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Oversight: Fighting Hunger in New York City 

On November 20, 2007, at 11:00 a.m., the General Welfare Committee, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will conduct an oversight hearing to examine hunger relief efforts in New York City.  The Human Resources Administration (HRA) Commissioner Robert Doar, the New York State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA) Commissioner David Hansell, advocates, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.

Poverty in New York City


The latest federal statistics on the poverty rate in New York City show that 16.3% of families live below the poverty level.
  This indicator, however, does not account for various geographic differences in the costs of living, which are substantially different from state to state, and across the country.
  For example, New York City’s food costs are consistently higher than the rest of New York State and other states.
  Accordingly, living above the poverty line in New York City is less meaningful than in other jurisdictions.


According to the report released by Mayor Bloomberg’s Commission on Economic Opportunity in September 2006, achieving self-sufficiency also continues to be a persistent problem in New York City; over 46% of households living below the poverty level in New York City have a head of household who is working.
  Moreover, despite the federal poverty line indicators, an additional 19% of New Yorkers are considered low-income because their earnings are between 100-199% of the poverty line and not sufficient to cover all of their basic needs.
  

Food Insecurity in New York City

According to data from the United States Department of Agriculture (“USDA”), the number of food insecure households in New York has remained essentially the same for the last several years.  From 2001-2003, approximately 10 percent of households in New York State were food insecure, compared to 9.8 percent from 2004-2006, a change that is not statistically significant according to the USDA.
  

The New York City Coalition Against Hunger’s most recent annual survey found that 1.3 million – one in six – New York City residents live in a food insecure household.
  In a November 2006 report, the Food Bank for New York City (“Food Bank”) found that the number of City residents who have experienced difficulty affording food has steadily increased in recent years, from approximately 2 million in 2003 to 2.5 million in 2004, 2.6 million in 2005, and to almost 3 million in 2006.
   In addition, the demographics of food insecure households are changing. Increased numbers of middle income, college-educated, and middle-aged and elderly New Yorkers experienced difficulty affording food in 2005.

Emergency Food Programs

The latest figures available from HRA indicate that 556,363 people were served at food pantries and 247,693 individuals were served in soup kitchens as of August 2007.
  According to advocates, demand is increasing at emergency food programs (EFPs), and some pantries report that 25 to 30 new individuals come seeking services daily.  According to a report released last month by the Food Bank, over 1.3 million New York City residents rely on emergency food programs, which represents an increase of 24 percent from 2004.
  The increase “includes 397,000 children (up from 269,000 in 2004), 730,000 adults ages 18 to 64 (up from 599,000 in 2004) and 154,000 elderly adults (155,000 in 2004).”
  Fifty-nine percent of households who rely on EFPs have incomes less than $10,000 and 29 percent have incomes less than $5,000.
  In addition, half have less than a grade 12-education level.
  

Notably, however, increasing numbers of people accessing EFPs are working and have higher levels of education.  In 2004, the Food Bank found that 19 percent of EFP participants worked, and this number increased to 21 percent in 2007.
  The percentage of those employed full time rose 73 percent, from 33% in 2004 to 57% in 2007.
  Additionally, 24 percent of participants attended college, which increased from 15 percent in 2004.

Although more people are accessing EFPs, funding and support for these programs has decreased significantly.  Federal cuts to The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), which is funded by the USDA, has resulted in a national shortage of TEFAP food in soup kitchens and food pantries.  EFPs in New York City have lost approximately 12 million pounds of food since 2004, and are distributing food less frequently than they did in 2004.
  The programs often run out of food and are forced to turn people away.
  According to the Food Bank, nearly half of EFPs ran out of food almost one of every six times they were open, and in 2007, EFPs were open two days per week on average, which is one day less than in 2004.
  The most significant drops occurred on the weekends – from 2004 to 2007, the percentage of programs distributing food on Saturday decreased from 30 percent to 20 percent, and on Sunday from 15 percent to 9 percent.
 
Given evidence that emergency feeding programs in New York City continue to experience record levels of demand that they are unable to meet, at today’s hearing the Committee will seek to understand the adequacy of support for emergency feeding programs, food insecurity in New York City and the status of the City’s efforts to enroll all eligible individuals in the food stamp program.        

Food Stamp Program

Advocates point to the high numbers of New Yorkers who access EFPs as evidence of under-enrollment in the food stamp program.  The income levels of most EFP households in New York City indicate that they are likely eligible for the food stamp program, but as of 2006, only 46% were enrolled in the program.
  


