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Oversight: Proposal to Assist Job Training Participants (JTPs) Obtain Permanent Employment


On February 25, 2009, at 1:00 p.m., the General Welfare Committee, chaired by Councilmember Bill de Blasio, will conduct an oversight hearing to examine a proposal to assist Job Training Participants (JTPs) to obtain permanent employment.  HRA Commissioner Robert Doar, representatives from District Council 37, and participants in the Transitional Jobs Program are expected to testify.

Background


The national economy’s outlook has deteriorated since the recession began in December 2007; the leading cause of the economic downturn was due to the U.S. housing market.
  National employment decreased by 2.6 million jobs since December 2007. Between September and December 2008 a total of 1.9 million jobs were lost in the national economy.
  By December 2009, the United States is expected to lose 5 million jobs.
  According to the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, both the number of unemployed persons (11.6 million) and the unemployment rate (7.6 percent) rose in January 2009.
  Over the past 12 months, the number of unemployed persons has increased by 4.1 million and the unemployment rate has risen by 2.7 percentage points.
 


New York City’s unemployment rate is currently at 5.6%, and the duration of unemployment for New York City is at 23.7 weeks, which is nearly five and half months.
   According to the Mayor’s Preliminary Budget for Fiscal Year 2010, New York City is expected to lose 294,000 jobs through the second quarter of FY2010 in total public and private employment.
  The City is expected to lose 46,000 of these jobs from Wall Street alone in the second quarter of 2010.  Wage earnings in NYC are expected to decline from $293 billion dollars to $254 billion reducing income by $39 billion.
 

Economic recession has a particularly strong negative impact on low-income families, who often live paycheck to paycheck and rely on public assistance.  The grim numbers above demonstrate that now more than ever, the City must properly identify and find opportunities that will help people find and maintain jobs.  Transitional jobs are one model utilized to move people from welfare to self-sufficiency.
The Transitional Jobs Model
Transitional jobs are time-limited, publicly subsidized jobs that combine work, vocational and educational training and support services to help unemployed persons develop skills they need to transition into permanent, unsubsidized employment.
  Employers can be government agencies, non-profit or for-profit.
  The purpose of the job is to “help the participant obtain a work history, to reinforce the participant’s sense of ability and stability on the job, and to increase the participant’s job skills.”
  Because the transitional jobs model acts as a “vehicle to finding a permanent job,” it is more successful than the workfare model, where public assistance recipients work in return for receiving government benefits.
  Transitional jobs programs are consistent with a work-first approach but offer more support, additional training, and “enhanced connections to other services that help individuals succeed in the labor market.”
  Studies indicate that participants in transitional jobs programs develop improved skill levels, have greater self-esteem, and experience an increase in family income, among other benefits.
  According to Community Voices Heard, a membership organization of low-income individuals in New York City, “paid wages in an actual job with clear duties and responsibilities, combined with training and skills development, is a positive program model for motivating people to work and move off welfare.”
  
