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Introduction


On January 13, 2016, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin will conduct an oversight hearing to examine the issue of hunger in New York City. At the hearing, Steven Banks, Commissioner of the Human Resources Administration, representatives from the New York City Coalition Against Hunger, the Food Bank for New York City and other concerned members of the public are expected to testify. 
Background

Poverty Levels in NYC 

Between 2012 and 2013, the national poverty rate in the United States (U.S.) decreased from 15.0 percent to 14.5 percent, the first decrease in the national poverty rate since 2006.
 Despite the national decline in the poverty rate during that period, regional poverty rates had increased. In New York State, over 3 million people, or 16 percent of the population, lived in poverty,
 up from 13.1 percent in 2000.
 In 2014, the national and state poverty rates remained constant at 14.8 percent and 16 percent, respectively.
 Moreover, the poverty rate in New York City exceeded both national and state levels at 20.6 percent.

According to the latest Center for Economic Opportunity (CEO) Poverty Measure Report, poverty rates in New York City rose from 19.0 percent in 2008 to 21.5 percent in 2013.
 The rate remains unchanged since 2011.
 The annual study also revealed that nearly half (45.1 percent) of New York City residents are living near poverty, which is an increase from 41.1 percent in 2008.
 The report also found that poverty rates varied among racial and ethnic groups. In 2013, the poverty rate was 15.0 percent for Whites, 22.4 percent for Blacks, 25.8 percent for Hispanics and 25.9 percent for Asians.
 The poverty rate increased among Whites by 1.2 percentage points between 2012 and 2013, while poverty rates among Blacks and Hispanics have remained constant since 2011.
 The poverty rate among Asians rose to 29.0 percent in 2012 and fell 3.1 percentage points to 25.9 percent in 2013.
 Non-citizens saw the largest increase in poverty between 2008 and 2013, from 24.4 to 30.7 percent, a 6.3 percentage point increase;
 however, the poverty rate remained stable between 2012 and 2013.
 In addition, the 2013 poverty rate for non-citizens was significantly higher than poverty rates for both citizens by birth (19.6 percent) and naturalized citizens (19.4 percent).
 
Furthermore, between 2008 and 2013, poverty rates increased in three out of five of the City’s boroughs: Manhattan (by 2.3 percentage points to 15.8 percent), Queens (by 4.7 percentage points to 21.1 percent), and Staten Island (by 6.7 percentage points to 18.2 percent).
 In 2013, the poverty rate in the Bronx was the highest in the City at 27.1 percent.
 Brooklyn had the second highest poverty rate of 22.9 percent.
 The relatively large poverty rate increase in Queens is attributed to its demographic composition. One-half of the City’s Asian population (49.7 percent) lives in Queens and the borough is home to just over one-third (33.8 percent) of New York’s non-citizens.
 In Staten Island, the upward trend in poverty can be attributed to multiple factors. Compared to the rest of the City, Staten Island has a population that is older, on average, with lower earnings among full-time workers and more post-recession job loss.
 Further, the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy in late 2012 could be a potential contributing factor to the borough’s increased poverty rate in 2013.

Unemployment can also be a contributing factor to poverty. Despite the fact that the State’s unemployment rate is at its lowest level at 4.8 percent since 2007,
 the poverty rate among workers and their families has increased. The poverty rate for working age adults (persons 18 through 64 years of age) who were employed full-time, year-round, rose to 8.5 percent in 2013, an increase of 2.2 percent from 2008.
 This pattern suggests that declining wages played a key role in the rise of poverty amongst this group.

