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Oversight: Fighting Poverty in New York City - Examining programs 
to move New Yorkers from public assistance to permanent self-sufficiency 
and to prevent food insecurity.

On Monday, May 15, 2006 at 1:00 p.m., the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will conduct an oversight hearing on New York City’s efforts to help financially struggling New Yorkers achieve permanent self-sufficiency. Specifically, the Committee seeks an update on the work of the New York City Commission for Economic Opportunity appointed by Mayor Bloomberg earlier this year, as well as a number of critical initiatives and programs administered by the City’s Human Resources Administration (“HRA”), including the HRA Works program, the Wellness Comprehensive Assessment, Rehabilitation and Employment Initiative (“WeCARE”), and HRA-administered hunger relief programs. Deputy Mayor Linda Gibbs, Seth Diamond, Executive Deputy Commissioner for HRA, David Margalit, Deputy Commissioner for Workforce Development for the Department of Small Business Services, advocates and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.

Background

The number of New Yorkers who receive public assistance has fallen 12 percent in the past four years, from 459,056 in January 2002 to 402,281 in March 2006.
 The City’s welfare rolls are at a 42-year low; they have decreased by over 63 percent since their peak at 1.1 million in 1996.
 The Bloomberg Administration has cited these figures as evidence that more New Yorkers are accessing “the support, training and work experience necessary to achieve sustainable employment and reach their maximum level of self-sufficiency.”
 HRA Commissioner Verna Eggleston has attributed much of the City’s success in reducing welfare caseloads to HRA’s “abandon[ment] of the 'one size fits all' social service program model” in favor of “an individualized model of service delivery”
 that includes programs such as WeCARE.

While the number of individuals and families receiving public assistance has decreased, the number of New Yorkers living in poverty is high and continues to increase.
 Over 20 percent of New Yorkers, or nearly 1.8 million people, live below the federal poverty line.
 The poverty rate for children living in New York City increased between 2002 to 2004 from approximately 30.0 percent to 32.5 percent, and is well above the national average of 18 percent; approximately 600,000 of the City’s children live in poverty.
 Advocates for the poor estimate that, as of 2004, at least two million New Yorkers were at risk of going hungry.
  Each year over one million New Yorkers visit food pantries or soup kitchens for assistance, which have experienced a 40 percent increase in demand between 2001 and 2005.
  

In his 2006 State of the City Address, Mayor Bloomberg acknowledged the importance of this issue and announced his Administration’s commitment to achieving “a major reduction in the number of children, women and men who live in poverty in [New York City] over the next four years.”
 The Mayor launched the New York City Commission for Economic Opportunity (“the Commission”) to help realize this goal. The Mayor has announced that the Commission “will look at the most effective way to harness already existing City services and couple them with new economic development initiatives” as part of a “coordinated, citywide agenda for increasing economic opportunity and financial independence.”
 Further, Mayor Bloomberg announced that the Commission will establish pilot programs in Bushwick, Melrose, and Bedford-Stuyvesant. The Commission is comprised of co-chairs Richard Parsons, CEO of Time Warner, and Geoffrey Canada, President and CEO of The Harlem Children’s Zone, as well as 30 other appointees.
 The Committee seeks an update on the Commission’s work and detailed information concerning how the Commission intends to draw upon existing resources and programs offered by HRA.

HRA is the principal agency responsible for “enhanc[ing] the quality of life for all New Yorkers by providing temporary help to eligible individuals and families with social service and economic needs in order to assist them in leading independent lives.”
 The balance of this briefing paper focuses on a number of HRA’s programs and initiatives designed to help impoverished and economically struggling New Yorkers attain and maintain greater self-sufficiency. 

Employment Training and Placement

HRA administers job placement and training programs designed to provide public assistance recipients with the vocational training, work experience, basic education, and job search skills they need to secure long-term employment and attain permanent self-sufficiency. These programs cost over $200 million annually.
 HRA estimates that 132,398 clients “participated in work and barrier removal activities” in 2005, “from whom 85,000
 job placements were achieved.”
 The agency has reported that 77 percent of those clients remained employed for six months or more.
 HRA aims to place 85,000 clients in jobs during the 2006 calendar year.
 

