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Oversight: Fighting Poverty in New York City - Examining the Recommendations of the Mayor’s Commission for Economic Opportunity

The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, the Committee on Health, chaired by Council Member Joel Rivera, and the Select Committee on Community Development, chaired by Council Member Albert Vann, will meet at 1:00 p.m. on September 21, 2006 to conduct an oversight hearing regarding the recommendations of the New York City Commission for Economic Opportunity (“the Commission”). Deputy Mayor Linda Gibbs, Commission members Gail Nayowith and David Jones, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.

The New York City Commission on Economic Opportunity

On Monday September 18, 2006, Mayor Bloomberg released the recommendations of the New York City Commission for Economic Opportunity (“the Commission”). The Commission was established by the Mayor earlier this year as a key component of his plan to achieve “a major reduction in the number of children, women and men who live in poverty in [New York City] over the next four years.”
  Commission members include 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 from the private and non-profit sectors.
 

On May 15, 2006, the Committee on General Welfare held an oversight hearing to:  (i) examine current City programs designed to help New Yorkers achieve and maintain self-sufficiency; and (ii) learn more about the role the Commission would play in achieving this end. According to testimony provided by Deputy Mayor Gibbs, the Commission quickly identified the working poor as a population that is not adequately assisted by current City programs. To help this population achieve economic self sufficiency, Deputy Mayor Gibbs explained, the Commission would develop recommendations focused on:  (i) developing the City’s workforce; (ii) reexamining current work support benefits programs; and (iii) improving quality of life in low-income neighborhoods.
 The Deputy Mayor further explained that the Commission would do this in part by working “smarter ... with our local resources;” setting “local policy and programs in a way that can make a meaningful difference;” and by identifying areas for advocacy at the State and federal levels to pursue “those things that we can’t address locally.”
 Deputy Mayor Gibbs noted that the Commission’s recommendations, once agreed to by the City, would serve as an action plan that would be implemented and tracked to ensure success.
 

This week, the Commission released its finalized recommendations for New York City. At the request of the Administration and the Commission’s leaders, the Commission limited its recommendations to three specific populations: the working poor, young adults ages 16-24, and children 0-5.
 Deputy Mayor Gibbs and other City officials will review the recommendations over the next 60 days to develop a timeframe and action plan for implementation. The balance of this briefing paper focuses on a discussion of poverty in New York City, a summary of the recommendations set forth by the Commission, and a brief overview of a number of items at the City Council involving the Commission’s recommendations.  

Poverty in New York City

2005 data from the U.S. Census Bureau shows the poverty rate in New York City to be stagnant and well above the national average.
 From 2004 – 2005, the proportion of New Yorkers living under the federal poverty line remained at approximately 22 percent, equaling roughly 1.7 million people. Nationally, approximately 12.6 percent of the population lives below the poverty line.
  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.
  

Disparities in the poverty rate exist among different demographics. The number of senior citizens living in poverty in New York City rose considerably over the past year, from 17.7 percent of the population in 2004 to 20.3 percent in 2005.
 Additionally, 30.2 percent of African Americans living in New York City are living in poverty, and 29.1 percent of the City’s Hispanics are living under the poverty line.
 The poverty rate for children living in New York City increased between 2002 and 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.
 Among children in single-mother households, 54.0 percent are living in poverty.
 

While the country’s economy continues to rebound from the 2001 recession, workers on the bottom third of the earning ladder have not seen gains.
 Income levels for the bottom third of earners have failed to keep up with inflation and fell by 5.2 percent from 2000 – 2004.  In 2000, the median salary for the lower third of earners was $10,693 per year, or $7.71 per hour, as compared to $10,133, or $7.22 per hour, in 2004. This salary puts a one-person household barely above the 2005 federal poverty line for a family of one, and well below the poverty line for a family of two.
 