Food Insecurity

Given that poverty and unemployment are considered the main causes of domestic food insecurity and hunger, it is no surprise that hunger and food insecurity soared citywide.
 The most recent recession that began in 2008 had profoundly impacted New York City’s economy and its people in many ways. New York City is an expensive city to live in, which is exacerbated for those living on the margins. Nationally, according to data from the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), in 2014, 48.1 million Americans lived in food-insecure households, meaning at some point during the year they had difficulty providing enough food for all household members due to a lack of resources or insufficient money for food.
 Furthermore, 14.0 percent (17.4 million) of U.S. households were food insecure at some time during 2014.
 In 2014, 40 percent of all food-insecure households, and nearly 6 percent of U.S. households overall, were considered to have very low food security. This means that, in nearly 7 million households, at least one person in the household missed meals and experienced disruptions in food intake due to insufficient resources for food.
 Households that had significantly higher rates of food insecurity than the national average included households with children (19.2 percent), especially those headed by single women with children (35.3 percent), single men (21.7 percent) Blacks (26.1 percent) and Hispanics (22.4 percent).
 
Hunger and food insecurity still remain high in New York State and New York City, at virtually the same levels as during the height of the last recession, which officially ended in 2009.
 Many working individuals struggle with food security. According to a recent report by the New York City Coalition Against Hunger (NYCCAH), from 2012-2014, nearly half of all New York State (47.0 percent) and New York City (48.0 percent) residents who were food insecure were also employed.
 According to the 2015 NYC Food Metrics Report, more than 1.3 million (16.5 percent) New Yorkers are food insecure.
 New York City residents miss approximately 241 million meals in a single year, also known as “The Meal Gap.”
 Brooklyn has the highest meal gap (88 million meals), followed by Queens (53 million), the Bronx (46 million), Manhattan (43 million) and Staten Island (8 million).
 Furthermore, more than 400,000 children in New York City (23.6 percent) live in food insecure households.
 This means that children are hungry at school, parents that are working multiple jobs cannot provide for their loved ones, and families must sometimes choose between putting food on the table and paying bills.
 Furthermore, one in three New Yorkers (2.6 million) struggle to afford food and about 1.4 million New Yorkers rely on emergency food at food banks for basic nutrition.
 
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
SNAP, formerly known as the food stamps program, is the cornerstone of the nation’s safety net and nutrition assistance program providing assistance to millions of eligible low-income people.
 Benefit levels for SNAP are based on criteria including, but not limited to, household size and income levels.
 SNAP recipients may be employed working in low-wage jobs, unemployed, or on fixed incomes, such as Social Security.
 The large majority of SNAP recipients are children, working parents, elderly Americans, and people with disabilities.
 In 2014, children made up 44 percent of all SNAP participants, and households with children received 67 percent of the total value of SNAP benefits.

SNAP participants increasingly consist of working families whose incomes fall short of what is needed to ensure consistent and dependable access to food.
 Over the past 20 years, the overall share of SNAP recipient households with earned income rose by 50 percent.
 Among recipient households with children, the share with a working adult has doubled since 1990 and stood at 52 percent in 2014, thus demonstrating the program’s increasing importance for the working poor.
 SNAP provides assistance to recipients by offering monthly electronic benefits that can be used to purchase food at authorized stores.
 Therefore, not only do SNAP benefits help low-income people purchase food but they also provide an economic benefit to communities. According to research, each dollar of SNAP benefits spent generates $1.79 in economic activity.
 SNAP can also help lift people out of poverty. SNAP benefits lifted at least 4.7 million people out of poverty in 2014, including 2.1 million children.
 SNAP also lifted more than 1.3 million children out of deep poverty, or above 50 percent of the poverty line.
 
Despite SNAP’s positive impact, food insecurity remains a serious problem for millions of American households, including nearly one in five households with children.
 A growing body of evidence suggests that the benefits are too low to allow a family to purchase an adequate, healthy diet.
 One manifestation of this is the fact that the current level of benefits often cannot sustain families through the end of the month, causing children to go hungry and endangering their health, educational performance, and life chances.
 
