






TESTIMONY OF PUBLIC ADVOCATE JUMAANE D. WILLIAMS
TO THE NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL COMMITTEE ON GOVERNMENT

OPERATIONS, STATE AND FEDERAL LEGISLATION

Good morning,

My name is Jumaane D. Williams, and I am the Public Advocate for the City of New York. I
thank Chair Restler and the members of the Committee on Government Operations, State and
Federal Legislation for holding this hearing today.

The recent Mayor’s Management Report is cause for concern. According to recent reporting
from Robin Hood and Columbia University’s Center on Poverty and Social Policy, over half of
New York City – 56% of the population lives in poverty. When broken down demographically,
the disparity is stark with Black, Latino and Asian New Yorkers twice as likely to live in
poverty.1 Additionally, the report found that one in four children in New York City live in
poverty, a sharp reversal from 2021 when expansion of the federal child tax credit program cut
child poverty rates by 30%.2

This reality makes the slow processing of cash assistance and SNAP applications all the more
poignant and shameful. In the first four months of Fiscal Year (FY) 2024, timely processing of
cash assistance was down nearly 41% points compared to the same period in FY 2023.3

Processing of SNAP benefits remained relatively stable between July and October at a rate of
41.6% but that figure too is a decline from the previous year’s rate of 60.1%.4 Furthermore,
application denials have also doubled.

The ongoing impact of COVID-19 cannot be overstated. But instead of easing burdens, this
administration has added layers of upheaval to the lives of daily New Yorkers - from abandoning
plans for a 3-K universal program to pursuing dangerous and debilitating cuts to social services.

4 Ibid.

3 Donaldson, Sahalie. “Report: New Yorkers are waiting longer for cash assistance”. City and State. Jan
2024. cityandstateny.com/policy/2024/01/report-new-yorkers-are-waiting-longer-cash-assistance/393775/

2 Ibid.

1 Chen, Stefanos. “Poverty Has Soared in New York, With Children Bearing the Brunt.” New York Times.
Feb 2024. https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/21/nyregion/nyc-poverty.html

https://www.cityandstateny.com/policy/2024/01/report-new-yorkers-are-waiting-longer-cash-assistance/393775/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/21/nyregion/nyc-poverty.html


While there’s been some improvements with declining average wait times for fire alarm
inspections and a drop in major crimes, the situation feels tenuous and dire for New Yorkers
living under the combined impact of a housing crisis, an affordability crisis, and a child care
crisis. These factors drive families and individuals from our city and the state at large. The
Census Bureau estimates that since 2020, New York has lost 884,000 residents to other states,
the largest net migration loss of any state in 2022.5

We must do better and I look forward to working with this new Council to deliver the support
that New Yorkers so desperately need in these critical times. Thank you.

5 McMahon, E.J. “NY’s population loss slowed a bit in ’23, but loss still worst in U.S” . Empire Center.
https://www.empirecenter.org/publications/nys-post-pandemic-population-loss-slowed-a-bit-last-year-but-s
till-worst-in-u-s/#:~:text=Since%202020%2C%20the%20Census%20Bureau,net%20outflow%20of%2033
8%2C371%20people.

https://www.empirecenter.org/publications/nys-post-pandemic-population-loss-slowed-a-bit-last-year-but-still-worst-in-u-s/#:~:text=Since%202020%2C%20the%20Census%20Bureau,net%20outflow%20of%20338%2C371%20people
https://www.empirecenter.org/publications/nys-post-pandemic-population-loss-slowed-a-bit-last-year-but-still-worst-in-u-s/#:~:text=Since%202020%2C%20the%20Census%20Bureau,net%20outflow%20of%20338%2C371%20people
https://www.empirecenter.org/publications/nys-post-pandemic-population-loss-slowed-a-bit-last-year-but-still-worst-in-u-s/#:~:text=Since%202020%2C%20the%20Census%20Bureau,net%20outflow%20of%20338%2C371%20people
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The Legal Aid Society appreciates this opportunity to submit testimony to the New York 
City Council Committee on Governmental Operations, State & Federal Legislation and 
Chair Restler for today’s hearing examining the Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report 
and the opportunity to testify.  
 

Background 
 

The Legal Aid Society (LAS), the nation’s oldest and largest not-for-profit legal services 
organization, is more than a law firm for clients who cannot afford to pay for counsel. It is 
an indispensable component of the legal, social, and economic fabric of New York City – 
passionately advocating for low-income individuals and families across a variety of civil, 
criminal, and juvenile rights matters, while also fighting for legal reform.  
 