As of July 2006, there were 388,692 New York City residents on public assistance.
 While this number has decreased considerably in recent years and many New Yorkers have moved from welfare to work, advocates suggest that the chronically unemployed have not seen gains. In 2005, 34.0 percent of the unemployed had been without work for more than 26 weeks, compared to just 23.8 percent in 2000.
 

The Commission’s Recommendations


The Working Poor


The bulk of the Commission’s recommendations focused on strategies to help the working poor, whom the Commission estimates comprise approximately 46 percent of poor households in New York City.
 In addressing the needs of the working poor, the Commission put particular emphasis on skills training and “making work pay,” in addition to financial literacy, tax reductions, and increased income.
 The Commission’s recommendations for assisting the working poor to advance up the economic ladder include: 

· Workforce development 

· Restructuring and coordinating the City’s fragmented workforce development efforts; 

· Promoting expansion of apprenticeship and credentialing programs, such as the Mayor’s Commission on Construction Opportunity, in high wage and growth industries like healthcare and nursing;

· Developing sector-focused career centers that connect jobseekers with training for specific occupations;

· Increasing opportunities for advancement through employer-supported training efforts, such as employer-matched education accounts and career pathways for low-wage employees;

· Facilitating collaboration among labor unions, businesses, and government to create career ladders that reflect anticipated industry growth and incorporate training and skills development necessary for workers to move into areas of anticipated job growth;

· Work support benefits 

· Simplifying the benefits application process;

· Making benefits information more widely available; 

· Targeting outreach to potentially eligible benefits recipients; 

· Encouraging employers of low-wage workers to educate their employees about work support benefits they may be eligible for; 

· Utilizing eligibility and enrollment technology such as ACCESS NYC, a web-based benefits access tool soon to be released; 

· Developing electronic application filing, a long-term effort that would require significant Federal and State leadership;

· Restructuring work support programs such that New Yorkers do not immediately lose benefits when income increases but is not yet high enough to cover all expenses;

· Expanding the eligibility of small businesses for subsidized health care for employees;
· Financial literacy and lending


· Assisting low-income New Yorkers with financial literacy and expanding availability of free or low-cost banking and tax preparation services;

· Expanding small and micro-business lending, as loans under $75,000 are difficult to obtain and research demonstrates that approximately 50 percent of micro-entrepreneurs move over the poverty line within five years;

· Working with the City, State, and Federal government to develop and strictly enforce consumer protection laws regarding predatory lending;

· Expanding the Family Self Sufficiency program, which assists families who receive Section 8 by incentivizing training, employment, and asset-building;

· Housing

· Helping low-income New Yorkers to afford a significant portion of the Mayor’s 165,000 units of affordable housing being built and rehabilitated over ten years;

· Creating mixed-income housing developments to allow low-income families to access mixed-income communities (based on research that demonstrated gains in the well being of low-income families who live in mixed-income developments).  

In recent months the City Council has discussed a number of the above strategies for making work pay and reducing poverty among the working poor. With regard to increasing accessibility and improving the quality of work support benefits, the City Council has placed a consistent focus on expanding access to child care, as discussed on page 13 of this briefing paper, and enrolling more eligible New Yorkers in the Food Stamp Program. In a March 2006 hearing of the Committee on General Welfare, Committee members requested information from HRA officials regarding the simplification of the food stamps application process. HRA officials told the Committee that all food stamps offices are now equipped to receive applications via facsimile, and that the agency plans to begin an on-line enrollment pilot program by December 2006, which it hopes “to have … rolled out…to as many sites as possible” by early 2007.
 HRA officials stated that the agency was unable to provide a timeframe for full implementation of the on-line application system.
 Most recently, on Tuesday, September 19, City Council Speaker Christine Quinn launched the first phase of the Council’s Food Stamp Outreach Campaign. Over the next three years, the Council aims to enroll 350,000, or approximately half, of New Yorkers eligible for, but not currently receiving, Food Stamps. 