The Food Stamp Program (FSP) is the largest national program that provides a safety net for low-income persons suffering from food insecurity.
  The USDA administers the food stamp program at the federal level, and New York State’s Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (“OTDA”) is responsible for ensuring that each local social services district in New York State complies with federal and state laws, regulations, and guidelines.  In New York City, the program is administered by HRA.   The federal government funds all food stamp benefits and a portion of the administrative costs, while the state and local governments share the remaining administrative costs.  

The main goal of the food stamp program is to increase low-income households’ food purchasing power and to offset other costs.
  Those enrolled in the food stamp program receive an electronic benefits card, similar to a debit card, for use at authorized retail food stores.  Food stamp eligibility and benefit levels are based on household size, income, assets, and other factors.
  Eligibility requirements also include the presence of a child, pregnant women, having a disabled family member, or an elderly adult in the household.
  To be eligible, households must have gross incomes below 130 percent of the poverty line and net incomes below 100 percent of poverty.
  

Food Stamps Enrollment in New York City

Enrollment numbers in the food stamp program decreased after the 1996 enactment of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), from 27.5 million participants nationally down to 16.9 million between 1994 and 2000.
  During this same time period in New York City, the enrollment numbers decreased from over 1,458,300 participants to 903,858 participants.
  As of September 2007, 1,117,295 individuals were enrolled in the food stamp program, yet this number is lower than the peak level of participation in March of 1995 when there were 1,458,300 participants on food stamps.
 

From September 2002 to September 2007, participation in the food stamps program increased from 832,616 recipients to 1,117,295.
  Enrollment levels fell over the summer of 2007, from 1,095,953 participants in May, to 1,094,984 in June, and then to 1,088,333 in July.  Participation rose in August of 2007 to 1,111,170, and then to 1,117,295 in September.
   Despite increased enrollment, hundreds of thousands of eligible New York City residents are not currently enrolled in the food stamps program.
  

Increasing enrollment in food stamps could (i) help food-insecure families and individuals obtain more regular access to nutritious food, and (ii) benefit the City as a whole. Recent reports indicate that unclaimed federal dollars that result from under-enrollment cost New York City between $335 million to half a billion dollars each year.
  Recognizing the scope and significance of under-enrollment, in September of 2006, the Council launched a citywide campaign, “Food Today, Healthy Tomorrow,” to increase food stamp participation.  The Council set a goal of increasing food stamp enrollment by 350,000 over three and a half years.  In addition, the Office of the Mayor and the Council collaborated to create the Food Policy Task Force and the position of Food Policy Coordinator in November 2006, which, among other goals, aims to improve access to food support programs.

According to food and nutrition advocates, a number of factors contribute to New York City’s under-enrollment in food stamps, including (i) a lack of awareness about eligibility, (ii) language and/or cultural barriers, (iii) concern about the stigma of a government entitlement program, and (iv) issues related to HRA’s administration of the food stamp program. Advocates have repeatedly cited concerns about inadequate HRA staffing levels, ill-equipped offices, long wait times, inconvenient office hours,
 delays in processing applications, and overly burdensome application processes.  

The Committee on General Welfare has addressed many of the above barriers to enrollment in multiple oversight hearings. In June 2006, HRA testified that approximately 1,300 staff are dedicated solely to food stamps.
  At a March hearing of the same year, HRA testified that the agency would evaluate staffing needs moving forward and would increase staffing levels if that would lead to more applications being processed.
 During the same March 2006 hearing, Committee Chair Bill de Blasio questioned HRA about the availability of office equipment such as telephones and fax machines,
 which food stamps workers need to process applications. The agency stated that “every office has a fax machine” and “not every worker has a phone, but workers have phones as needed.”
 On April 9, 2007, HRA stated that “food stamp front line workers are provided with all equipment required for the performance of their duties.”
  At that time, food stamps offices had 63 fax machines, but some offices had “limitations on the amount of equipment that can be utilized at one time due to the electrical capabilities of the office.”
  Further, some workers have to share phones.  According to HRA, “[t]he modernization plans for the food stamp offices include individual telephone lines and instruments for each front line worker, as well as future access to the FS Paperless Office System (POS) application.”
  The Committee will seek updates on all of these issues at today’s hearing.

HRA has been engaged in ongoing efforts to simplify the food stamp application and recertification process. The agency received a grant to create an online application and a paperless office system (POS) for food stamp offices.
  The online system would allow both the food stamps application and supporting identification documents to be submitted electronically via facilitated application sites, located in food pantries and soup kitchens.
  As of May 15, 2007, nearly 90 food stamps applications had been submitted from pantries and soup kitchens, at four sites.
  HRA anticipated opening another site in Manhattan in June.
  The Committee will seek an updated report on the implementation of the online application and the paperless office system rollout in today’s hearing.  

