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Statement of the National Coalition for Homeless Veterans for the record of the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Veterans Affairs, Subcommittee on Health

Chairman Michaud, Ranking Member Brown,
and Distinguished Members of the Subcommittee:
The National Coalition for Homeless Veterans (NCHV) is honored to present this statement for the Record of the Subcommittee on Health, U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Veterans Affairs, in support of several bills that would have a direct impact on the delivery of services to veterans in crisis. Some would significantly increase support for well established homeless veteran assistance programs; some would facilitate development of local veteran homelessness prevention strategies for the first time in U.S. history.

For two decades, NCHV has proudly represented this nation’s community- and faith-based organizations that work in partnership with the federal agencies invested in the campaign to end veteran homelessness. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) officials have testified before the Congress that this partnership, despite considerable financial pressures due to war and economic uncertainty, is largely responsible for the phenomenal reduction in the number of homeless veterans on the streets of America each night – from about 250,000 in FY 2004 to 131,000 today, according to the annual VA CHALENG Reports.

To their credit, the VA and U.S. Department of Labor have jointly fostered the development of a nationwide, community-based homeless veteran assistance network that provides transitional housing and services support for more than 100,000 veterans each year. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development has become the third critical partner in this campaign through the HUD-VA Supportive Housing Program (HUD-VASH) for veterans with serious mental illness and other disabilities, and by incentivizing the inclusion of homeless and extreme low-income veterans in local Continuum of Care funding applications.

The success of these federal agencies and their 1,600 non-profit and commercial community- and faith-based service partners over the last five years provide irrefutable evidence that the campaign to end veteran homelessness can be won. The President has established this as a priority of his Administration; and VA Secretary Erik Shinseki is mobilizing his Department to strengthen its intervention programs and expand its support of local prevention strategies.

NCHV has on several occasions acknowledged the leadership role of the House Committee on Veterans Affairs in this noble campaign. We know it is your leadership that brings us to this moment in history – Never before have we, as a nation at war, been better prepared to ensure that those who sacrifice some measure of their lives to serve in the military have the support they need to enjoy the peace and prosperity they have helped protect and preserve.

H.R. 2504: VA Grant and Per Diem Program
H.R. 2504, introduced by Rep. Harry Teague (D-NM), would increase the authorized appropriation for the VA Homeless Providers Grant and Per Diem Program (GPD) in FY 2010 from $150 million to $200 million (also included in S. 1547).  

GPD is the foundation of the VA and community partnership NCHV represents, and currently funds about 14,000 service beds in every state through nearly 500 private, community-based organizations. Under this program veterans receive services that include transitional housing for up to two years, access to health care and dental services, substance abuse and mental health supports, personal and family counseling, education and employment assistance, and access to legal aid. The majority of veterans who participate in the GPD program advance to permanent housing and employment within the two-year eligibility period.

The GPD program also provides funding for special needs grants for under-served and special needs populations – women veterans, including those with dependent children; the frail elderly; veterans with severe mental illness; and those with terminal illness. Considering the growing population of women veterans and veterans with dependent children, and the advancing age of Vietnam veterans – still the largest subset of homeless veterans – NCHV believes additional funding to expand access to these special grant programs is critical.

In September 2007 the Government Accountability Office (GAO) reported the GPD program needed a significant increase in the number of service beds funded under the program, based on FY 2006 estimates of the number of homeless veterans. While that estimate has decreased, we still do not know to what extent veterans from wars in Iraq and Afghanistan will need assistance from the community- and faith-based service provider network. We are already seeing veterans of both conflicts requesting services, and expect their number to increase over the next several years.

The need to add service beds for homeless veterans despite considerable budget pressures has negatively impacted grantees’ ability to provide outreach services, an integral part of the GPD program.  

Under current law, GPD funds may be used for community service centers that provide food, hygienic necessities, clothing, access to health services, benefits counseling and other assistance to homeless and at-risk veterans who are either not able to or not ready to enroll in a residential program. Funds may also be used to acquire mobile service vans to provide outreach and immediate assistance to veterans in exurban and rural areas.

Both of these activities were considered vital components of an effective outreach strategy when the GPD program was launched; and the VA’s emerging focus on veteran homelessness prevention underscores their value in communities that are underserved by VA facilities.

NCHV believes the current level of need and the new focus on prevention justifies this funding increase without delay. We also believe that if the VA Secretary’s goal to end veteran homelessness within five years is to be realized, the $200 million authorization should be stated as a minimum funding level, and not a funding limit.       

H.R. 2559: Help Our Homeless Veterans Act  
Introduced by Rep. Phil Hare (D-IL), the Help Our Homeless Veterans Act is both an intervention and prevention initiative. The act directs the Department of Veterans Affairs to develop and carry out a national media campaign to inform homeless and at-risk veterans about the benefits they have earned and where to turn for help when they need it. The bill has 11 cosponsors.

NCHV has supported this initiative for several years. Service providers from communities across the nation report that many of their veteran clients do not know where to turn for help when they are threatened with serious health, financial or housing crises. Most veteran service providers engage in activities to search out veterans who need assistance in soup kitchens, shelters and areas where homeless veterans are known to congregate, but NCHV believes that is not enough.

This Act would not only inform veterans and their immediate family members where to seek assistance when needed, it would empower the general public to help veterans in crisis – one at a time – by informing them there is help available and how to find it in their communities. We also believe this campaign should invite veterans to seek assistance as a benefit earned through their military service to reduce whatever anxiety may be associated with asking for help.

While we believe the VA has done an excellent job investing in the VA-community partnership that serves homeless veterans, we believe limiting the reach of public information about the assistance available to veterans contradicts the objectives of connecting veterans in need with the resources to help them and engaging communities to become more involved with supporting the nation’s wounded warriors.   

