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SUBJECT

A briefing on King County’s Heroes Employment Reintegration Opportunity (HERO) Program.
SUMMARY

King County recognizes the challenges military service members may face when transitioning from military to civilian employment. The King County HERO Program offers a structured and supportive transition experience by providing veterans temporary work, through a 30-hour a week paid internship for approximately six months. In addition, the program provides veterans with access to King County support services tailored to men and women re-entering the civilian workforce or joining for the first time.  
BACKGROUND

King County’s support of its veterans has been a long standing priority, as evidenced by its King County Veterans Program (KCVP). Since the 1950s, the KCVP has served low-income, homeless, disabled, and at-risk veterans and their families. Veterans, current service members, National Guard members, Reserve members, and dependents of these military personnel may be eligible for services from KCVP. Some examples of the services of the KCVP include, but are not limited to: emergency financial assistance, housing assistance, mental health referrals, and employment assistance. King County continues to show support for its veterans through the Veterans and Human Services Levy (VHSL).
The first VHSL was passed by King County voters in November of 2005 to generate much needed funding to help those in need in the county through a variety of housing and supportive services.  Half of the revenue raised by the levy funded services for veterans, military personnel and their families, including services specific to veterans' needs such as treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder. The other half funded regional health and human services, including housing, homelessness prevention, mental health and substance abuse services and employment assistance. This levy generated approximately $13.3 million per year for six years to implement housing and human services for these two broad groups.
During the first six years of the VHSL, American military activity continued and expanded in both Iraq and Afghanistan.  Naturally, as US forces grew to sustain operations in the Middle East, the number of veterans and families in need of assistance and support, particularly in the area of post-service employment, also grew. In 2011, the U.S. Department of Labor reported unemployment among veterans between the ages of 18 and 24 averaged 30 percent, which was nearly double the national unemployment rate among non-veterans of the same age group.  Additionally, the increased tempo of combat operations in Afghanistan and Iraq resulted in higher rates of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI), and other service related injuries. Veterans, more than ever, needed continued support after serving the country. 
Recognizing that the number of veterans was growing along with their needs for services, voters of King County voted overwhelmingly to renew the VHSL for another six years in 2011. The renewed levy preserved the 50:50 split of proceeds between veterans, military personnel and their families and other individuals and families in need.  
Furthermore, in April of 2012 the Council passed Motion 13361, which requested a report from the Executive that evaluated the feasibility and implementation of a veterans’ internship program in King County. The internship program was intended to afford veterans with on-the-job training and work experience to enable them to more effectively compete for jobs. The Council passed Ordinance 17450 that amended sections of the King County Code to allow for a veterans internship program, giving birth to the Heroes Employment Reintegration Opportunity (HERO) Program.
The Heroes Employment Reintegration Opportunity (HERO) Program
Program Overview: The HERO Program is a partnership between the Human Resources Division and the Department of Community and Human Services’ Veterans Program. Interns are paid from the King County Veterans and Human Services Levy and by departments participating in the program in a 50/50 split.  

The program formally began on January 22, 2013, with the first class of HERO interns slated to graduate June 24. First session interns work in the following areas:

· Department of Assessments

· Department of Community and Human Services

· Department of Natural Resources and Parks

· Human Resources Division

· King County Council 

· King County Elections

The overall goal of the HERO program is to provide meaningful and practical work experience for veterans in order to help mitigate some of the challenges servicemen and women face as they leave the military profession and seek civilian employment. The program also helps county departments and agencies develop an understanding of the veteran culture and an appreciation of the special skills veterans can offer the work place. The King County Veterans Program assists interns by providing access to service referrals and consultation for case management services. Through the combination of on-the-job training, work experience, and KCVP access, the HERO Program provides an internship for veterans that enable them to more effectively transition from the military and compete for jobs. 
Activities and Services Provided: In addition to job training and work experience, the HERO Program provides these additional services and activities to help interns succeed.
· Monthly cohort meetings with fellow veteran interns to share experiences as they transition from military to civilian life
· One-to-one support and guidance from a HERO mentor on staff who is also a veteran
· Job search/placement and career exploration assistance through the Human Resources Division and WorkSource
· Veterans’ services consultation with the King County Veterans Program
· Professional networking contacts 


· An ORCA card that pays interns’ fare for public transportation
The HERO Program’s pilot period is 2013-2014. Evaluations will be conducted each session to provide the evidence and data that will be useful in helping to determine future funding decisions.
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