Public assistance clients receive basic employment assessments and access job search services through HRA job centers. Clients deemed to be work-ready at an initial assessment are referred to the HRA Works program to begin intensive job search activities.
 HRA Works is comprised of the Employment Services and Placement (“ESP”) programs, and the Work Experience Program (“WEP”). Clients assigned to the ESP program attend one of 26 sites full-time for two weeks, during which they undergo assessments, attend trainings, and engage in job search activities. Those who do not find employment after two weeks are assigned by their job center to a new job training and placement schedule, which reduces their ESP attendance to two days per week and requires that they attend a WEP assignment three days per week.
 Clients seeking employment can work with ESP vendors for up to six months, barring any sanctions or other interruptions in their public assistance case.
 The Committee seeks detailed information concerning client enrollment in ESPs, and job placement and retention rates by provider. 

In 2005, Community Voices Heard (“CVH”), a membership organization dedicated to empowering low-income communities in New York City, conducted a study to analyze the effectiveness of ESP vendors. CVH analyzed a number of data sources, including 600 ESP client surveys, interviews with 19 ESP site employees and 12 ESP clients, and HRA VendorStat Reports. According to the CVH study, HRA refers an average of 4,144 clients to ESP sites each month, approximately 2,305 of whom enroll in the program.
 CVH found that an average of 346, or 15 percent, of the 2,305 clients who enroll each month are placed in jobs within the following six months.
 Of those, an average of 121 retain their jobs for at least six months.
  CVH reported that ESP vendors receive payments for each milestone a participant achieves—vendors receive $1,227 for each client that obtains employment, $2,209 if the client retains the job for at least three months, and $491 if the client retains the job for at least six months.
 

CVH, public assistance recipients, and others have raised concerns regarding how HRA and its vendors that run ESP programs honor client preferences with regard to training and education. A CVH survey of 600 clients demonstrated that 18 percent of ESP clients surveyed successfully accessed education and training.
 71 percent of those who did not participate in education or training reported that they would be interested in doing so.
 CVH found that many clients were not aware of the training and education opportunities available to them – over one-third of clients did not know that these activities could be counted toward part of their work requirement or that they could obtain vouchers to cover the cost of education and training programs.
 Client advocates have contended that the structure of payments under contracts for ESP providers discourages vendors from accurately assessing and meeting clients’ education and training needs if they do not relate directly to milestone achievements such as job placements.
   

Earlier this year, HRA announced plans to replace HRA Works with a new employment program called Back To Work, scheduled to begin in July 2006.
 According to HRA Executive Deputy Commissioner Seth Diamond, Back To Work will feature enhancements such as vendors that serve clients “from the point of application to placement and then provide retention services beyond placement,” and “closer relationship[s] between the job centers and some of the vendors.”
 The Committee seeks information concerning HRA’s plans to transition clients in HRA Works to the Back To Work program and any changes to existing employment placement and training services that will occur under the Back To Work program. 

The Committee also seeks information regarding the status of proposed HRA Back to Work contracts involving seven of the nine current ESP vendors.
 In particular, the committee seeks detailed information regarding the criteria by which vendor performance has been measured as well as what criteria will be used to assess vendor performance moving forward. On March 23, 2006, HRA’s Executive Deputy Commissioner Seth Diamond told the Committee that new ESP vendor contracts were still being negotiated, and would include enhanced employment services, enhanced milestone tracking to provide “incentives to the vendors to deal with particularly hard-to-serve clients,” and “a performance-based system which only pays the vendors when they place and retain people.”

WeCARE

HRA implemented the WeCARE program in February 2005 to assist a growing number of public assistance recipients deemed fully or partially unengageable to achieve a maximum level of self-sufficiency.
 HRA had found that clients with multiple and/or complex barriers to employment, such as substance abuse or domestic violence, were not being served adequately by HRA’s traditional support and training programs.
 WeCARE was designed to help these clients address and overcome their medical and/or mental health barriers by providing comprehensive assessments and individualized services such as medical care, rehabilitation services, employment training, and/or education activities.
 HRA awarded contracts to Federation Employment and Guidance Service (“FEGS”) and Arbor Education and Training to administer the WeCARE program.