In particular, our Government Benefits Practice assists the neediest New York City 
residents to obtain and maintain subsistence Cash Assistance and Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance (or “SNAP”) benefits issued by the Human Resources Administration (“HRA”) 
as well as disability benefits issued by the Social Security Administration. Moreover, while 
our work spans meeting the urgent needs of individual clients for cash, food, health care, 
disability benefits, and housing benefits, we also engage in impact litigation, and conduct 
legislative and administrative advocacy at the city, state, and federal levels. In so doing, we 
aim to meet client needs, improve social welfare systems that prevent clients from reaching 
their goals of economic security, and defend against adverse changes in law and policy.     

 

The Crisis in Access Needs to Be Addressed 

 

Relevant to today’s hearing, The Legal Aid Society represents individual clients in all five 
boroughs whose Cash Assistance and SNAP benefits have been erroneously delayed, 
denied or terminated by HRA. Although HRA is charged by law with, among other things, 
the provision of these crucial subsistence benefits, by HRA’s own admission, they are 
failing to meet their obligations. For instance, HRA is required by state and federal law to 
process cash assistance and SNAP applications within 30 days of the date the application 
is filed. This “timeliness” requirement exists in recognition of the urgent need of people 
seeking assistance. Nevertheless, vast numbers of the eligible, low-income New Yorkers 
we serve go without the SNAP and Cash Assistance benefits to which they are entitled 
because HRA fails to process applications and recertifications for SNAP and Cash 
Assistance within the mandated legal timeframes.   
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Application Processing Delays 
 

The Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report (“MMR”) documents the crisis. Concerning 
HRA’s performance with respect to the goal to “provide access to cash assistance 
benefits for all eligible children and adults,” HRA reports that its Cash Assistance 
timeliness rates were abysmal: in FY 23 were 28.8% and in FY24 14.3%. MMR, p.197. 
The agency is also failing to meet its goal to “provide access to Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program benefits for all eligible children and adults.” HRA’s reported SNAP 
application timeliness rates are a failed 40% for FY23 and FY 24. MMR, p. 197. Put in 
terms of the life of New Yorkers, imagine a classroom of first grade students in Morrisania 
or Brownsville or the Lower East Side, in which 20 of them are eligible for CA/SNAP in FY 
24: according to HRA’s data, fewer than 3 of those 20 students’ families would have had 
their applications for CA timely processed, and only 8 of them would have had their SNAP 
applications timely. Hunger and economic instability are equity issues that negatively 
impact health, educational outcomes, and housing. HRA’s failures thus threaten the 
wellbeing of the neediest New York City residents and as such, our whole City.  

 

Not only does the City fail to timely process applications, they are not responding to 
emergencies timely. Households who in a food emergency are entitled to Expedited SNAP 
benefits within seven days of applying, and those who have no cash to meet their basic 
needs, are eligible for same day Immediate Needs Grants. Between October 2022 and 
September 2023 HRA failed to timely process at least 40% of Expedited SNAP cases, 
meaning that nearly half of the households who applied and were eligible did not receive 
timely emergency benefits despite having a food emergency.1 The Legal Aid Society and 
NYLAG returned to Court to enforce a 2005 judgment in Reynolds v. Giuliani to force HRA 
to make improvements in the timely provision of ESNAP benefits.2   
 

 

Recertification Delays 

 

Application processing delays are not the only deficit in HRA’s performance. Once an 
applicant for CA and SNAP is approved, they are required to “recertify” their eligibility for 
those benefits periodically. HRA is failing in its legal obligations to process these 
“recertifications” timely and without issuing wrongful denials. Notably, the Preliminary 
Mayor’s Management Report does not include any information on HRA’s timeliness rates 
for processing recertifications. In response, The Legal Aid Society along with NYLAG and 
Dechert LLP brought a lawsuit against HRA in January 2023.3 As a result of that lawsuit, 
HRA is under a Court Order to eliminate its processing backlog for applications and 
recertifications for ongoing cash assistance and SNAP benefits. As required by this Court 

 
1 See Motion for Contempt and Reply filed by Plaintiffs in Reynolds, et al., v. Giuliani, et al., 98 Civ. 8877 (LJL).  
2 See Motion for Contempt and Reply filed by Plaintiffs in Reynolds, et al. v. Giuliani, et al., 98 Civ. 8877 (LJL) 
3 See Forest, et al., v. City of New York, et al., 23-cv-000745 (JHR). 
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Order, HRA has taken steps to eliminate its backlog of pending applications and 
recertifications, however, systemic problems persist.  