Several states have enacted transitional jobs programs, including Georgia, Michigan, Pennsylvania, Vermont, Washington, and Wisconsin.  Cities with their own programs include Baltimore, Detroit, Miami, Minneapolis, Philadelphia, San Francisco, Seattle, Tulsa, and New York City.
  In 2001, HRA established the Parks Opportunity Program (POP), which is the largest paid transitional jobs program in New York City and in the nation.
  There are approximately 3200 Job Training Participants (JTPs) in the POP program.  In 2007, HRA expanded the JTP program and partnered with the Department of Sanitation to provide opportunities for approximately 75 JTPs.  HRA refers JTPs into transitional jobs through the welfare system.  “With approximately 3,000 trainees working in New York City’s parks, playgrounds, and recreation centers,” POP participants receive specialized training in six main areas: horticulture, clerical/office, driver training, custodial, handyman/fix it, and security.
  The trainings occur over a six-month period and allow participants to gain skills that will allow them to enter into specific employment opportunities in private sector careers.  
Among the various types of trainings offered are programs and services that are provided to POP participants through collaborating organizations.  Price Waterhouse Coopers, Coalition for the Homeless, Dress for Success, and Career Gear are among the many companies and organizations that provide additional training and supportive services that increase POP participant skills and resources.  For example, Streetwise Partners, Inc., an organization created by Price Waterhouse Coopers, helps POP participants and low-income community members receive free computer and job readiness instruction 12 Saturdays per cycle. Each participant is matched with two mentors from the corporate community, with the goal of increasing the social network and the skills of POP participants. 
Private companies receive multiple incentives for participating in the program and for hiring POP participants.  Companies submit job specification and employment needs to the POP staff.  Pop staff proceeds to match the job opportunities with the pool of POP participants.  Companies who hire POP participants participate in the grants diversion program, which reimburses 100% of the wages or provides subsidies of $250 to $300 of each employee’s salary for the first six months.  Additionally, the companies are eligible to participate in the Work Opportunity Tax Credit Program which allows the company to receive tax credits of up to $8,500 for each new hire, and “35% of qualifying wages for the first year and 50% for the second year of employment.”
  This tax benefit is designed to reinforce businesses’ long term support of POP participants and assist in keeping them gainfully employed. 

Proposal to Assist JTPs Find Permanent Employment and to Achieve Savings
District Council 37 (DC 37), which is part of the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME), represents over 3000 JTPs, who are assigned to the Department of Parks and Recreation and to the Department of Sanitation for a six month training.  When the training period ends, the Parks Department places some participants into permanent jobs.  In Fiscal Year 2007, according to the Parks Department, approximately 42% of JTPs in the POP program found post-POP placements.
   The majority of POP participants who are unable to secure employment opportunities return to welfare.  To end this cycle, DC 37 is proposing a plan that the union believes will assist JTPs in finding permanent employment, will increase yearly income for JTPs, thus helping them become self-sufficient, and will result in a cost savings for the City.  

Currently, the City contracts with private vendors to provide services for cleaning and maintenance of the City’s facilities and offices.  In Fiscal Year 2007, the City spent approximately $79 million to procure cleaning and custodial contracts throughout several city agencies, including the Human Resources Administration (HRA), the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS), the New York City Fire Department (NYPD), the Department of Sanitation, and the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP).
  HRA procured approximately one quarter of the total contracts, for about $17.5 million. DC 37 represents approximately 1,800 custodial assistants in various agencies throughout New York City, such as the City University of New York, NYPD, DCAS, and the Department of Corrections, among others.  According to DC 37, custodial assistants are hired at a rate of less than $30,000.  

 The union also estimates that there are over 1,500 temporary clerical workers throughout the City whose status has been misclassified.  According to DC 37, despite their “temporary” status, many of these workers are actually assigned to work all year, usually 249 days a year, for 7 hours a day.  (DC 37 has interviewed temporary workers in HRA, some of whom have been working in the same position for close to 15 years.)   These workers often remain in place even if a new vendor takes over a contract, and they are not required to take a civil service exam or a background check when they are hired.

Under DC 37’s proposal, the City would terminate 1) existing cleaning and custodial contracts, and 2) long term clerical contracts, which expire in the next two years, and then replace those workers with JTPs.  In Fiscal Year 2007, the City spent about $45 million on the JTP program.
  Overall expenditures increased to approximately $48.5 million in FY 08, which includes JTP programs through both the Parks and Sanitation Departments.
  According to DC 37, implementation of this proposal would result in a savings of over $14 million over the course of the next two years because the City would no longer have to pay wages to JTPs in the transitional program who are placed in permanent jobs and the 15% profit margin given to the contractors who supply the contract workers would be eliminated.  In addition, the yearly family income for JTPs would also increase substantially, by between $6000 and $12,000, and they would avoid a return to welfare, as they would have permanent employment.

In addition, the Committee understands that HRA estimates savings in the coming year by filling some vacancies within the agency with JTPs.  The Committee will explore HRA’s intentions with regard to this plan, how it will operate, and the amount of expected savings, as well as examine whether a broader program like DC 37’s proposal would be advisable to achieve further savings. 
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