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Good afternoon. My name is Andrea Tan. I am the Microenterprise Project 

Director at Volunteers of Legal Service (VOLS). VOLS was established in 1984 and our 

purpose is to leverage private attorneys to provide free legal services to low-income 

New Yorkers to help fill the justice gap. For over 20 years the VOLS Microenterprise 

Project has helped existing and aspiring small business owners access high-quality free 

legal services from our dedicated staff and our network of pro bono attorneys. For many 

New Yorkers, owning a small business is an effective path out of poverty and into 

financial stability and independence. VOLS helps with entity formation, drafting and 

reviewing contracts, protecting intellectual property, among other transactional small 

business legal needs. We partner with community and economic development 

organizations to connect with clients who would benefit from our legal assistance, 

focusing on minority, women, immigrant, and veteran-owned businesses.  

Our Microenterprise Project works together with our Veterans Initiative to 

connect with veterans’ services organizations to help identify and serve veteran 

entrepreneurs and small business owners. We then help veteran entrepreneurs identify 

their legal needs and create an action plan to address them. By providing our clients 

access to high caliber pro bono attorneys at our partner law firms, we strive to level the 

playing field for veteran small business owners who are otherwise unable to pay the 

prohibitive cost of a lawyer. 
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VOLS  recognizes New York City’s efforts to better identify veteran businesses, 

support their growth and prepare those businesses for City procurement opportunities. 

The present proposed bill is an example of these efforts. The Department of Small 

Business Services, with the City’s Chief Procurement Officer, would enable veteran 

owned businesses to identify as such when registering to do business with the City; and 

the City would create a Veteran Leadership Advisory Program to educate veteran owned 

businesses about city procurement opportunities. While this commitment to support 

veteran entrepreneurs is significant, it is also crucial that we focus on the 

implementation of this proposal, specifically on how the City would provide small 

businesses an opportunity to self-identify as “veteran owned” on the city website or in 

any other means of registration.  

In working with individuals who have prior military service experience, we have 

observed that there are many variations in veteran identity that result from such factors 

as discharge status, serving in a politically controversial war, such as Vietnam, Iraq, or 

Afghanistan; serving during peacetime; participating in combat; or having had an at least 

partly negative military experience associated with trauma or discrimination. Gender, 

race-ethnicity, sexual orientation, being born outside the United States, and other 

person-level characteristics may also affect veteran identity. Therefore, the City should 

consider how variation in veteran identity may affect participation in the proposed 

programs; and how to carefully assess veteran identity so that this vulnerable 

population does not get lost in the process.  
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The key to effectively screen for military service is to properly ask the question. 

Given the many variations in veteran identity shaped by an individual’s unique military 

experience, it is not as simple as asking “Are you a veteran?” Many individuals may not 

consider themselves “veterans” or may believe that their military experience does not 

“count.” For these reasons, it is important to screen in a manner that captures as many 

individuals as possible who served our country and are now business owners.  

Our City’s veterans represent the best of what we have to offer, and we should 

continue to strive to provide them with all the support they need upon their return 

home and as they build their economic futures. Thank you for allowing us to submit this 

testimony and for supporting the needs of New York City’s veteran entrepreneurs. 

 

Andrea Tan, Esq. 
VOLS Microenterprise Project Director 
 

 









NY Helmets to Hardhats Testimony for Veterans and Small Business
Committee hearing on Int 0476-2022:

"Veteran Entrepreneurship and Public Contract Opportunities"

Good afternoon & thank you for allowing me a few minutes to offer
testimony in favor of Int 0476-2022.

My name is Anne Trenkle. I am the Executive Director of New York
Helmets to Hardhats.

Since 2003, when the Helmets to Hardhats Program launched here in
New York City, approximately 3,000 prior and current military members
have begun careers with the NY Building Trades Unions. Most service
members began as apprentices, learning their craft and becoming
Journey Men & Women. Some of our military members sought out
career opportunities with Building Trades Employers, beginning as
Assistant Project Managers, Estimators, Schedulers, etc.