While the facilitated online application may save applicants some waiting time, this new online system may not save applicants a trip to an HRA office or decrease barriers to enrollment. Currently, most applicants must attend an in-person interview and undergo fingerimaging. Recently, however, the State has moved to remove some of these barriers for working families.  In June of this year, Governor Eliot Spitzer announced the Working Families Food Stamp Initiative (WFFSI), which allows New York to waive many enrollment requirements for working families.  Families with an adult who works thirty hours per week, or households with two adults who each work at least twenty hours per week, will be offered a streamlined application process – they will not undergo face-to-face interviews at social services offices, fingerimaging will not be required, and they will face less demanding reporting requirements.
  In September, the USDA approved the initiative, which will be rolled out over the next eighteen months, starting in New York City.
  In addition, the State will waive resource limits for all food stamp recipients statewide.
  New York City, however, has asked the State to maintain the fingerimaging requirement for working families in the five boroughs, and will therefore be the only location within New York State that has fingerimaging for this population.  At today’s hearing, the Committee will seek more specific information about the WFFSI initiative from OTDA, its impact on New York City, and the City’s intentions behind maintaining fingerimaging.  

In addition to addressing the issue of increasing enrollment in the food stamps program, the Committee will also examine the recertification process that those who already receive the benefit must undergo, and challenges within it.  In a recent study, the Urban Justice Center analyzed the records of more than 9,500 clients who received ongoing food stamps, combined with official enrollment records following the clients for 20 months after prescreening, to examine “how clients fare during the recertification process they must periodically complete to retain their food stamps once they enroll.”
  The study found that most households enrolled in the food stamp program received at least one year of benefits, that less than 20% of closed cases were identified as financially ineligible, that most closures were attributed to clients who did not appear for recertification, and that more frequent recertification requirements appeared to discourage participation.

More specifically, of the 5,857 case closures, 53% of participants were closed because the client did not show up to the recertification interview, 13% had documentation problems, 10% were financially ineligible, 9% had computer match issues, 6% were related to work or school rules and 9% were listed as other.
   The Urban Justice Center recommended expanding access to telephone interviews for recertification, less frequent recertification, reducing unnecessary documentation requirements, and that clients be reimbursed hidden expenses incurred in the process of application and recertification.
  Two food stamps offices, pursuant to a pilot program, are allowing participants to recertify by telephone, starting this month.
  The Committee will seek updates on the status of this pilot program, and regulations regarding recertification timelines, at today’s hearing. 

� U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (2006).


� Diana Pearce, The Self-Sufficiency Standard for the City of New York 2004, Wider Opportunities for Women 2 (November 2004).


� Id. at 6.


� The New York City Commission for Economic Opportunity, Report to Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, Increasing Opportunity and Reducing Poverty in New York City 8 (September 2006). 


� Id. at 9; see also Pearce, supra note 2, at 3.


� See United States Department of Agriculture, Household Food Security in the United States (November 2007), at Table D-1, available at http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/err49/err49appD.pdf.


� See New York City Coalition Against Hunger, Rising Food Lines, Sinking Economy:  Increase in NYC Hunger is Early Proof of Economic Slow-Down (November 2007).


� Food Bank for New York City, NYC Hunger Experience November 2006 1, 6 (2006)


� Id. at 1, 8-9.


� See HRA Facts, September 2007, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/downloads/pdf/hrafacts_2007_09.pdf" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/downloads/pdf/hrafacts_2007_09.pdf�.


� See Food Bank for New York City, New York City Hunger Safety Net 2007 A Food Poverty Focus 7 (2007).


� Id.


� See id. at 26.


� Id. at 24.


� Id. at 24.


� Id. at 8.


� Id. at 24


� Id. at 7.


� See Winter Miller, Supplies Dwindle at Food Pantries as Financing Stalls in Washington, The New York Times, at B1, October 18, 2007.


� See Food Bank, supra note 11, at 7.


� See id.


� See id at 5.


� Susan Bartlett and Nancy Burstein, Food Stamp Program Access Study: Eligible Nonparticipants 1 (May 2004).


� The benefits of the program include positive outcomes for children.  Studies show that children whose households participate in the FSP have a significantly lower risk of abuse and neglect because of the family supports the program offers.  In some respects, the program reduces parental stress from food insecurity and providing for the family but also promotes the prevention of child abuse and neglect.  Bong Joo Lee, Lucy Mackey-Bilaver, and Meejung Chin, Effects of WIC and Food Stamp Program Participation on Child Outcomes 3, 9 (December 2006).