 

For background, applying or recertifying for Cash Assistance and SNAP benefits is a 
multi-step process. A New Yorker must complete the appropriate form, submit documents, 
and be interviewed. They fill out the form online through HRA’s portal on AccessHRA or 
go in person to the appropriate HRA Benefits Access or SNAP Center where they will still 
sit at a kiosk and complete the application online. They must then “upload” documents 
online or go in person to a Center where they will be directed to a scanner. Finally, 
interviews are conducted by telephone, whether or not a person appears in-person at a 
Center.  

 

Systemic Barriers Causing Application and Recertification Delays 

 

There are ongoing systemic barriers to completing each of these steps which underlie 
HRA’s failed performance. 

 

 
Forms  

 
Many Households cannot complete the online application and recertification forms – HRA 
fails to provide real alternatives to ACCESS HRA. Even those who appear in person at 
HRA must apply online.  Households are expected to use the online system, ACCESS 
HRA, to apply and recertify and are often impeded by the complex system and in many 
cases, even blocked by the ACCESS HRA system.   
 

Phone Interviews  

 

Many households are denied or cut off because they cannot reach HRA by phone to 
participate in their mandatory phone interviews.  In the Preliminary Mayor’s Management 
Report (p.195), HRA offers that the “eligibility rates remained lower for Cash Assistance 
applicants partially because the “convenience” of the online portal “encouraged” more 
ineligible people to apply. This stunningingly rosy view of why HRA is denying more 
applications than before the pandemic is belied by the fact that where HRA has reduced a 
backlog in applications and recertifications there is a concomitant dramatic increase in 
applications that are denied due to failure to complete an eligibility interview.4 The City 
Council passed a local law that requires HRA to publish quarterly data on CA and SNAP 

 
4 See data produced pursuant to Local Laws 168 and 170 on the number of applications rejected during FY 24.1, 

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/news/ll168-170/fy24q1/2023-Jul-Sep-CA-4-Case-Rejections-By-Reject-

Code-Age.pdf. 

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/news/ll168-170/fy24q1/2023-Jul-Sep-CA-4-Case-Rejections-By-Reject-Code-Age.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/news/ll168-170/fy24q1/2023-Jul-Sep-CA-4-Case-Rejections-By-Reject-Code-Age.pdf
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cases. According to the local law data for the first quarter of FY 2024, the number of Cash 
Assistance Applications rejected for failure to keep or complete an interview was 43,000, 
a dramatic increase of 20,000 from the previous quarter.5 Similarly 6,000 cases closed at 
recertification for failure to complete the recertification interview.6   

 
For all cases, applicants must complete their mandatory interviews by calling HRA’s On 
Demand line. Despite its name, the “On Demand” system involves long waits. Applicants 
regularly wait more than two and half hours on the line or for a return call (“call-back”) from 
an HRA representative to complete the interview. In some instances, they never receive the 
return call. Participants are not warned about the long wait times, and HRA has provided no 
guidance to applicants about what happens if they do miss the call-back. If the household 
misses the call-back, they risk having their case erroneously denied or closed for failing to 
participate in a required phone interview.  
 

Documents  

Many households are denied or cut off because the required documents they submit to 
HRA are lost or ignored and HRA fails to check its own records. Applicants are often 
required to submit the same documents multiple times and are repeatedly told that the 
agency does not have the documents they submitted.  

 
Crucial Solutions 

 
 
The City Council is a critical partner in ensuring the success of the efforts The Legal Aid 
Society and our partners are pursuing in the courts. Through its oversight role, the Council 
can ensure that what will hopefully be improvements and/or failure of the agency to meets 
its mandated goals is transparent for all branches of government. We offer the specific 
suggestions below.  
 
  

1. REPORT ON DELAYS AND STAFFING SHORTAGES  
  

• Report on Application and Recertification Processing Delays for each month and 
Corrective Action Plans When They Fall Below 95% Timeliness. HRA should be 

 
5 Local Laws 168 and 170 require reports on instances in which Cash Assistance or Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program benefits were terminated or denied. See data for Cases Rejected during FY 24.1, 

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/news/ll168-170/fy24q1/2023-Jul-Sep-CA-4-Case-Rejections-By-Reject-

Code-Age.pdf.  
6 See data for Cases Closed during FY24.1, https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/news/ll168-170/fy24q1/2023-

Jul-Sep-CA-1-Cases-Closed-By-Closing-Code-Age.pdf.  

