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Oversight:  Human Resources Administration/Department of Social Services

The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen DiBrienza, will meet today to conduct an oversight hearing regarding the Human Resources Administration/Department of Social Services (“HRA”).  HRA is the agency charged with administering the city’s welfare programs.  HRA’s mission, as set forth in the Mayor’s Management Report, is to help “individuals and families to achieve their highest level of self-reliance.  [HRA] is committed to enhancing the quality of life for all New Yorkers through the effective administration of a broad range of services that defeat dependency; strengthen families; promote community responsibility; deliver programs with professionalism, accountability, and integrity; focus on customer needs; manage public resources responsibly; and reward excellence.  HRA’s programs include:  income support; employment services (the Work Experience Program); Medicaid; Food Stamps and emergency food assistance; the Division of AIDS Services and Income Support; and Protective Services for Adults. 
Background

In March of 1995, the Administration initiated the New York City Work Accountability and You (NYC WAY) program.  This program de-emphasizes the provision of education and training to public assistance recipients and emphasizes fraud detection, extensive eligibility screening and expanded workfare requirements.  Eligibility Verification Review (EVR), Intensive Case Control (ICC) and the Work Experience Program (WEP) are central components of this reform. While the NYC WAY program initially targeted single Safety Net (formerly Home Relief) recipients, it has expanded over the years to include all Temporary Assistance for Needy Families “TANF” (formerly Aid to Families with Dependent Children “AFDC”) recipients. Further, underscoring its focus on eligibility, the Administration attempted to expand the EVR process to include Division of Aids Services and Income Support (DASIS) recipients and more recently, the Medicaid-only population.
    

In Fiscal 1998, the Administration implemented the “Work First” initiative.  Initiated in former income support and employment services centers or ‘Job Centers,’ the program requires applicants for public assistance to engage in full-time job search and work activities throughout the application process.  In exchange for the receipt of welfare benefits, every public assistance recipient is expected to work and those who are unable to find jobs are assigned to community service.
 
The aforementioned reforms have been designed to save on City tax levy contributions to social services and to drive the public assistance caseload downward.  These initiatives have increased the obligations placed on eligible recipients and have raised the bar at the entrance gate for applicants.

It is clear that the Administration’s welfare reform methods have succeeded in pushing a great number of individuals off of the welfare rolls and have resulted in fewer individuals (who seek aid) obtaining welfare. Unfortunately, while most low-income households should remain income eligible for food stamps even after leaving the welfare rolls, the number of people receiving food stamps has declined.  Further, while the number of Medicaid-only recipients has increased, the increase does not proportionally cover all of those who should remain Medicaid eligible despite their loss of welfare benefits.  The need for emergency services has also increased as welfare caseloads have declined. 

There is no doubt that the Administration’s welfare reform initiatives have had and will continue to have a profound effect on needy singles and families.  While the Administration repeatedly asserts that the decline in the number of persons receiving welfare reflects a decline in welfare dependency, academics and advocates have warned that falling caseloads and increasing application rejection rates should not be confused with improvements in the lives and well being of needy persons.  Further, in 1998, a federal investigation was initiated to examine whether the City’s new welfare policies have improperly deprived thousands of poor people of access to food stamps and medical assistance.

While the welfare rolls continued to decline this year, the Committee is still concerned as to HRA’s questionable methods.  Of particular concern to the Committee is the inquiry into HRA’s contracting methods, particularly as they relate to welfare to work service providers.  Earlier this year the Comptroller refused to register contracts worth hundreds of millions of dollars that HRA had submitted stating that the contracting process had been corrupted with certain vendors were given favorable treatment.  Further investigation uncovered that one specific vendor, Maximus, Inc., had been given information not available to other prospective vendors and that it had given a job to HRA Commissioner Turner’s father-in-law.  For welfare reform to work, the City must effectively assist to achieve self-reliance.  Unfortunately, since the contract issue was raised, the City has not entered into contracts to provide the assessment and training services that were to be provided by Maximus and other providers have not been able to carry the load.  Indeed, the system is in such a state of disarray that current providers of welfare to work services have not met their performance goals.  As a result, New Yorkers on welfare are finding it more difficult to obtain the training and employment assistance necessary to leave welfare.  