� See Food Research and Action Center, Food Stamp Program, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.frac.org/html/federal_food_programs/programs/fsp.html#Eligibility" ��http://www.frac.org/html/federal_food_programs/programs/fsp.html#Eligibility�


� Bartlett & Burstein, supra note 23.  


� See id. Households with elderly and/or disabled members have different criteria.


� Bartlett & Burstein, supra note 23. 


� See HRA Facts September 2007, supra note 10;  HRA Facts March 2000, available at http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/downloads/pdf/facts0300.pdf


� See id.


� HRA Facts, September 2007. http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/downloads/pdf/hrafacts_2007_09.pdf


� HRA Facts, June 2007 and July 2007.  


� The Food Research and Action Center (“FRAC”) found that, in 2005, almost 400,000 New York City residents were eligible to receive food stamps, but were not enrolled in the program.  See FRAC, Food Stamp Access in Urban America, A City-by-City Snapshot, at 20 (October 2007), available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.frac.org/pdf/cities2006.pdf" ��http://www.frac.org/pdf/cities2006.pdf�.  The Urban Justice Center estimates that as many as 760,000 eligible New Yorkers are not enrolled.  See Widom, Rebecca, Ewart, Ella, & Arvizú Martinez, Olivia, A Better Recipe for New York City:  Less Red Tape, More Food on the Table 2 (January 2006).  As of March 15, 2007, HRA estimated that 300,000 eligible residents were not enrolled. See Testimony of Robert Doar, Commissioner, Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight:  The Fiscal Year 2008 Preliminary Budget 27-28 (March 15, 2007). 


� Based on an analysis of USDA and Census 2000 data on food stamp use and eligibility in 97 metropolitan areas, the Brookings Institute estimated that New York City loses approximately half a billion dollars each year.  See Fellowes, Matt & Berube, Alan, The Brookings Institution, Metropolitan Policy Program, Leaving Money (and Food) on the Table:  Food Stamp Participation in Major Metropolitan Areas and Counties 9 (May 2005).  FRAC reports that, specifically in 2005, New York City lost over $335 million in unclaimed food stamp benefits.  FRAC, supra note 33, at 5.


� As of September 25, 2007, HRA had twenty food stamp offices citywide, which are open from 8:30 until 5:00 Monday through Friday.  Five of these offices are open from 9:00 to 5:00 on Saturdays and until 6:00 on weekdays.  On one day each week, these five offices are also open until 7:00 p.m.  See HRA, Food Stamp Office Locations, available at http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/downloads/pdf/food_stamp_offices.pdf.


� See Testimony of Verna Eggleston, Commissioner, Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight:  The Fiscal Year 2007 Executive Budget 37 (June 7, 2006).


� See Testimony of Verna Eggleston, Commissioner, Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight:  The Fiscal Year 2007 Preliminary Budget 130 (March 23, 2006).


� HRA accepts applications via facsimile. 


� See Testimony of Seth Diamond, Deputy Commissioner, Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: The Fiscal Year 2007 Preliminary Budget 212 (March 23, 2006).


� See Letter from Commissioner Robert Doar to Bill de Blasio, Chair, Committee on General Welfare, April 9, 2007, at 2.


� Id.


� Id.


� See Testimony of Executive Deputy Commissioner Seth Diamond, Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Hunger Relief in New York City 30 (November 21, 2005).


� See Testimony of Seth Diamond, Deputy Commissioner, Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: The Fiscal Year 2007 Executive Budget 33-34 (June 7, 2006). 


� See Testimony of Robert Doar, Commissioner, Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight:  The Fiscal Year 2008 Executive Budget 9-10 (May 15, 2007).


� Id.


� See Press Release, Governor Spitzer Announces Expanded Access to Food Stamps for Working New Yorkers (September 27, 2007).


� See Press Release, Governor Advances Food Stamp Initiative Spitzer Seeks to Extend Benefits  to 100,000 Families (June 7, 2007).


� See id.


� Rebecca Widom and Olivia Arvizu Martinez,  Keeping Food on the Table: Challenges to Food Stamps Retention in New York City, Homelessness Outreach and Prevention Project, Urban Justice Center 1 (September 2007).  The study also included interviews with a random sample of 88 clients.


� Id. at 1-2. 


� Id. at 1, 10.


� Id. at 12.


� See HRA Family Independence Administration, Policy Bulletin #07-122-OPE, Special Mailing to Food Stamp Telephone Recertification Households (September 27, 2007).





PAGE  
11