As of December 2015, 45,766,672 million people were receiving SNAP benefits in the U.S.;
 3,001,849 in New York State;
 and as of November 2015, 1,686,941 in New York City.
 Between December 2012 and September 2015, SNAP participation in New York City dropped from 1,898,028 to 1,696,174, an 11 percent reduction.
 According to the New York City Independent Budget Office and the Human Resources Administration (HRA), these recent decreases in SNAP recipients likely reflect improvements in the local economy.
 In addition, the federal government significantly cut SNAP benefits.
 While Governor Andrew Cuomo was able to take executive action to ameliorate some of the federal cuts, much of the reduction was beyond the power of the State or the City.
 In addition to this, the average SNAP benefit in New York City declined from $162 per person per month in December 2012 to about $148 per person per month September 2015. The combined impact of the lower average benefit size and the lower caseload decreased the annual federal SNAP spending in New York City from approximately $3.5 billion in 2012 to $3 billion in 2015, (an estimated 15 percent drop). In addition, food prices during that time period rose in the New York metropolitan area by more than five percent, higher than the overall rate of inflation during this time period, according to the federal Consumer Price Index (CPI), further reducing the food purchasing power of low-income New Yorkers.
 As a result, despite some marginal improvements in the economy, hunger and food insecurity are still sky-high in New York City.
 
The Human Resources Administration and Recent Changes

In New York City, the Human Resources Administration (HRA) is the entity charged with administering SNAP benefits. Applicants can apply with HRA for SNAP online through ACCESS NYC.
 Additionally applicants can download the application online, pick up application at a SNAP Center, or have one mailed, and the completed application may be submitted in person, faxed or through the mail.
 Applicants are then scheduled for an interview where they must bring documents to prove their identity and circumstances.
 Under the administration of Mayor Bill de Blasio, HRA has taken several steps to improve New York City residents’ ability to access SNAP benefits which are discussed below.  
HRA’s Office of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Outreach Services educates the general public about SNAP eligibility guidelines and assists with the application process. In Fiscal Year 2014, the unit provided outreach services at more than 1,543 individual community events.
 Given that immigrants with legal status are one of the largest groups of New Yorkers who qualify for but do not receive SNAP benefits, HRA has increased services to immigrants and non-English speaking New Yorkers by partnering with 53 community-based organizations (CBOs) that primarily serve these groups.
 In addition, the unit manages three community-based “Paperless Office System” sites to provide on-line access to benefits and monitors the activity at 79 CBOs that provide SNAP facilitated enrollment and recertification services.
 From 2013-2014, the Office of SNAP Outreach Services prescreened more than 11,300 potentially eligible applicants.

At a November 2014 General Welfare Committee hearing “Hunger In New York City”, HRA testified that in September 2014, the agency started working with the Robin Hood Foundation, the Benefits Data Trust (BDT) and the New York City Department for the Aging to send letters, followed by robo-calls and reminder postcards, to approximately 100,000 seniors who were identified as receiving other benefits such as Medicaid, but not SNAP.
 Further, the New York Benefits Center employed BDT’s model of targeted outreach and application assistance. Within three months of the inception of the program, BDT mailed 23,800 outreach letters; conducted robo-calls recorded by HRA Commissioner Banks to 15,542 households in conjunction with the mailing; screened 4,385 households for SNAP over the phone, began SNAP applications for 2,049 households (or 46.7% of all households screened); and submitted 1,683 applications on ACCESS NYC.
 Also, HRA and the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) have been working together to develop a computer match to identify NYCHA residents who do not receive SNAP benefits but may be eligible.
 These individuals would then be contacted and offered assistance to enroll in SNAP.

HRA has instituted a number of reforms to make it easier for individuals to apply and re-enroll in SNAP benefits.  HRA addressed this problem in the several ways.
 For instance, five SNAP HRA Centers and 10 CBO partners have self-service areas in which applicants or clients can provide required documents electronically through self-service scanners that automatically associate the documents with the appropriate case information.
 This can be done not only when initially applying, but also to report case changes such as the addition or removal of a family member, change in rent, or address change.
 A confirmation receipt is mailed to clients, so they have verification that they have submitted their documents.
 