Further, advocates report that it seems that the City’s actions actually thwart attempts by recipients to leave the welfare rolls.  For example, even when welfare recipients find jobs themselves, the City is slow in providing the necessary support services, such as child care and Medicaid, needed to maintain work and stay off welfare.  Making matters worse, the City refuses to implement Local Law 14, the Transitional Jobs Program, enacted by the City Council earlier this year over the mayor’s veto, that would provide up to 7,500 individuals with the support, training and employment needed to escape welfare.  Additionally, the City failed to meet its deadline for implementing its local Workforce Investment Act plan and placed hundreds of millions of dollars of federal job-training funding at risk.  While the City did subsequently meet the filing deadline for its plan, it will not be able to implement its plan on time and many New Yorkers will not be able to avail themselves of this important job training and support program.  

Many advocates also believe that HRA policies and procedures attempt to thwart access to otherwise eligible recipients and applicants resulting in an artificial reduction in the welfare rolls.  Unjustified case closures due to caseworker error are commonplace.  Further, as noted above regarding food stamps, HRA has placed roadblocks in front of applicants for benefits in violation of the federal food stamp program law.  Finally, HRA has failed systemically to provide translation services for limited English speaking and hearing impaired recipients and applicants often resulting in illegal rejections and case closures.  

Other divisions in HRA seem to be in a similar state of disarray.  Specifically, the Division of AIDS Services and Income Support (DASIS) which was created through Local Law 49 for the year 1996 to provide one-stop, expedited access to welfare benefits for people with HIV/AIDS has not been able to meet its mandate.  Advocates and clients complain of understaffed DASIS offices with untrained case workers, and of the failure to provide key support services such as medically appropriate housing and unjustified case closures.  In fact, DASIS is in such disarray that a federal judge appointed a magistrate to oversee DASIS operations.  

It should be noted that each of the above HRA-related issues has been the subject of separate Committee hearings this year. 

Despite being asked to do so at numerous hearings before the Committee, HRA cannot and has not made any attempt to explain why individuals leave the welfare rolls, why applications for aid have been rejected, why food stamp receipt has declined, why Medicaid–only cases have not increased proportionally, or why the need for emergency food has increased. Further, while the Administration asserts that job search and WEP participation have led to employment placement, it is unable to determine when or if employment placement has occurred as a result of these initiatives.  Even when employment placement has been self-reported, the Administration cannot assess the well being of clients who report employment because wage levels and duration of employment are not tracked. 

The Administration’s unwillingness to collect and to share data on the impact of welfare reform has concerned the Committee for years.  It is also a great concern among respected academics and journalists.  Specifically, the Administration’s determination to prevent analysts from getting information on its welfare programs has led Harvard sociologist William Julius Wilson to omit New York City from a multimillion–dollar evaluation of welfare reform’s impacts on urban mothers and children.  Further, the School of Social Work at Columbia University has had to abandon its examination of what has happened to the 350,000 recipients who have left the City’s welfare rolls since Fiscal 1994.
  This research project came to a halt because the Administration insisted on the right to review and respond to any report prior to publication. Finally, the New York Times has sued the City in order to gain access to information needed to perform a scientific study on City residents leaving welfare.
  

� Recently, however, the New York State Court of Appeals rejected the administration’s attempt to impose the EVR process on DASIS recipients, reasoning that such a policy violates Local Law 49, the law implementing DASIS.


� Shortly after the opening of the first job centers, a Federal judge ordered that no further centers be opened by the administration since case workers at the centers were, among other things, illegally refusing to allow individuals to apply for food stamps and Medicaid.  


�.  As noted in the New York Times November 8, 1998 article headlined “U.S. Inquiry Asks if City Deprives Poor,” federal law requires city workers to offer food stamp and Medicaid applications at the potential clients first visit to an income support center. Contrary to the federal law, under City policy, potential clients do not receive applications the first day but are encouraged to seek other forms of aid (child support, unemployment, or food from food pantries).


�. A 1998 New York State survey showed that only 29 percent of the more than 350,000 City residents dropped from the welfare rolls from July 1996 to March of 1997 live in families whose heads found full or even part-time jobs.  The state counted as employed anyone who made $100 or more in three months after leaving welfare.  Mayor Giuliani has challenged this survey and yet, the Administration has refused to release records that would permit an independent investigation or to conduct such an investigation itself. Paul Street. Fall 1998. Dissent. “The Poverty of Workfare.” page 55. 





�. Paul Street. Fall 1998. Dissent. “The Poverty of Workfare,” page 53-59.
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