NATIONAL VETERANS EMPLOYMENT & EDUCATION COMMISSION

TOPIC 1: ECONOMY
Mortgage rates were stagnant again this week as financial markets lingered in a summer lull. According to the latest data released Thursday, August 10, by Freddie Mac, the 30-year fixed-rate average slipped to 3.90 percent with an average 0.5 point (points are fees paid to a lender equal to 1 percent of the loan amount). It was 3.93 percent a week ago and 3.45 percent a year ago. The 30-year fixed rate has remained below 4 percent for the past month and 11 of the past 12 weeks. The 15-year fixed-rate remained the same at 3.18 with an average 0.5 point. It was 2.76 percent a year ago. The five-year adjustable rate average slid to 3.14 percent with an average 0.5 point. It was 3.15 percent a week ago and 2.74 percent a year ago.
The slight drop in rates likely reflected concerns about weakness in certain data released earlier in the week, such as the drop in auto sales, but the market also reacted to stronger than expected job growth in Friday’s employment report. Mortgage rates aren’t expected to move much in the coming week. Bankrate.com, which puts out a weekly mortgage rate trend index, found that half of the experts it surveyed say rates will remain relatively stable in the coming week. With the Fed in somewhat of a holding pattern as they determine how to lower the balance sheet and whether another rate increase is warranted this year, markets have remained calm as we head into the final weeks of the summer. This has boded well for mortgage rates, which have seen little movement in either direction, allowing for borrowers to close out any late summer transactions with relative ease. As we head into fall, the biggest event on the horizon is the government debt ceiling debate that should throw our public officials into extreme focus.

Meanwhile, mortgage applications picked up last week, according to the latest data from the Mortgage Bankers Association. The market composite index – a measure of total loan application volume – increased 3 percent. The refinance index grew 5 percent, while the purchase index slipped 1 percent lower. The refinance share of mortgage activity accounted for 46.7 percent of all applicants. Mortgage rates decreased last week, which led to the highest volume of refinance applications since mid-June. With rates trading in a narrow range, the purchase market continues to show strength, with application volume running about 7 percent ahead of last year at this time. The increase in refinance applications was driven primarily by a 15 percent increase in government refinances, led by a 17 percent increase in VA refinances. 
	HOUSEHOLD DATA
Table A-5. Employment status of the civilian population 18 years and over by veteran status, period of service, and sex, not seasonally adjusted 

[Numbers in thousands]

	Employment status, veteran status, and period of service
	Total
	Men
	Women
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2016
	JUL
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	JUL
2016
	JUL
2017
	JUL
2016
	JUL
2017

	

	Gulf War-era II veterans
	

	Unemployed
	188
	153
	155
	134
	33
	19

	Unemployment rate
	5.9
	4.6
	5.8
	4.8
	6.4
	3.6


National unemployment rate is 4.3 percent (July 2017). Gulf War II veterans unemployment rate is 4.6 percent.
 Currently, the unemployment rate for Gulf War II women veterans is 3.6 percent (down from 8.5 percent in June).

 U.S. Department of Labor. Economic News Release: Employment Situation Summary, May 2017. 
TOPIC 2: MEETINGS
On Monday, August 7, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with the Department of Pennsylvania regarding state legislation for veterans employment. The department inquired as to what resolutions our division had regarding the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA).

On Monday, August 7, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division held a planning call with Les Davis from Military Network Radio regarding upcoming panel participation. We’ll be speaking during the Military Network Radio’s talk show on veteran education and the new GI Bill that recently passed Congress.

On Monday, August 7, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division participated in Hawaii Transition Summit planning call. This two-day transition summit will feature interactive and informative panel discussions, recruiter training, and facilitated discussions focuses on improving competitive employment for servicemembers, veterans, and military spouses. The summit will also include a networking reception for employers, military leaders, and job seekers, and will culminate in a Hiring Fair on the second day.
On Tuesday, August 8, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with Timothy Green, Director, Office of Strategic Outreach, Department of Labor’s Veterans’ Employment and Training Services (DOL-VETS) regarding Mahindra’s Veteran hiring initiative. DOL-VETS has listed The American Legion as a key stakeholder in all hiring initiatives across the United States.

