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STAFF REPORT

SUBJECT:  A MOTION requesting the King county veteran’s program advisory board and the executive to evaluate veteran’s relief program needs for the brave men and women returning home from military service, making recommendations for veterans’ relief program needs to the council and identifying opportunities to link veterans’ relief services with the broader human service needs of King County.  . 

SUMMARY:  Proposed Motion 2005-0172 asks the Veteran’s Program Advisory Board and the Executive to work collaboratively with other funding and service provision partners to evaluate current veterans’ relief services, identify current and anticipated gaps and shortfalls and report to the Council by December 1, 2005.  The report is requested to include specific recommendations regarding necessary support for and improvement of essential veterans’ services including:

· Jail diversion services

· Mental health screening and counseling for post-traumatic stress syndrome and other mental health problems

· A continuum of short and longer term, supported housing

· Financial Assistance

· Outreach to help qualified veterans obtain assistance from federal and other sources and programs. 

The report is also requested to include recommendations for maximizing efficiencies and avoiding overlaps by linking veterans’ and broader human services program improvement and funding strategies wherever feasible and mutually beneficial. 

BACKGROUND:  Under state law (RCW 73.08), counties are responsible to provide relief services for needy veterans with a dedicated portion of the property tax.  Historically the program has provided financial aid and emergency assistance for rent, food, utilities, medical needs and burial for indigent veterans.  Over the years, as the Veterans’ Program became part of a broader county human services function, it has expanded the range of services it provides in order to help veterans’ seeking assistance to overcome the problems that are driving their immediate needs.  In addition to emergency financial assistance, the program now provides employment, mental health counseling, case management, short and longer term housing and help in diverting disabled/disadvantaged veterans from the criminal justice system.  
The King County Veterans’ Program has historically been financed at the required, minimum dedicated property tax levy rate of 1.125 cents per $1,000 assessed property value.  This rate, as adjusted by the limits of Initiative 747, currently provides about $2.2 million per year.  State law, however, allows counties up to 27 cents per $1,000.  

Because the Veterans’ Program has a dedicated funding source, last year’s Human Services Task Force did not include veterans’ services when it looked at the issue of how to sustain and improve locally supported human services.  In subsequent discussions about the Human Services Task Force report, however, the need to review veterans’ services has been raised.  The veterans’ needs the county addresses overlap the issues of substance abuse, homelessness and repeat involvement in the criminal justice system that the county is also trying to address in a more comprehensive fashion.  At the same time, a new group of veterans returning from Iraq will be at risk for serious mental health and substance abuse problems that if not attended to will add to homelessness and criminal justice involvement.  Proposed Motion 2005-0172 was, therefore, crafted to obtain a comprehensive review of veterans service needs and recommendations for improvements that include opportunities for linking veterans service improvement and funding strategies with those in broader human services areas.     
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