Thousands of Vietnam Veterans on Welfare Here
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By CHRISTOPHER S. WREN

“It’s got the longest lines
in the world,” the former
Special Forces sergean’c re-
called.

“If youre not there at
7:30 in the morning, you
can’t get in. You can’t even
get in the first day. It takes
two or three days. The peo-
ple who don’t have anything
to eat or a place to stay
the night get the most fran-
tic for help.”

The former sergeant, who
was wounded by mortar
shrapnel in Vietnam was
speaking of the New York
City Veterans Assistant Cen-
ter for Income Maintenance
at 529 Eighth Avenue, where
he had waited with other
Vietnam veterans to qualify
for a bimonthly welfare
check. He asked not to be
identified because he was
still on welfare.

He is one of an estimated
total of 4,000 to 4,500 Viet-
nam-era veterans now draw-
ing welfare through the cen-
Ler.

Even that total, nearly
equivalent in size to an in-
fantry regiment, does not re-
flect all the young veterans
who have turned to welfare
because they cannot find : The New York Times/Lee Romero
jobs in New York City. . Waiting in line can’t be avoided at the

The center processes only center for assistance to veterans at 529
Eighth Avenue, near 36th Street.
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The long waiting lines last
fall produced what one wel-
fare official termed ‘some
rather nasty incidents” re-
sulting from pushing and
shoving by the impatient
young men. In a few in-
stafices, the police were
called. i

“A number of guys- were
coming in and saying, We
don’t want. to be on welfare;
we want jobs,”” said Charles
Morris, deputy administrator
for income maintenanee of
the Human Resources Admin-
istration.

“They’re not the usual
welfare population,”  Mr.
Morris said. “They’re young
men and usually healthy.
They haven't found a job.

“Many picked up some
drug addiction while they
were over there. The last
G.l’s came back with dis-
enchantment about the war.
They are more hostile
clients.” ‘

Mr. Morris contended that
such welfare benefits would
be more effective as an
ancillary service in an over-
all veterans’s assistance pro-
gram. ;

Lewis (Skip) Delano served
as a mechanic with the 10Ist
Airborne Division in Viet-
nam. He was on welfare be-
fore he found a recent part-
time job. He also works with
the Vietnam Veterans Against
the War, which, with peace-
time, plans to set up a vet-
erans action center to help
returning veterans.

“For most people, welfare
is just a continuation of the
Army,” said Mr. Delano, who
is 25. “You learn to stand
around in line, working at
doing nothing, so welfare is
just the same scene.

“You step out of your

ET.S. [effective termination
of service] line and into the
welfare line.”

Rut other young veterans
have found welfare fare more
frustrating and demeaning.
Some approached at the
center angrily refused to dis-
cuss their plight.

“Tt’s very plain that they
don’t want to be on welfare,”
Mr. Morris said. “They want

a job or, if they have a drug
problem, they want treat-
ment.

“When they come to the
welfare center, it takes a real
adjustment in self-image to
walk through that door. It
means they've failed and the
system has failed.”

According to a notice at
the center, the veteran must
amass up to eight different

documents to qualify for wel- |

fare. These include various
identification papers, past
pay stubs, rent receipts, a
canceled bank book, utility
shut-off notices and birth cer-
tificates for any dependents.

“It’s like a full-time job
just to get welfare in this
city,” Mr. Delano noted.
“Most people come in and
have a couple of documents
missing and have to ‘go back
and get them.”

The veteran must also pass
through a loca] certification
center, which is usually run

- by members of the American

Legion or Veterans of Foreign
Wars. ’

“Some of them are really
good dudes,” said David
Blaylock, 23, a former fire-
base security guard who now
belongs to the Vietnam Ve-
terans Against the War. “If

you've served honorably, !

they’ll be glad to help you.
But if you got a bad dis-
charge, they won’t help. They
think you're unpatriotic.”

When a veteran has finally
qualified, he begins to draw
about $38 twice a month for
subsistence and an allowance
for rent. If he is physically
able, he must collect the
checks in person and present
himself for,possible employ-
ment.

“The kind of jobs they
show you are hellhole sweat-
shop jobs, like working in a
laundry for $80 a week,”
Skip Delano said. “It’s like
they're encouraging you to
stay on welfare. It’s like this
kind of kind of economy
doesn’t have any jobs for
you.”

As for the men who came
home less than honorably
discharged, Mr. Delano said,
“Those guys haven’t got a
prayer.” )

David Bailey, 25, a former
marinei n a tank unit, said
he had received an unde-
sirable discharge because “I
just didn’t do everything
they wanted me to.”

* ularly those related to drugs,

" believe they have suffered

- really like,” Skip Delano said.
"“There’s a stereotype of vet-

“Because of my discharge,
I was unable to get veteran’s
benefits,” he went on, “so
I've just been accepted on
regular welfare. “I'd been

able to find a job, but it was !

a constant thing of getting
laid off. Until this thing is
straightened out, the hassle
will continue.”

Bronze Star and Heroin

A former radio operator
with the 173d Airborne
Brigade said that he had
come home from 14 months
in Vietham wit a Bronze
Star and a heroin addiction.
He asked not tobe
identified.

“They didn’t take none of
into consideration,” he said.
“I came back and gave my-
self up, and they gave me
an undesirable discharge.”

Now 22 years old, he is |

also drawing regular welfare. '

Bad discharges, partic-

can be changed, but, Mr.
Bailey, said “because of the
system, it involves a lot
of time, a lot of red tape
and traveling back and forth
to Washington.”

The City Division of Vet-
erans Affairs has been able
to change 63 per cent of the
bad discharges it has pre-
sented to the Pentagon for
reconsideration. But a
spokesman said, that “the
forms are so complicated that
a man cannot possibly fill it
out by himself.”

Frank Lima of DMZ (Drug .
Mending Zone) House, a
private narcotics rehabilita-
tion program for addicted
veterans, called the reception
given returning veterans
one of the great sweeping
jobs under the rug.”

“These guys are coming
home and they’re not war
heroes,” he added. "the only
war heroes are the P.O.W.’s.”

Many veterans themselves

because of the unpopularity
of the Vietnam war.

“I think a lot of people
have misconceptions about
what a returning veteran is

erans being drug addicts for

the most part or of being a
time bomb ready to explode.”