HRA has instituted “Right FAX” which allows clients to fax their required documents directly into the HRA case viewer.
  This process has reduced the need for clients to go the SNAP Centers. Since 2010, applicants have been able to apply for SNAP benefits online at ACCESS NYC. HRA announced that it would implement a new system in 2015 to make it possible to also recertify online.
 In addition, 13 of the 16 HRA SNAP Centers have PC banks, which are publicly available computers, from which applicants can submit online applications with on-site assistance from HRA staff.
 Client Service Supervisors have also been placed in 12 HRA SNAP Centers (as well as in various job centers) to assist clients with accessing services on-site.
  These supervisors are placed at the Center’s entry point for clients so they can identify those in need of assistance and help them navigate the process with special attention paid to needs such as language access and the Americans with Disabilities Act requirements.
 
HRA also testified that, in 2015, the agency planned on providing on-demand SNAP interviews, allowing clients to call at their convenience, and that by the beginning of 2015, multiple SNAP forms would be consolidated into one streamlined form which would be easier for clients to understand and respond to.
  HRA also filed two waiver requests with the State to improve the processing of SNAP and to provide a more efficient and effective means for clients to document certain expenses.
 Furthermore, in May 2014, HRA accepted the federal SNAP waiver for abled-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs).
 Federal law limits the receipt of SNAP benefits to three months in a three year period to ABAWDs who are not working, participating in, and complying with the requirements of a work program for 20 hours or more each week.
 In addition to some other general exemptions, adults are exempt from this provision if they are: (1) under 18 or 50 years of age or older, (2) responsible for the care of a child or incapacitated household member, or (3) medically certified as physically or mentally unfit for employment, or pregnant.
 
States are permitted to request a waiver of this provision for people in areas with an unemployment rate above 10 percent or for those in an area with insufficient jobs.
  New York City became the final social services district in New York State to accept this “ABAWD waiver” in addition to 43 other states that have accepted the waiver.
 According to HRA, “in addition to providing federal assistance to address hunger, this policy change provides an economic benefit when this federal assistance is spent in neighborhoods in all five boroughs and averts unnecessary fair hearings resulting from hard-to-administer rules that have applied in the absence of this waiver.”
 
Many states qualified for the waiver throughout the state due to high unemployment rates during and since the Great Recession of 2008.
  As unemployment rates fall, fewer areas are qualifying for statewide waivers.
  Most states have counties and other localities that are eligible for waivers because they continue to have especially high unemployment.
 By January 2016, most states will only be able to waive parts of the state, though a handful of states that continue to experience high unemployment will remain eligible to waive the entire state.
 New York is among 19 states that must re-impose the three-month time limit in 2016 because parts of the state have seen a decline in the unemployment rate, and therefore, no longer qualify for the ABAWD waiver.
 Individuals newly subject to the time limit will begin to lose eligibility in April 2016.  The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities estimates that more than 500,000 and as many as 1 million individuals nationwide will lose SNAP eligibility over the course of 2016,
 including 60,000 veterans.
 
Emergency Food
HRA, through the Emergency Food Assistance Program (EFAP), administers funding and coordinates the distribution of shelf-stable food to more than 500 food pantries and community kitchens citywide.
 Research has found that people no longer only access emergency food assistance for a short period of time as a temporary solution during exigent circumstances, but are relying on it as a long-term solution to deal with persistent hunger.
 Emergency food assistance is an essential service which is often used to supplement SNAP benefits. According to the most recent data available by the Food Bank for New York City, almost 60 percent of emergency food recipients reported that they receive SNAP benefits.
 Seventy-five percent of those surveyed also reported that SNAP benefits typically will only last three weeks into the month.