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/news/ll168-170/fy24q1/2023-Jul-Sep-CA-4-Case-Rejections-By-Reject-Code-Age.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/news/ll168-170/fy24q1/2023-Jul-Sep-CA-4-Case-Rejections-By-Reject-Code-Age.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/news/ll168-170/fy24q1/2023-Jul-Sep-CA-1-Cases-Closed-By-Closing-Code-Age.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/news/ll168-170/fy24q1/2023-Jul-Sep-CA-1-Cases-Closed-By-Closing-Code-Age.pdf
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required to report and post on its website: the number of applications and recertifications for 
each month and the number and percentage decided within statutory deadline of 30 days; 
and those which are delayed beyond 30 days, 31-60 days, and 61-90 days.  The data 
should also report on those eligible for expedited processing for SNAP benefits because of 
very low income and resources. HRA’s timeliness in responding within the seven-day period 
required by law, and the timeliness for immediate needs grants which must be processed 
the same day are meant to address the dire needs of New Yorkers, but they must be timely 
to do so. HRA should also report on any projected delays for the next six months. 
Moreover, when timeliness for applications and recertifications falls below 95%, HRA 
should be required to publish a corrective action plan detailing how it will achieve timeliness 
within 90 days and publish interim progress reports. 
  

• Report on Staffing Shortages and How they will be Addressed to Eliminate 
Application and Recertification Backlogs. HRA should also be required to report and 
post on its website: the agency’s staffing numbers, staff retention, worker caseload ratios, 
average amount of time required to process applications and recertifications, and salary 
data. HRA should be required to specify the number of staff positions needed to eliminate 
current processing delays for applications and recertifications – and without negatively 
impacting other HRA benefits including Medicaid.  HRA should detail its plans to address 
the staffing shortages identified.  

  

• Report all Program Waivers the Agency has Requested and Received from the 
Federal Government and OTDA. HRA should be required to maintain and publish a 
waiver database listing all program waivers they have requested and received from the 
state and federal government. This will ensure that the operational rules for each benefit 
program are transparent.  

  

 

2. MANDATE THAT THE AGENCY TO TAKE STEPS NEEDED TO ADDRESS SYSTEMIC 

PROBLEMS  

Addressing systemic problems is essential to ensuring that SNAP and Cash Assistance 

households are able to submit applications and recertifications for these benefits. HRA should 

be required to: 

• Suspend HRA plans to resume work requirements until the application and 
recertification delays are addressed.  
Despite ongoing problems related to processing applications and recertifications, HRA has 
restarted mandatory work call-ins. This change will not only have a huge impact on HRA 
clients, it will increase HRA staff workload and decrease the agency’s ability to address 
current staggering backlogs in application and recertification processing. HRA should 
suspend mandatory work requirements until it has resolved existing backlogs in application 
and recertifications.   



 Page 7 

 

 

  

• Address HRA staffing shortages & Reform the Self-Service Model. 
HRA must address staffing shortages which are preventing the agency from meeting legal 
deadlines.  They must process applications and recertifications and provide benefits within 
the time frames mandated by law.  Moreover, HRA should be required to report on the 
number of staff needed at each of its centers to provide in-person assistance to HRA 
clients, and HRA should be required to reform its current self-service model so that clients 
who appear in person are able to receive help from the agency during their visit. 
  

• Ensure Real-Time Help is Provided to Users of ACCESS HRA.  
HRA operations are now premised on households using its online system – ACCESS HRA, 
to apply and recertify for benefits and to get information about their cases. HRA recently 
announced that it would be implementing an Access HRA Application Call Center that 
connects applicants with staff at a Community Based Organizations (“CBOs”) who can 
assist them with Access HRA questions in real time. This promises to be a huge 
improvement and HRA should ensure the success of this new program by adequately 
funding and supporting the CBOs who will staff this program.    
  

• Provide Realistic Alternatives to Applying Online. 
HRA should be required to: a) make paper applications widely available; b) provide 
widespread information about the availability of phone applications and train HRA staff on 
this option and ensure adequate staffing to take phone applications; and c) create 
community partnerships with nonprofit organizations to help New Yorkers apply and 
recertify for benefits. 
  

• Provide Guidance for Households on How to Best Use the On Demand Phone 
System.  
HRA should publish guidelines about wait times, how to use the call-back feature, and what 
to do if you miss a call-back to ensure that households can connect with an HRA worker to 
complete their interview. 
  