The Council has further urged the Administration to make work pay by redesigning work support benefits so that families do not immediately lose important benefits when they leave welfare but cannot yet afford all living expenses. The Committee on General Welfare previously raised this issue with regard to the Housing Stability Plus (“HSP”) program in hearings with HRA and DHS.
 At the May 15, 2006 oversight hearing held by the Committee on General Welfare, Deputy Mayor Linda Gibbs testified concerning the Administration’s efforts to obtain permission from New York State to continue the HSP supplement after recipients leave welfare for work. According to the Deputy Mayor, this is “something that [the City] very much would like to see achieved” and the Administration is still waiting for a response from the State.


The City Council also has been actively involved in efforts to expand access to health insurance. In 2005, the Council overrode the veto of the Mayor to approve Local Law 89, the Health Care Security Act, as amended by Local Law 1 of 2006. This legislation requires certain grocery employers to make prevailing healthcare expenditures on behalf of their employees. This legislation is an important step towards meeting the health care access crisis in New York City.
 

On March 29, 2006, the Health Committee held a joint hearing with the Small Business Committee to discuss issues regarding the provision of health insurance by small businesses.
 The Health Committee is currently investigating this issue and anticipates developing a series of policy solutions to this crisis that are within the scope of the City’s ability to act. Additionally, the City Council’s Hospital Closing Task Force featured health care access prominently in its Preliminary Recommendations to the Commission on Health Care Facilities in the 21st Century and intends to advocate forcefully for action on this issue in its Final Report.

The Council also has been active in encouraging awareness and use of public health insurance programs. The Council enacted Local Law 1 of 2002, requiring the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene to develop a brochure in numerous languages that provides information on the availability of public health insurance programs. Under this legislation, specified agencies are required to distribute the brochure in an effort to increase enrollment in these programs.


Regarding workforce development, Committee members heard testimony at a May 2006 hearing of the Committee on General Welfare concerning planned collaborations between HRA and the Department of Small Business Services (“SBS”), the two agencies responsible for sharing the City’s adult workforce development and job placement efforts. HRA operates ten job-related programs for public assistance recipients at an annual cost of over $20 million.
 SBS, which has a total agency budget of $127.4 million for Fiscal Year 2007, facilitates the growth of New York City’s economy through a three-pronged approach aimed at:  (i) enhancing opportunities for small business; (ii) working locally to promote business-friendly neighborhoods; and (iii) strategically developing the City’s workforce through its Workforce 1 Centers, which are open to the public. According to testimony provided by Deputy Commissioner Margalit of SBS, HRA and SBS are working on strategies to coordinate services offered by the two agencies that will allow public assistance recipients to access the services and job postings at Workforce 1 Centers.
 Following this hearing, the Committee on General Welfare wrote to HRA requesting further information on this collaboration.
 

Young Adults Ages 16-24


The Commission reports that 25 percent of the nearly 900,000 young adults in New York City live below the federal poverty line. High rates of unemployment, high dropout rates, lack of family supports, premature parenthood, and involvement with the penal system are among the challenges faced by this youth population.
 With nearly one in six young adults disconnected – neither in school nor work – this population is particularly vulnerable to becoming trapped in a cycle of poverty. 
  After considering the challenges faced by poor youth in New York City, the Commission recommended the following strategies to prevent disengagement, promote reengagement, and prepare these young adults for the “increasingly competitive and high skilled market of the future:”

· Disconnected Youth


· Expanding the availability of existing specialty setting and alternative diploma programs, such as transfer schools, Young Adult Borough Centers, and Learning to Work programs, to prevent youth from “disengaging from schools;” 


· Expanding school-community collaborations that have shown promising outcomes for youth, such as the Teen Outreach Program, which has been implemented in multiple sites across the nation; 


· Expanding school-based health and reproductive health services, which studies have shown to decrease rates of pregnancy; 


· Building upon and expanding existing programs that bridge the gap between high school and college to prepare low-income students for the rigors of post secondary education; 


· Increasing the availability of GED-College programs and other support services for young adults to continue with post-secondary education;


· Increasing the availability of structured work opportunities such as internships to youth ages 16-24 in communities that experience high rates of poverty;

· Vulnerable Young Adults

· Establishing career pathways for youth aging out of foster care, as studies have shown that young people who age out of foster care struggle to become self-sufficient, and more than one in four young adults who leave the foster care system become homeless and enter the shelter system;

· Establishing career pathways for youth exiting detention and returning from incarceration, who may face “extreme difficulty” transitioning to higher education and securing meaningful work; 

· Creating transitional jobs for ex-offenders;

· Increasing opportunities for non-custodial fathers to participate in the workforce;

· Mandating and expanding literacy and work readiness to individuals in prisons and jails.