Results of the November 2013 Cuts: Increased Reliance on Food Banks and Soup Kitchens

In order to help offset the economic downturn, The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) was passed in 2009 to create a temporary increase in federal funding for the SNAP program.
 On November 1, 2013, ARRA funding for SNAP expired, which resulted in a decrease in SNAP benefits for all recipients.
 In New York State, the termination of ARRA was a loss of $332 million from November 2013 through September 2014, and affected 16 percent of the State’s population.
 Moreover, New York City food retailers saw a loss of almost $19 million per month.
 The U.S. Farm Bill or Agricultural Act of 2014, was signed into law by President Obama in February 2014. The largest amount of funding allocation in the Farm bill is for SNAP benefits and nutrition programs, which is over $750 billion for Fiscal Years 2014 through 2023.
 However, under Title IV of the 2014 Farm Bill, there were $8 billion in cuts over 10 years to SNAP benefits.

Despite the efforts by Governor Cuomo to mitigate the effects of the cuts to SNAP benefits in the Farm Bill, the November 2013 expiration of ARRA funding had significant effects on the City’s system of emergency food providers. According to the City’s most recent Emergency Food Assistance Program (EFAP) Quarterly Report, from July to September 2015, food pantries served 2,700,273 individuals and community kitchens served 841,236 meals,
 Compared to the previous year, there was a 2 percent increase in food pantry use and a 4 percent decrease in the use of community kitchens.

According to the New York City Coalition Against Hunger, food pantries and soup kitchens faced a five percent increase in demand in 2015, on top of an increase of seven percent in 2014, 10 percent in 2013, five percent in 2012, 12 percent in 2011, seven percent in 2010, and 20 percent in 2009.
 In a 2015 Food Bank survey, nine out of ten (90 percent) food pantries and soup kitchens surveyed reported an increase in the number of visitors in September 2015, compared to September 2013.
 Nearly half (49 percent) of food pantries and soup kitchens reported that they had run out of food, or particular types of food, needed to make adequate meals or pantry bags in September 2015.
 Almost half (45 percent) of food pantries reported reducing the number of meals in their pantry bags during the month of September 2015 because they had run out of food, or particular types of food.
  Lastly, more than one third (36 percent) of food pantries and soup kitchens reported that they had turned people away during the month of September 2015 because they had run out of food, or particular types of food required to make adequate meals or pantry bags.

Council Contributions


The Council’s Fiscal Year 2016 budget allotted over $3.5 million in food initiatives,
 including a $1.8 million increase in EFAP funds.
 West Harlem Group Assistance was allocated $500,000 for the new Communities for Healthy Food Initiative, which integrates access to healthy, affordable food with community outreach, nutrition education, and cooking classes in a place-based program model.
 For the Food Bank, $250,000 was allocated for its the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) Assistance Program,
 which provides assessment of refundable federal income tax credit for low-income working individuals and families, via its free income tax preparation services.
 
To ensure that hungry New Yorkers have continued access to emergency food programs, $475,000 was allocated for the direct purchase of food and for capacity expansion efforts as EFAP food pantries through Food Bank, and for technical assistance grants to assist in the automation of SNAP enrollment at food pantries and soup kitchens.
 Grow NYC was allocated $335,000 to expand the EBTs and Food Markets Initiative, which increases access to EBT capability at farmers’ markets across the City, in addition to supporting the Youthmarket Farm Stand Program and the New Farmer Development Project. Harvest Home was allocated $95,000 for its Expand Low-Income Farmers’ Market Initiative, which supports marketing and outreach efforts to expand farmers’ markets in underserved communities.
 Over $1.9 million was additionally allocated to support food banks and soup kitchens that are not part of the EFAP system.

Conclusion

With food insecurity in New York City reaching historical highs, food banks and soup kitchens facing extreme shortages as the number of New Yorkers accessing emergency food continues to soar, many families continue to be at risk for malnutrition and hunger. At today’s hearing, the Committee seeks to learn how the City plans on meeting the increased demands of New Yorkers seeking food assistance and to mitigate hunger, as well as to support community based organizations that provide such assistance to hungry or undernourished New Yorkers.
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