HRA estimated that WeCARE would serve approximately 45,000 clients per year at a cost of $67 million.
 As of March 13, 2006, HRA reported that HRA staff had referred 68,608 clients for WeCARE assessments, 35,988 of whom completed all phases of the assessment and received a variety of diagnoses and referrals to services.
 HRA has further reported that 1,087 out of 3,815 WeCARE clients found fully employable have obtained employment and 229 out of 2,216 WeCARE clients found unemployable have begun receiving disability benefits.
 The Committee seeks information regarding the types of medical, training, and rehabilitation services WeCARE clients have accessed thus far and the effectiveness of these services in addressing clients’ medical and/or mental health barriers. 

WeCARE is undergoing a major reorganization. A United States District Court decision issued on April 19, 2006 that ordered HRA to stop automatically transferring clients from neighborhood job centers to WeCARE hubs led HRA to announce plans to close the three WeCARE hubs
 and return staff and clients to neighborhood job centers.
 The Committee seeks information regarding how HRA will notify clients about the transfer, reassign caseloads to staff, and prepare neighborhood job centers for the influx of returning clients.
Hunger Relief

The food stamp program, funded by the federal government and administered by state and local government agencies, provides families on public assistance and low income working families with financial assistance to purchase food.  The federal government funds all food stamp benefits and some of the cost of administering the program; New York City and New York State share the remaining administrative costs.  Food stamp eligibility and benefit levels are based on household size, income, assets, and other factors.
  According to HRA’s Quarterly Fact Sheet Supplement for January 2006, the average monthly food stamp allotment in New York City for a household of one was $110 and for a household of three was $331.
 

From February 2002 to March 2006, aggregate food stamp enrollment in New York City increased by approximately 35 percent, from 810,389 to 1,096,146.
  Despite these increases, advocates continue to report that as many as 600,000 low-income New Yorkers are eligible for, but not currently receiving, food stamps.
  The U.S. Department of Agriculture estimates that approximately 66 percent of New Yorkers eligible for food stamps are actually enrolled in the program.
  

In January 2006, HRA Commissioner Verna Eggleston created a task force to study the delivery of nutrition services programs in New York City. The task force made the following preliminary recommendations: “developing performance-based contracts for media and Food Stamp outreach; developing a Food Stamp Documentation Guide to improve applicants' ability to provide required documentation; advocating for the State to extend the enrollment period for New York State Nutritional Improvement Program, NYSNIP benefits; targeting outreach to Medicaid only customers not receiving Food Stamps; and advocating to raise the minimum monthly Food Stamp benefit from $10 to 25.”
 On March 23, 2006, Commissioner Eggleston stated that the work produced by this task force would serve as the foundation for a citywide food and nutrition summit.
 

There has been much discussion in recent weeks on the issue of food stamp access for Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents (ABAWDs).  New Yorkers in this category who qualify for food stamps find their benefits suspended if they fail to meet a federal regulation that requires them to work at least 80 hours per month for three consecutive months. Eligible localities
 can apply for an ABAWD waiver, which allows them to set their own policies for enforcing the regulation. The Bloomberg Administration has considered taking this step but does not plan to do so in the near future. The Mayor explains that his position on the ABAWD waiver emanates from a belief that “people should have to work for a living,”
 however he has not commented publicly on the possibility that many childless adults are trying to work but, for reasons related to the economy or education, are unable to find employment. As of May 2004, New York City had 9,954 ABAWDs enrolled in the food stamp program. Given this number and the national ABAWD participation rate,
 it has been estimated that roughly 25,000 adults could gain eligibility for food stamps as a result of an ABAWD waiver. 

HRA has been engaged in ongoing efforts to simplify the food stamp application and recertification process. On March 23, 2006, HRA officials testified that all food stamps offices are equipped to receive applications via facsimile.
  On the same day, HRA officials stated that the agency plans to begin an on-line enrollment pilot program by December 2006 and hopes “to have it rolled out…to as many sites as possible” by early 2007.
 HRA was unable to provide a timeframe for full implementation of the on-line application system.
 Additionally, the agency recently announced plans to implement a pilot program for an Interactive Voice Response System, which will allow certain households with no changes in earned income or circumstances to recertify for food stamps over the telephone.
 The Committee seeks information concerning the progress of this system and the timeframe for equipping all food stamp applications sites with this technology. 
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