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Oversight: Supporting Veteran Entrepreneurship 


I. 
Introduction
On December 2, 2021, the Committee on Veterans, Chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz, and the Committee on Small Business, chaired by Council Member Mark Gjonaj, will hold a joint oversight hearing on Supporting Veteran Entrepreneurship. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS), the Department of Small Business Services (SBS), advocacy organizations, community-based organizations, service members, and veterans. 
II. Background
A. Barriers to Veteran Entrepreneurship
For decades, veterans have engaged in entrepreneurial activity at higher rates than civilians.[footnoteRef:1] Although, veterans have many of the skills and characteristics necessary for entrepreneurial success and have access to an increasing number of veteran entrepreneurship programs, the rate of veteran entrepreneurship is showing signs of decline.[footnoteRef:2] Recent research suggests some barriers may be more acute or more difficult to overcome for veterans.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Rosalinda V. Maury, Mirza Tihic, Kicia Sears, Alexander McKelvie, Najla Almissalati, 2020 National Survey of Military-Affiliated Entrepreneurs, Syracuse University Institute for Veterans and Military Families (December 2020) Available at: https://ivmf.syracuse.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/2020-National-Survey-of-Military-Affiliated-Entrepreneurs-Research-Report_FINAL.pdf (accessed on Nov. 27, 2021). ]  [2:  Id.]  [3:  Id. ] 

Generally, veterans face tremendous social, emotional, and financial obstacles when transitioning back into civilian life.[footnoteRef:4] Research findings from a 2020 study conducted by Syracuse University’s Institute for Veterans Military Families concerning veteran entrepreneurship, suggests that the top five challenges for veterans adjusting to civilian life include: (1) getting socialized to civilian culture; (2) loss of connection with the military community; (3) loss of sense of purpose and/or camaraderie; (4) finding employment; and (5) financial struggles.[footnoteRef:5] It can be challenging for a service member to translate their experiences in a combat zone into tangible tools and skills that a civilian employer can comprehend.[footnoteRef:6] Many veterans report feeling ill equipped to compete with nonveterans who learned to search for employment online while service members were focused on their military mission.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Michele Flournoy, We are not doing enough to Help Veterans Transition to Civilian Life, Washington Post (April 2, 2014) available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/we-arent-doing-enough-to-help-veterans-transition-to-civilian-life/2014/04/02/d43189e2-b52a-11e3-b899-20667de76985_story.html (accessed on Nov. 27, 2021).]  [5:  Id at 1.]  [6:  Robert W. Goldfarb, Veterans Battle for Jobs on the Home Front New York Times (May 9, 2015) available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/10/jobs/veterans-battle-for-jobs-on-the-home-front.html (accessed on Nov. 27 2021).]  [7:  Id.] 

The same research study found that veteran entrepreneurs are motivated to open their own business despite these challenges because they are independent, innovative, and interested in serving their community.[footnoteRef:8] Prospective veteran business owners may experience an array of challenges, some that are common to civilian entrepreneurs, and others that are unique to the veterans’ circumstances.[footnoteRef:9] Some challenges faced by prospective veteran business owners include difficultly accessing capital, struggling to navigate resources, and a lack of assistance from medical and disability service providers.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Id at 1.]  [9:  Id at 1.]  [10:  Id at 1.] 

Owning a business in and of itself is challenging, and for some veterans, additional barriers related to their service may pose further complications. The Syracuse University survey asked respondents who have a service-related disability to expand on whether this created obstacles in their business ownership. Respondents identified PTSD, physical limitations, TBIs, chronic fatigue, and chronic pain as obstacles for them while running their business.[footnoteRef:11] They reported that these disabilities hindered them from focusing when talking with clients and being able to physically keep up with the demands necessary to grow a business.[footnoteRef:12] These barriers are significant for this population, considering approximately 78% of veteran entrepreneur respondents identified having service-connected disabilities.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Id at 1]  [12:  Id at 1]  [13:  Id at 1.] 

Of the veteran respondents to the Syracuse University survey, 33% indicated they could not afford the long-term capital and 32% indicated the cautious attitude of banks toward startup companies all had a major effect on starting their business.[footnoteRef:14] Several studies suggest lack of cash flow is one of the major reasons businesses don't succeed.[footnoteRef:15] Lack of cash flow not only prevents businesses from paying their bills but also stalls veterans’ ability to bring their products to the national market.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Id at 1.]  [15:  Id at 1.]  [16:  Id at 1.] 

Forty percent of veteran entrepreneur respondents indicated the lack of formal help had a major impact on starting their business.[footnoteRef:17] Moreover, 32% indicated a lack of experience or exposure to someone who had a business and 30% indicated the lack of support of organizations to assist potential entrepreneurs like themselves also had a major effect on starting their business.[footnoteRef:18] These three factors are troublesome considering there is a growing number of resources for veteran entrepreneurs to assist with these challenges.[footnoteRef:19] Overall, these findings support the need for ensuring veteran entrepreneurs have access to entrepreneurship training and assistance, mentors, and financial education.[footnoteRef:20] [17:  Id at 1.]  [18:  Id at 1.]  [19:  Id at 1.]  [20:  Id at 1.] 