.

The City Council has discussed a number of these strategies in an effort to address the unmet needs of disconnected youth within the City.
  On June 27, 2006 the Committee on Economic Development held a hearing on the topic of “Disconnected Youth and the Impeding Workforce Depletion” to learn how the City has approached the education and employment needs of this vulnerable population, particularly in the context of the City’s economy. On Monday, September 25, the Committee on Youth Services is scheduled to hold a hearing on disconnected youth to learn about current outreach efforts and best practices of providers working with this community.  

Young Children Ages 0-5 


The Commission reports that over 185,000 young children ages five years and under live in poverty. Child poverty rates are the highest in the Bronx and Brooklyn, and Hispanic children experience the highest level of child poverty in New York City overall.
 The Commission recommends breaking the cycle of poverty through making early investments in improving the life chances of young children in poor households. The Commission acknowledges that such investments may not yield immediate results.
   The Commission provides the following recommendations for ensuring good starts and promoting early learning for young children: 

· Ensuring good starts

· Expanding the Nurse Family Partnership program, which arranges for nurses to pay regular home visits to high risk, first-time mothers and their families to improve the health outcomes of young children born into poverty.   

· Extending health insurance coverage for children and families by raising the income threshold for programs like Child Health and Family Health Plus and by streamlining the insurance application and recertification process. 


· Early learning 

· Expanding access to child care for working families by leveraging available revenue streams and increasing enrollment; 


· Expanding Universal Pre-Kindergarten program (“UPK”) to serve all three and four-year olds in NYC.


The Council has emphasized the need for increased insurance coverage of children and families. Local Law 1 of 2002, discussed above, required certain public agencies to distribute information about the availability of public health insurance programs. In an effort to ensure that this information was provided to children and families, the legislation specified that the Board of Education
 had to dispense such information to people appearing in person to register a child for school.


The City Council has placed consistent focus on the need to expand both child care and UPK.  The Committees on General Welfare, Women’s Issues, and Health have held a number of hearings over the past few years on the issue of child care access, availability, and enrollment in New York City.
 In each of the past three fiscal years, the Council has added $10 million to the budget to secure approximately 1,800 more slots per year for subsidized child care. Further, in Fiscal Years 2000, 2001, 2002, and 2006, the Council included proposals in the March budget response to help families offset the cost of child care, an important work support which, when unsubsidized, can cost some low-income families over one-third of their annual earnings.
  In 2002, the Mayor agreed to include the child and dependent care credit in a consensus tax proposal, but the proposal did not pass the State Legislature. According to media reports, the Mayor now plans to pursue a similar proposal after receiving the Commission’s recommendations. Under the Mayor’s plan, families making under $30,000 per year would be potentially eligible for annual tax credits up to $1,000. The plan must be approved by the City Council and the State Legislature.
 Regarding UPK, City Council Speaker Christine Quinn identified full day UPK as a budget priority this year and the 2007 adopted operating budget includes funding to provide full day UPK for an additional 2000 children.


The Committees seek information concerning how the Administration envisions implementing and tracking the success of the recommendations. Specifically, the Committees look forward to learning how the recommendations will complement or change existing City programs and how the Mayor plans to raise the funding for proposals that require private support. The Committee further looks forward to learning details concerning accountability measures being considered by the Administration, such as timelines for implementation, concrete goals for reducing poverty, and tracking mechanisms to measure progress.  
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