These veterans are now in the position to become business owners, to
give back to the veteran community by employing fellow service
members and giving them an opportunity to move into the middle
class; to begin a career that will sustain them and their families; to work
safely; and, to retire in dignity.

This bill, which would require the Department of Small Business
Services with the City’s Chief Procurement Officer, to enable veteran
owned businesses to self-identify as such when registering with the City
as well as offering a Veteran Leadership Advisory Program to support
the enterprise throughout the procurement process is, in my opinion,



long overdue. I have witnessed the success when veterans are
mentored vs the ones who are left to figure things out on their own.
Veterans are eager to learn; eager to make their mark on the world;
eager to provide for their families; eager to continue learning; eager to
make a difference.

Removing the obstacle of understanding and navigating the
procurement process will benefit not only the existing veteran owned
businesses; but, will encourage an influx of new veteran entrepreneurs
to seek out new opportunities as New York City business owners.
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Chairperson Holden, Chairperson Menin, and fellow Council Members, thank you for the opportunity to 
testify on behalf of the New York University Tandon School of Engineering’s Veterans Future Lab (VFL). 
We are pleased to share how VFL is empowering New York City veterans and helping them thrive in their 
post-military service careers. NYU recognizes the challenges veterans face when reintegrating post- 
service, and we are committed to providing effective, tangible solutions. 

 
Operated by NYU Tandon and launched in 2017, VFL helps early-stage companies created by veterans, or 
their spouses, transform into successful businesses by providing the guidance, expertise, and resources 
that startups need to succeed. The incubator is a public-private-academic partnership where 
entrepreneurs are nurtured by university partners with support from government and the private sector. 
By leveraging the wealth of talent and diverse skill sets found in the New York City Veterans Community, 
we are able to accelerate the growth of new ventures and bring economic activity to the area. 

 
VFL is home to two premier entrepreneurship programs: Apex and Veterans Entrepreneurship Training 
programs (VET) I and II. Apex is a 9-month no-cost startup business incubation program that provides 
mentorship, support, and resources needed to start and grow high-impact companies. Veterans 
Entrepreneurship Training I and II is a free multi-week, skills-focused program for early-stage and aspiring 
entrepreneurs. VET-I is an introductory educational program for active-duty service members, US military 
veterans, and their spouses new to the entrepreneurship space. VET-II reinforces business fundamentals 
and introduces intermediate frameworks essential to the launch of ventures by US service members, 
veterans, and military spouses. 

 

Since 2015, VFL has graduated 285 students and supported over 70 ventures. Currently, VFL is home to 
10 Apex incubator companies (after graduating a cohort of 11 companies in May), and 30 VET-I 
participants (the third VET cohort this year). We continue to work with our partners, including Barclays, 
ESDC, NYS Assembly, and Goodwin, to ensure the continued growth and success of our work. 

 
In 2021, VFL released a study, The Veteran Journey to Entrepreneurship, which aimed to capture 
veterans’ experiences along their entrepreneurship journey, including challenges, successes, resources 
used, and lessons learned. The study also gathered perspectives from active-duty Service members and 
Reservists who may embark on the entrepreneurship journey in the future. These perspectives can help 
program implementers and policymakers understand the characteristics and motivations of future 
entrepreneurs to better tailor support for this group. Key findings included the following: 

 
● Veteran entrepreneurship correlates with socioemotional well-being. 
● The top challenges faced by veteran entrepreneur respondents include marketing, personal 
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finances, and lack of initial capital. 
● Professional networks, informal relationships, and professional development programs rank 

among the most useful resources for veteran entrepreneurs. 
● The experience in the military and transition to civilian life play key roles in future 

entrepreneurship. 
 

The veteran journey to entrepreneurship can be longer than that of its civilian counterpart, though the 
costs of service come with the advantages of military training and experience. VFL is greatly optimistic 
about the future of veteran entrepreneurship in New York City and across the country. With our private 
and public partners, we look forward to continue improving the lives of veterans and their families. 