B. City Services for Veteran Entrepreneurs 
SBS offers a range of services for small businesses and entrepreneurial city residents seeking to start a business. These services include business courses, regulatory support, access to legal advice, identifying grant or lender opportunities, emergency preparedness, job training for employees, and advice on becoming a government contractor.[footnoteRef:21] Given the unique barriers veteran New Yorkers face in starting a business, SBS also offers programs specifically-tailored to benefit veteran New Yorkers. For veteran residents seeking to grow their business, SBS offers a FastTrac[footnoteRef:22] bootcamp that helps veterans apply skills they developed in the military to growing a successful and profitable business.[footnoteRef:23] The program is available for veterans who served at least one day in the active military, naval, or air service, including the Reserves or National Guard, and have operated a business for at least one year.[footnoteRef:24] During the program, participants learn the fundamentals of entrepreneurship, refine business concepts, develop business plans, learn to understand government processes more thoroughly, and access resources and incentives designed for veteran entrepreneurs.[footnoteRef:25] [21:  “Operate & Grow” NYC Small Business Services, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/sbs/businesses/operate-and-grow.page ]  [22:  FastTrac is a series of multiple-session entrepreneurship bootcamps offered by SBS for entrepreneurs ]  [23:  “FastTrac® GrowthVenture™ for Veterans” NYC Business, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/article/fasttrac#GrowthVentureVet ]  [24:  “FastTrac® GrowthVenture™ for Veterans” NYC Business, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/article/fasttrac#GrowthVentureVet]  [25:  “FastTrac® GrowthVenture™ for Veterans” NYC Business, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/article/fasttrac#GrowthVentureVet] 

	DVS and SBS also manage VetBizNYC, an interactive map that lists veteran-owned businesses across the five boroughs.[footnoteRef:26] Over 300 veteran-owned businesses are listed on the map, and veteran-owned business owners can submit an application to certify themselves as veteran-owned to be added to the list.[footnoteRef:27] DVS and SBS also encourage veteran business owners to certify their businesses by applying to the Emerging Business Enterprise (EBE) Program[footnoteRef:28] and/or the Minority and Women-Owned Business Enterprise (M/WBE) Program.[footnoteRef:29] Certified businesses have greater access to contracting opportunities with City agencies, and certified businesses are also able to participate in programs designed to help their businesses grow.[footnoteRef:30] [26:  “VetBizNYC”, Department of Veterans Services, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/veterans/initiatives/vetbiznyc.page  ]  [27:  “Frequently Asked Questions,” Department of Veterans Services, available at: https://vetbiznyc.cityofnewyork.us/faq/ ]  [28:  “The Emerging Business Enterprise (EBE) Certification Program works to ensure that businesses owned, operated, and controlled by individuals who are socially and economically disadvantaged receive preference for contracting opportunities with New York City.” “Emerging Business Enterprise (EBE) Certification Program”, NYC Business, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/description/emerging-business-enterprise-ebe-program ]  [29:  “Support for Veteran-Owned Businesses and Entrepreneurs: Business Certifications,” Department of Veterans Services, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/support-for-veteran-owned-business-and-entrepreneurs.page ]  [30:  “Support for Veteran-Owned Businesses and Entrepreneurs: Business Certifications,” Department of Veterans Services, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/support-for-veteran-owned-business-and-entrepreneurs.page] 

	DVS administers VetConnectNYC, a program that connects veteran New Yorkers to relevant City resources. Entrepreneurial veterans that use VetConnectNYC are connected to a DVS Care Coordinator that can help veteran New Yorkers apply to funding opportunities and training programs at the State and Federal level.[footnoteRef:31] For example, Care Coordinators can help veterans apply to the Federal Small Business Administration’s Veterans Advantage Guaranteed Loans program, which provides loans to assist veterans in acquiring capital to start, grow or succeed in business.[footnoteRef:32] DVS’s website includes a complete list of State, Federal, and no cost non-governmental resources to support veteran-owned businesses.[footnoteRef:33] [31:  “Support for Veteran-Owned Businesses and Entrepreneurs,” Department of Veterans Services, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/support-for-veteran-owned-business-and-entrepreneurs.page ]  [32:  “Support for Veteran-Owned Businesses and Entrepreneurs: Federal Relief for Small Businesses” Department of Veterans Services, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/support-for-veteran-owned-business-and-entrepreneurs.page]  [33:  “Support for Veteran-Owned Businesses and Entrepreneurs,” Department of Veterans Services, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/support-for-veteran-owned-business-and-entrepreneurs.page] 