On Tuesday, August 8, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division participated in planning calls for veteran Hiring Fairs in Carlisle (PA) and Arlington (TX). During these events, employment workshops are led by HR and workforce professionals, which cover a variety of topics including resume building, networking, and interview tips, taking into account the job seeker’s military background and lifestyle. 
On Wednesday, August 9, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with the VA’s Loan Guaranty Service Office to discuss recent data and other relevant info regarding service members/veterans home ownership.

On Wednesday, August 9, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division participated on the CBS’s Connecting Veterans radio show regarding the mission of our division and the advocacy, activities and events we host for veteran entrepreneurs and those seeking gainful employment. 

On Wednesday, August 9, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division participated in planning calls with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation regarding Legion participation at their Career Fairs in Fort Carson, Camp Pendleton, and Joint Base Lewis McCord.
On Wednesday, August 9, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with Coreena Conley, Veteran Business Outreach Center (VBOC) Director, concerning updates for the upcoming Veteran Small Business Summit during National Convention. The topics discussed included registration, speakers and other logistics.
On Wednesday, August 9, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with Mark Toal, National Veterans Employment Manager, Department of Labor, about issues that national companies are having with the GI Bill apprenticeship program. Currently, national companies offering veterans apprenticeships have to be approved by every state they operate in to be eligible for the GI Bill, creating prohibitive administrative hurdles. Currently, we’re reaching out to these companies to learn more about the challenges and how we can effectively assist them.
On Thursday, August 10, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with Cabot Creamery Cooperative to discuss employment opportunities for homeless veterans in the agriculture industry.  Future discussions will also include the Farmers Veteran Coalition.

On Thursday, August 10, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with Brigadier General Olive, Deputy Commanding General of Sustainment, 335th Signal Command, to discuss opportunities for The American Legion to address their returning soldiers and their families.

On Thursday, August 10, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division met with Lisa Lutz from SOLID Design and Marion Cain, DOD Director of Force Training, to discuss credentialing objectives for 2017-2018. The American Legion is planning its third National Credentialing Summit for the 2018 Washington Conference along with a final credentialing roundtable in the fall focused on the flight industry. 
On Thursday, August 10, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with Chip Myers, Vice President, UPS Corporate Public Affairs, regarding employment opportunities for veterans. UPS is looking to increase their veteran hiring. 

On Thursday, August 10, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with Raul Rosas, Commissioner, Maryland Veterans Commission, to discuss different opportunities to assist veterans in Maryland, and adjoining states. 
On Friday, August 11, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce to negotiate the participation of The American Legion during their Career Fair in Mississippi. Additionally, we talked with the Hispanic Commission regarding the unemployment rate, VA medical services and homeless veteran population in Puerto Rico.
On Friday, August 11, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division met with Community Solutions to discuss their initiative to house homeless individuals/families (to include veterans) throughout the country. Community Solutions deploys the best problem-solving tools from multiple sectors to help communities end homelessness and the conditions that create it.

On Friday, August 11, the National Veterans Employment & Education Division had a conference call with Michael Knippel, Program Manager, Veterans Employment Coordinator Wage & Investment, Internal Revenue Service, to discuss The American Legion helping to conduct a financial wellness survey of all veterans in the state of Georgia.
TOPIC 3: EMPLOYMENT

The jobless rate for all veterans edged down to 4.3 percent in 2016 from 4.6 percent in 2015, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ recently released annual Employment Situation for veterans. This continues a downward trend from the peak of the recession in 2011, and brings the veteran unemployment rate near pre-recession levels.

Some highlights from the 2016 report include:

· Unemployment for veterans who served on active-duty in the U.S. Armed Forces at any time since September 2001 edged down to 5.1 percent in 2016.

· In 2016, the annual average unemployment rate for women veterans was not significantly different from all male veterans or all non-veterans of either gender. This makes the fourth consecutive year that the unemployment rates of women veterans was not statistically different from that of women non-veterans.

· The unemployment rate for male veterans (4.2 percent) edged down over the year, and the rate for female veterans (5.0 percent) changed little.

· Among the 453,000 unemployed veterans in 2016, 60 percent were age 45 and over, 36 percent were 25 to 44, and 4 percent were 18 to 24.

· Veterans with a service-connected disability had an unemployment rate of 4.8 percent in August 2016, about the same as veterans with no disability (4.7 percent).