 
Lastly, I would like to comment on Int 0476-2022. VFL strongly supports the City Council’s efforts to level 
the playing field for our veterans. On behalf of the 70 start-ups VFL has housed and the 189 veterans 
who have traversed VET-I and II, we strongly urge the City to promote equality of economic 
opportunities for veterans and to eliminate barriers to their participation in City procurement activities. 
We believe Int 0476-2022 is a step in the right direction.  
 
Int 0476-2022 also proposes the creation of a Veteran Leadership Advisory Program to educate veteran 
owned business enterprises about City procurement opportunities. Should Int 0476-2022 become law, I 
would welcome any opportunity to participate in the Program and leverage the wealth of knowledge 
and energy of the VFL community to further its mission.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to testify. We welcome any questions the Committees may have. (Please 
contact Konstantine Tettonis, NYU Government Affairs, kt1249@nyu.edu) 



Testimony before the New York City Council
Committee on Veterans and Committee on Small Business

October 13, 2022

Richard Ralph, Training and Quality Control Manager, City Beet Kitchens
Project Renewal

Project Renewal’s mission is to end the cycle of homelessness by empowering individuals and

families to renew their lives with health, homes, and jobs.

www.projectrenewal.org



My name is Richard Ralph. I am a veteran and I am employed as the Training and Quality

Control Manager at City Beet Kitchens, a social-purpose catering company run by the homeless

services nonprofit Project Renewal.

For more than 54 years, Project Renewal has empowered individuals and families who are

experiencing homelessness to renew their lives. Each year Project Renewal serves thousands

of New Yorkers—including hundreds of veterans like me—through wrap-around services

focused on health, homes, and jobs.

I am grateful to Speaker Adams, Chair Holden, Chair Menin, and the City Council for your

dedication to veterans. The City Council has generously supported Project Renewal’s homeless

prevention services for veterans across all of its health, homes, and jobs programs.

In FY22, Project Renewal served 194 veterans. This included:

 providing health care to 141 veterans at four clinics located within the organization’s

shelters and three mobile care vans;

 welcoming 41 veterans into emergency shelters;

 ensuring 61 additional veterans were safely housed within Project Renewal, where

they benefitted from enhanced services, including occupational therapy, hot meal

delivery, and tele-psychiatry to combat stress and anxiety;

 and providing job training and placement services to 26 veterans.

This support personally made a big difference in my life.

I worked hard to get to where I am today, and my journey has not always been easy. I am proud

to have served our country in the Marine Corps from 2001 to 2005, and the Army National

Guard from 2006 to 2013. I was deployed to Afghanistan, serving overseas in 2012.

When I finished my term of service, I had a hard time readjusting to civilian life, and

unfortunately I was incarcerated for five years. Upon my release, I was eager to renew my life,

and that’s when I found Project Renewal.

In 2018, I enrolled in Project Renewal’s Culinary Arts Training Program (CATP) – which, I am

grateful to say, is funded by the City Council. CATP trains New Yorkers who face challenges to

securing employment, like histories of justice involvement, for careers in the culinary field.

Upon completing the program, the Project Renewal team was impressed by my hard work and

dedication, and I was hired as a Junior Cook at its catering company, City Beet Kitchens. Since

then, I have been promoted twice.

I now oversee the service we allocate to contracts with other homeless shelters to provide food

for their residents; assess food quality; address discrepancies; and take feedback to figure out

how we can improve.



I enjoy the feeling of giving back by providing quality food to shelter residents and other New

Yorkers in need, and I love the positivity of the mission of Project Renewal. After serving my

country, it is a good feeling to know I am still giving back in my career today.

Project Renewal supports Int. 0476-2022 because it would empower more veteran-owned

businesses to do business with the City. It’s a common-sense way to stand up for New Yorkers

who bravely served our country. I am grateful for Chair Holden’s sponsorship of this bill.

Project Renewal helped brighten up a dark part of my life after incarceration by helping me get

back to work. Every veteran should have these kinds of opportunities if they fall on hard times. I

hope the New York City Council will continue to provide funding to Project Renewal’s programs

that support veterans, so that more people can find hope, like I did.

Thank you for this opportunity to testify.