 
C. Assistance for Veteran Owned Businesses in Securing City Contracts  
Veteran-owned businesses currently do not receive a preference for City contracting opportunities, as Minority and Women-Owned Business Enterprises (M/WBE)[footnoteRef:34] and Emerging Business Enterprises (EBE) do.[footnoteRef:35] However, advocates have called for the creation of a program with contracting goals, as with M/WBE.[footnoteRef:36] Veteran-owned businesses may nonetheless certify as an M/WBE or an EBE if they meet the eligibility criteria. For inclusion in the M/WBE program, a business would have to be at least 51% owned, operated and controlled by a women or someone who is Black, Hispanic, Asian-Pacific, Asian-Indian or Native American, among other requirements;[footnoteRef:37] and for the EBE program, the business would have to be at least 51% owned, operated and controlled by “persons who can demonstrate social and economic disadvantage, and who have experienced chronic and substantial negative treatment in the United States,” among other requirements.[footnoteRef:38] At a hearing of the NYC Council’s Committee on Contracts in 2006, the SBS Commissioner stated that veteran status would be considered as one of the factors demonstrating social disadvantage for an EBE.[footnoteRef:39] DVS and SBS encourage veteran business owners who are eligible to apply for these certifications.[footnoteRef:40] [34:  See Charter § 1304; NYC Business, “Minority and Women-owned Enterprise (M/WBE) Certification Program”, https://www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/description/minority-and-womenowned-business-enterprise-certification-program-mwbe (last visited December 1, 2021)]  [35:  See Charter § 1304; NYC Business, “Emerging Business Enterprise (EBE) Certification Program”, https://www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/description/emerging-business-enterprise-ebe-program (last visited December 1, 2021)]  [36:  NYC Veterans Alliance, “Report: Making Veteran Businesses Competitive for NYC Contracts”, June 25, 2015, https://www.nycveteransalliance.org/making_veteran_businesses_competitive_for_nyc_contracts (last visited November 24, 2021).]  [37:  NYC Business, Minority and Women-owned Business Enterprise (M/WBE) Certification Program, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/description/minority-and-womenowned-business-enterprise-certification-program-mwbe (last visited November 24, 2021).  See also Charter § 1304(e)(6)(b).]  [38:  NYC Business, Emerging Business Enterprise (EBE) Certification Program, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/description/emerging-business-enterprise-ebe-program (last visited November 24, 2021).  See also Charter § 1304(e)(6)(c).]  [39:  Committee on Contracts Hearing Transcript, at 20, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=445535&GUID=9602FE0C-7B53-4F48-89A7-185A39C72A1F&Options=ID|Text|&Search=180 (March 28, 2006).]  [40:  NYC Department of Veterans’ Services, Support for Veteran-Owned Businesses and Entrepreneurs: Business Certifications, https://www1.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/support-for-veteran-owned-business-and-entrepreneurs.page (last visited November 24, 2021).] 

Although SBS seeks to certify veteran M/WBEs and EBEs, the agency does not offer many trainings specifically directed to veteran business owners. They currently offer M/WBE and EBE trainings almost weekly for any business owner seeking to certify their business.[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  NYC Department of Small Business Services, “Events: (Upcoming)”, https://www.eventbrite.com/o/nyc-department-of-small-business-services-5423713077 (last visited November 24, 2021).] 

Other programs exist that help enhance access to procurement opportunities for veteran business owners. New York State operates a program that supports the awarding of State contracts to businesses that get certified as a New York State Service-Disabled Veteran-Owned Business (SDVOB),[footnoteRef:42] which was created by the Service-Disabled Veteran-Owned Business Act.[footnoteRef:43] This program is administered by the State Office of General Services’ Division of Service-Disabled Veterans' Business Development and, to be eligible, one or more service-disabled veterans with service-connected disability ratings of at least 10% from the VA or the State Division of Veterans’ Affairs for National Guard veterans must own at least 51% of the business, among other requirements.[footnoteRef:44] [42:  New York State Office of General Services, “Division of Service-Disabled Veterans’ Business Development”, https://ogs.ny.gov/veterans (last visited November 29, 2021).]  [43:  N.Y. Executive Law Art. 17-B; see also the Service-Disabled Veteran-Owned Business Act at https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/EXC/A17-B.]  [44:  New York State Office of General Services, “Service-Disabled Veteran-Owned Business Certification”, https://ogs.ny.gov/veterans/service-disabled-veteran-owned-business-certification (last visited November 29, 2021).] 

III. Conclusion
As veterans continue to return to New York City and transition back into civilian life, many will seek to utilize the skills they gained as a result of their military experience to develop and operate their own businesses. At today’s hearing, the Committees look forward to hearing from the Mayoral Administration, community-based organizations, and advocates about ways in which the City can improve services and resources to support current and prospective veteran business owners. 
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