· As of August 2016, nearly 1 in 3 employed veterans with a service-connected disability worked in the public sector, compared to about 1 in 5 veterans with no disability.

· In 2016, the unemployment rate of veterans varied across the country, ranging from 1.8 percent in Indiana to 7.6 percent in Washington, DC
TOPIC 4: VETERAN HOMELESSNESS
Continuing his strong record of reducing homelessness in New Jersey, Governor Christie on Thursday, August 3, visited Family Connections in Paterson for a roundtable discussion and to announce the Department of Children and Families' (DCF) expansion of its permanent supportive housing program for families by adding 25 units in both Hudson and Middlesex counties. Keeping Families Together (KFT) is a model of permanent supportive housing designed specifically for child welfare-involved families struggling with homelessness and other challenges. KFT provides families access to supportive services, including case planning and evidence-based and trauma-informed coordinated services to support each family's unique needs. DCF established the first KFT program for 10 families in Essex County in July 2014. "My administration has made eliminating homelessness for New Jersey citizens a key priority through a variety of programs, including Keeping Families Together, which provides families with the support services they need to get them back on track and stand on their own," said Governor Christie. "Our homelessness efforts are an investment in the future, giving parents the opportunity and stability in their lives to reconnect with their children or to literally keep their families together."
With the latest expansion of the Hudson County program and the addition of a new KFT program in Middlesex County through Catholic Charities, the number of New Jersey families benefitting from Keeping Families Together will now increase to 173 across nine counties: Essex, Passaic, Hudson, Monmouth, Atlantic, Gloucester, Camden, Cumberland, and Middlesex. The additional 25 families who will be served by the Hudson KFT program will begin moving in this fall. These families will have access to housing and high quality services to help them reach their goals and give brighter futures for their children. "Twenty-five fortunate families in Hudson County, and another 25 in Middlesex County, will soon take an important step toward breaking the cycle of homelessness," said DCF Commissioner Allison Blake. "Instead of despair and hopelessness, these families will now have a foundation upon which to build better futures for their children, and change for the better the lives of generations to come."

DCF is partnering with the Department of Community Affairs (DCA) on this state-wide effort to support New Jersey's most vulnerable families. DCA committed 150 project-based housing choice vouchers to the program. Twenty-five will be allocated to the Hudson effort and another 25 for Middlesex. The vouchers are essential to helping these families find an affordable and safe place to live. The initial Keeping Families Together pilot showed promise improving child well-being and decreasing child welfare involvement in New York City, according to Metis Associates. To coordinate the state's efforts in combating homelessness, Governor Christie formed the Governor's Working Group on Homelessness in April 2015. The Working Group is comprised of two public members and representation from the Departments of Human Services, Health, Children and Families, Community Affairs, Labor and Workforce Development, Military and Veterans Affairs, Corrections, The State Parole Board and the Housing and Mortgage Finance Agency.

Highlights of the Administration's work to address homelessness include:

· Created the Interagency Council on Homelessness, which provided recommendations to improve programs and policies on homelessness and homelessness prevention, including the formation of a Working Group to examine housing first policies, rapid re-housing, and improved coordination among state agencies and social service providers;

· Expanded the Department of Military and Veterans Affairs successful Veterans Haven program to provide access to veterans in the northern part of the state in addition to the southern part of the state, doubling the capacity;

· Awarded 149 Shelter Support grants totaling $18.2 million in both state and federal funding to nonprofit and local government agencies operating emergency homeless shelters and transitional housing facilities in New Jersey;

· Provided $4.4.million for the Homelessness Prevention Program for financial assistance to low-and moderate-income tenants and homeowners in imminent danger of eviction or foreclosure due to temporary financial problems beyond their control;

· Under the statewide Housing First program, 425 rental vouchers will be allocated to chronically homeless households and 25 rental vouchers to homeless veterans; and,
· DCA anticipates $5.4 million in annualized funding for the vouchers and $250,000 in discretionary Community Services Block Grant funds for coordinated services.