H.R. 2735: “Improvements in Comprehensive Service Programs for Homeless Veterans
H.R. 2735, introduced by Ciro Rodriguez (D-TX), calls for several revisions in the VA Homeless Providers Grant and Per Diem Program (GPD) funding policies. In brief:

1. Allow service centers (referenced above, H.R. 2504) to provide adequate staffing for operations without diverting funds from service beds. NCHV believes these centers will play a pivotal role in enhancing the VA’s capacity to serve at-risk and homeless veterans in areas underserved by VA facilities under the Secretary’s five-year plan.

2. Change the GPD reimbursement policy from a “daily per diem” allowance based on state veteran home rates to one that reflects an organization’s actual annual cost of providing services to program clients. This would include adjustments for variable service costs based on location.

3.  Allow GPD grantees to use awards as a match when applying for funding from other sources.

Item 2 – Under the GPD program, service providers are reimbursed for the expenses they incur on a formula based on the reimbursement provided to state veterans homes. Those rates may then reduced based on the amount of funding received from other federal sources. The current ceiling is about $34.40 per veteran per day.

This policy is outdated considering the cost of comprehensive services that help individuals rebuild their lives. These often require the intervention of highly trained professionals and intense case management. Organizations that serve clients with serious mental or emotional illnesses and physical disabilities may need additional security, medication staff, additional aides and on-site trained mental health specialists. We feel the reimbursement formula should reflect the actual cost of services – based on each grantee’s capacity to provide those that are deemed critical to the program – rather than a flat rate based on custodial care.

Item 3 – One of the main barriers that organizations face when applying for the capital portion of the GPD program is finding matching dollars (35%) for their project. While other federal service grants allow for and encourage cross-agency collaboration, the current GPD regulations require agencies to obtain private dollars or loans to build their project. The prohibition of using other federal funds as matching dollars limits the progress of creating new beds. By allowing these agencies to utilize other federal funds, programs could finance their projects in a more efficient and effective manner.

The Grant and Per Diem has undergone significant changes in complexity, scope of services and target populations, and the VA should be commended for its increased investment in the program, both in funding and leadership. NCHV believes the reimbursement policy changes included in H.R. 2735 is consistent with the Department’s legacy of cultivating and strengthening its partnership with community- and faith-based service providers.

H.R. 3073: Assistance to Veterans Who Are At Risk of Becoming Homeless
Introduced in the House by Rep. Glenn Nye (D-VA), this bill would create a grant program in the Department of Veterans Affairs to help veterans in imminent danger of becoming homeless due to rent or mortgage and utility arrears. Eligible veterans could receive up to three months of financial assistance to avoid foreclosure or eviction and utility cutoffs, payable to their landlord, mortgage company or utility company. The measure calls for an annual authorization of $100 million through FY 2013.

NCHV is aware there are various ways a person confronted with rent or mortgage arrears may work with mortgage companies, VA loan officials and credit counseling services to rewrite their loans or arrange other short-term adjustments to address payment delinquencies. But our experience is that homeowners without a VA guaranteed loan and many renters are vulnerable in this era of economic uncertainty, rising unemployment and business collapses. Working through the hardship is most easily accomplished when the disruption in income is known to be temporary or lasts for a short period of time.

A veteran who has lost a job and, for whatever reason, can’t walk right into another will most likely be unable to refinance a conventional mortgage; and he or she quite possibly may have to deplete their savings while looking for work. In many areas, this scenario may result in decreased pay and benefits once the veteran finds work. USERRA provides re-employment security to OIF/OEF veterans, unless the veteran’s company has experienced significant layoffs or has shut down altogether.

Of equal concern is the analysis of Census 2000 data, performed by the office of Rep. Robert Andrews (D-NJ) in 2005, that showed approximately 1.5 million veterans have incomes that fall below the federal poverty level (50% of area mean income), including 634,000 veterans with incomes below 50 percent of the poverty threshold. Many of these veterans have no health insurance or access to education or training programs to increase their earnings potential.

NCHV views this bill as an emergency relief program, a critical response to an immediate problem: low-income veterans are being adversely impacted by the economic downturn – loss of earnings, loss of employment opportunities, lack of affordable housing, inability to access or afford training that will increase their earning potential.

The VA Home Loan Guarantee Program provides homeownership opportunities for thousands of veterans every year; but a veteran must be able to qualify for financing to benefit from the program. We believe the VA should also be empowered by Congress to provide some measure of direct emergency assistance to low-income and extreme low-income veterans who are threatened with becoming homeless due to severe economic hardships and housing cost burdens beyond their control.

In Summation
Clearly, the homeless veteran assistance programs in place today have proven to be effective, efficient interventions that can help a great majority of veterans overcome the difficulties that caused their homelessness and return to society as productive citizens. The Departments of Veterans Affairs, Labor and Housing and Urban Development have developed a national partnership with community- and faith-based organizations that has turned the tide in the campaign to end veteran homelessness.

These bills would serve to strengthen that community-based infrastructure to ensure that the successes we have achieved continue, and that the new generation of combat veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan will be able to access the assistance many of them may need after their discharge from the military.

The House Committee on Veterans Affairs and its subcommittees deserve commendation for their leadership and commitment to serve veterans in crisis. We believe this is a historic opportunity to build upon that legacy. These bills not only declare the will of Congress to end veteran homelessness, they begin to shed light on prevention strategies that can be implemented quickly and economically through the community-based infrastructure already in place.

We owe the committee a great debt of gratitude for bringing us to this hour and place, where we can focus on prevention far wiser than we were when the campaign to end veteran homelessness began.

On behalf of the veterans we all serve, I humbly say – to the members of this subcommittee and to your staff – thank you for your service in this noble cause.

