testaments, Powers of Attorney, 

Living Wills, and Health Care Proxies. For our clients, these documents are vital tools to help 

ensure that their wishes and preferences around health care decision making, end of life care, 

personal finances and benefits, funeral planning, and the distribution of assets after death are 

followed. Without these services, many of our clients would find themselves unable to safely 

remain in their communities, forcing them to enter into costly institutional care environments 

or be subject to overly restrictive protective arrangements, like Article 81 Guardianship. 

 

Every day in our work, we see the real barriers that prevent older adults from accessing these 

important services, often missing the window of opportunity where advance planning can be a 

viable preventative tool. Lack of information or resources, social isolation, cognitive and 

physical decline, exploitation and abuse all contribute to aging New Yorkers being unable to 

effectively learn about our organization and receive services. These barriers can be even higher 

among older adult veterans, further reducing access and widening the justice gap. Veterans 

experience higher rates of disability and drug and alcohol misuse and many struggle with metal 

health issues and chronic housing insecurity.  

 

Over one half of New York City’s 200,000-plus veterans are over the age of 65. The Veterans 

Initiative of the Senior Law Project seeks to ensure that our life planning services are 

particularly accessible to these older adult veterans. We have set increased financial eligibility 

guidelines for veterans over the age of 60 to broaden the number of clients we are able to serve 

and have worked with the NYC Department of Veterans Services and community based 

organizations across the city to advertise the availability of our services and provide information 

and resources directly to veterans.  

 

Since its creation, the Veterans Initiative has grown to include additional legal services offered 

by other VOLS projects, such as our Microenterprise Project. For over 20 years, the 

Microenterprise Project has helped existing and aspiring small business owners and 

microentrepreneurs access high-quality legal services; helping draft contracts, review 

government documents, protect intellectual property, and advise on commercial leases. For 

many veterans, owning a small business is an effective path to financial stability and 

independence upon their return from service. When the Senior Law Project is contacted by a 

veteran who presents with legal or social issues that cannot be addressed by VOLS’ programs, 

we speak with them to better identify their needs and make a targeted referral to an organization 

or government agency that can provide responsive services. The Senior Law Project is also in the  

http://www.volsprobono.org/
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process of amending its intake form to affirmatively ask self-identifying veterans if they are 

interested in referral to NYC DVS services. 

 

VOLS calls upon the Council to continue to invest in programs like the Veterans Initiative that 

provide legal services to veterans that help them plan for their financial and personal futures 

and ensure they have the resources to remain a vital part of our New York City community. 

VOLS respectfully requests that the Council assist us in continuing to provide legal services 

through our Veterans Initiative by supporting our request for $150,000 in funding for FY27 

through the Legal Services for Veterans Initiative. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify and for the work of this committee in making certain 

that the service and sacrifices of our veteran neighbors are honored. 

 

http://www.volsprobono.org/
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