• Fix HRA Infoline/“One Number” Without Delay and Staff it Adequately. 
HRA’s central phone line system is a disaster. The system lacks adequate capacity to meet 
client needs. HRA replaced the old Infoline system with a single phone number that is not 
adequately staffed and is difficult to use.  There is no escaping it because it is the ONLY 
number New Yorkers can use to get in touch with the agency.  HRA has eliminated all of its 
other phone numbers.  This means New Yorkers cannot get in touch with HRA by phone 
and cannot even complain about it because there is no separate complaint number to call.  
S sends New Yorkers to this Infoline/OneNumber if they want to complain about 
Infoline/OneNumber the agency.  As COVID infection numbers surge again, New Yorkers 
must be able to contact HRA by phone now – to access benefits, avoid in-person visits to 
crowded HRA centers, and reduce the spread of the virus. 
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• Reform and audit its systems of verifying documents and provide real-time receipts. 
Many households are denied or cut off because the required documents they submit to 
HRA are lost or ignored and HRA fails to check its own records.  HRA acknowledges that 
the agency is failing to timely index documents and that it does not provide receipts to those 
who submit documents at centers.  HRA should be required to a) retrain staff to only require 
document submission after HRA has confirmed that it lacks the documents in its systems 
and that the document is indeed required; b) provide receipts for documents at the time 
they are submitted; and c) eliminate all backlogs in indexing documents; and d) audit its 
systems and report on processing delays in indexing documents -- in addition to posting 
application and recertification delays, the agency should be required to post each month the 
number of days the agency is behind in indexing documents.   
  

• Seek waivers to speed processing and post the waivers requested and granted on 
HRA’s website.  HRA should seek waivers of federal and state rules for Cash Assistance 
and SNAP benefits to speed processing of applications and recertifications.  Such waivers 
requested should include at a minimum, waiving the interview requirement wherever 
possible and extending certification periods.  HRA should be required to post on its website 
all waivers requested along with responses to those waivers.   
  

3. STOP KEEPING NEW YORKERS FROM REACHING HRA: INSTRUCT 311 TO TAKE 

INQUIRIES AND COMPLAINTS ABOUT HRA. 

 New Yorkers should be able to reach out to HRA to get information on their cases and 

request disability help.  Currently, HRA instructs individuals on their website to contact the 

HRA Office of Constituent Services to do so.  But the phone number posted is the same 

Infoline/One Number line that has long hold times and prevents clients from getting through 

to HRA.  And 311 does not take HRA complaints – they refer callers to Infoline/One 

Number.  HRA is effectively, hiding the complaint box. HRA should be required to provide 

an alternate phone number and the City should also require the 311 system to take 

requests for disability help as well as inquiries and complaints about HRA. All callers should 

be provided with a confirmation and tracking number to enable clients to track their calls 

and ensure that HRA resolves outstanding issues.    

 

Conclusion 

We thank the Council for the opportunity to provide written testimony.  We look forward to 
further collaboration to ensure that HRA eliminates backlogs and processing delays so 
that all New Yorkers are able to access the SNAP, Cash Assistance and Rental Arrears 
benefits to which they are lawfully entitled.  

 
Respectfully Submitted, 



 Page 9 

 

 

 
Anne Callagy 
Citywide Director 
Government Benefits Practice 
The Legal Aid Society – Civil Practice 
260 East 161st Street, 8th Floor 
Bronx, NY 10451 
Acallagy@legal-aid.org  
Pronouns: She, Her 
 

Emily Lundgren 
Staff Attorney 
Civil Law Reform Unit  
The Legal Aid Society 
49 Thomas Street, Floor #5 
New York, NY 10013 
Elundgren@legal-aid.org 
Pronouns: She, Her 

 
 

*** 

About The Legal Aid Society 
 
The Legal Aid Society (LAS), the nation’s oldest and largest not-for-profit legal services 
organization, is more than a law firm for clients who cannot afford to pay for counsel. It is 
an indispensable component of the legal, social, and economic fabric of New York City – 
passionately advocating for low-income individuals and families across a variety of civil, 
criminal, and juvenile rights matters, while also fighting for legal reform.  
 
The Legal Aid Society has performed this role in City, State, and federal courts since 1876. 
It does so by capitalizing on the diverse expertise, experience, and capabilities of more 
than 2,000 attorneys, social workers, paralegals, and support and administrative staff. 
Through a network of borough, neighborhood, and courthouse offices in 26 locations in 
New York City, LAS provides comprehensive legal services in all five boroughs of New 
York City for clients who cannot afford to pay for private counsel. 
 
LAS’s legal program operates three major practices — Civil, Criminal, and Juvenile Rights 
— and receives volunteer help from law firms, corporate law departments and expert 
consultants that is coordinated by LAS’s Pro Bono program. With its annual caseload of 
more than 300,000 legal matters, The Legal Aid Society takes on more cases for more 
clients than any other legal services organization in the United States. And it brings a depth 
and breadth of perspective that is unmatched in the legal profession. 
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