In the current fiscal year budget, Governor Christie included $43.8 million to fund programs that prevent homelessness and support homeless shelters, transitional housing facilities and rental assistance. Over the past five years, New Jersey homelessness has decreased nearly 29 percent and family homelessness has dropped by 49 percent. In 2016, the homelessness rate among families with children declined by 10.9 percent.
TOPIC 5: CAREER FAIRS

This week, work continued on The American Legion’s upcoming hiring events to be staged in Arlington, Atlanta, Belle Chasse (LA), Biloxi (MS), Camp Pendleton, Carlisle (PA), Fort Carson, Fort Jackson (SC), Fort Sam Houston, Herndon (VA), Joint Base Andrews, Joint Base Charleston, King George (VA), Lexington Park (MD), McLean (VA), Oceanside (CA), Philadelphia, Reno, San Antonio, San Francisco and Washington, DC.
The mission of The American Legion's National Veterans Employment & Education Commission is to take actions that affect the economic wellbeing of veterans, including issues relating to veterans' education, employment, home loans, vocational rehabilitation, homelessness and small business.
TOPIC 6: SMALL BUSINESS

After public comments, the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) has confirmed that the extended three-year SDVOSB and VOSB verification term that was originally adopted in February 2017 will remain in effect indefinitely. Before February, SDVOSBs and VOSBs were required to be verified every two years. Originally, when the VA adopted its SDVOSB and VOSB program regulations in 2010, it required participants to be re-verified annually. This created tremendous frustration from program participants, as well as VA, due to the extra work yearly verification processes took. 

In 2012, the VA extended the eligibility period to two years instead of one. Additionally, in February 2017, the VA issued an interim final rule, further extending the verification period to three years. Now, the final rule is here, and the VA is sticking with the three-year eligibility period.

In the final rule, the VA restates its confidence that the reliability of the verification program will not be compromised by extending the eligibility period to 3 years. For instance, in Fiscal Year 2016, the VA had a total of 1,109 re-verification applications, in which only 11 were rejected. Additionally, the VA believes that there are other means of discovering ineligible participants, such as impromptu inspections and status protests by contracting officers and other SDVOSBs and VOSBs. To summarize, the risk of eligibility extension being harmful for VOSB’s and SDVOSBS’s is low. The VA has adopted its original interim rule without change, meaning that the three-year verification period is now in place indefinitely.

TOPIC 7: EDUCATION
A new page on The American Legion’s website, legion.org/collegerecon, will help college-bound veterans find the right school. The page is a joint effort between the Legion and CollegeRecon.com, a website created to connect current and former military personnel with more than 3,000 not-for-profit colleges and universities across the country. Garrett FitzGerald, president and founder of Home Front Alliance, which created College Recon, said the site was created to fill a void in the marketplace. While there were plenty of firms aimed at helping students find college, they weren’t covering education in an impartial way. “We created this environment where veterans can search for schools (without the ‘hassle’ of being recruited),” Fitzgerald said. 

 

Those using College Recon search the list of schools, create their own profile and then interact with the schools they’re interested in. “It can be a daunting challenge for veterans to find the right school,” said Paul E. Dillard, chairman of the Legion’s Veterans Employment & Education Commission. “The American Legion is proud to work with College Recon to provide veterans an efficient tool they can use to navigate the education landscape, and identify local community resources.” And College Recon sees the Legion as a viable ally. “I knew that we didn’t want to recreate the wheel and try to go out and get our own membership,” FitzGerald said of the reasoning behind College Recon working with The American Legion. “We wanted to create an innovative and resourceful tool that we could then go out and provide to different veterans service organizations, company websites, even the military itself.”

While CollegeRecon was the preferred service, due diligence was given to explore the market segment of college search tools and two competitors were determined: Victory Media and Military Times. While both occupy a larger market share, their revenue strategy relies on a component that prohibits direct partnership: ranking colleges. While ranking colleges is a common industry practice for corporations and LLCs (such as U.S. News & World Report and CollegeFactual), it presents significant ethical challenges and liabilities for non-profits, which must prove that no undue influence affects college rankings. For these reasons, The American Legion is not in the business of telling veterans where they should go to school. A tool that provides an ‘index’ of schools rather than a ‘ranking’ of schools matches the criteria for building informed consumers without editorializing. CollegeRecon is the sole party that provides this for an intended audience of military and veteran students.   
Joseph C. Sharpe, Jr., Director

Veterans Employment & Education Division
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