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Oversight: Timeliness of Public Benefits Processing at the Human Resources Administration



INT. NO. 641:	By Council Members Williams, Restler, Hanif, Nurse, Gutiérrez, Yeger, Sanchez, and Ayala

TITLE:	A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to maximizing efficiency at department of social services/human resources administration centers

INT. NO. 703:	By Council Members Abreu, Avilés, Restler, Hudson, Ung, and Ayala

TITLE:	A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring information of the timeliness of city-funded rental payments

INT. NO. 704:	By Council Members Abreu, Avilés, Restler, Hudson, Ung, Joseph, and Ayala

TITLE:	A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the receipt of rental assistance payments


I. INTRODUCTION
On December 15, 2022, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Deputy Speaker Diana Ayala, will hold an oversight hearing entitled “Timeliness of Public Benefits Processing at the Human Resources Administration.” The Committee will also hear three bills: Introduction (Int.) 641, sponsored by Council Member Williams; Int. 703, sponsored by Council Member Abreu; and Int. 704, sponsored by Council Member Abreu. Among those expected to testify are representatives from the New York City (“NYC”) Human Resources Administration (“HRA”), advocacy and community-based organizations, service providers, and members of the public. 
II. BACKGROUND
New York City’s Department of Social Services (“DSS”) is comprised of the administrative units of HRA and the Department of Homeless Services (“DHS”).[footnoteRef:1] HRA is the largest social services agency in the United States, serving over three million New Yorkers annually with more than 13,000 employees and an operating budget of $11.31 billion.[footnoteRef:2] HRA administers more than 12 major public benefit programs that provide economic support, such as cash assistance and food assistance, as well as prevent homelessness through rental assistance, rehousing programs, legal services, and other services for those facing housing instability.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  City of New York, “About HRA,” https://www.nyc.gov/site/hra/about/about-hra.page. ]  [2:  City of New York, “The Financial Plan of the City of New York Fiscal Years 2023-2026: Full-Time and Full-time Equivalent Staffing Levels,” pg. 32, available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/omb/downloads/pdf/nov22-stafflevels.pdf; see also City of New York, “The Financial Plan of the City of New York Fiscal Years 2023-2026,” pg. 29., available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/omb/downloads/pdf/nov22-fp.pdf.  ]  [3:  Human Resources Administration, FY 2022 Mayors Management Report, available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2022/hra.pdf. ] 

III. DELAYS IN PUBLIC BENEFITS PROCESSING
During Fiscal Year 2022, chronic delays in food stamp application processing left thousands struggling to pay for groceries while waiting for their benefits.[footnoteRef:4] According to the annual Mayor’s Management Report, the rate of timely processing, which is considered a “critical indicator” of agency performance, fell 31.8% from 91.9% in Fiscal Year 2021 to 60.1% in Fiscal Year 2022.[footnoteRef:5] The report cites an unprecedented increase in applications and the end of federal waivers that delayed recertification of eligibility for benefits during the Fiscal Year 2021 as reasons for the decrease in timely processing.[footnoteRef:6] The pandemic first began in the second half of Fiscal Year 2020, and HRA reported an application timeliness of 74.5% for that period, which was a decline from Fiscal Year 2019, when the rate was 92.7%, as well as Fiscal Year 2018, when the rate was 89.4%.[footnoteRef:7] The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (“SNAP”) is the nation’s most important anti-hunger program, helping an average of more than 41 million low-income people in the United States afford food each month.[footnoteRef:8] Any delay in processing can have an immediate and tangible impact on families in need.  [4:  David Brand, “40% of NYC Food Stamp Applicants Left Waiting for Benefits, Data Shows,” available at https://citylimits.org/2022/11/10/40-of-nyc-food-stamp-applicants-left-waiting-for-benefits-data-shows/ ]  [5:  Id; See supra, note 3.]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, “Policy Basics: The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP),” available at https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/the-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap#:~:text=SNAP%20provides%20important%20nutritional%20support,and%20households%20with%20low%20incomes. ] 

HRA administers several Cash Assistance programs that provide cash grants to needy families and individuals. According to the annual Mayor’s Management Report, the rate of timely processing, which is considered a “critical indicator” of agency performance, fell 13.1% from 95.4% in Fiscal Year 2021 to 82.3% in Fiscal Year 2022.[footnoteRef:9] Similarly, as with SNAP application processing, HRA cited an unprecedented increase in applications and the end of federal waivers that delayed recertification during the Fiscal Year 2020 and 2021 as reasons for the decrease in timely processing.[footnoteRef:10] In Fiscal Year 2020, despite the onset of the pandemic, HRA reported an application timeliness of 91.9%, which was just slightly below Fiscal Year 2019, when the rate was 95.3%, and Fiscal Year 2018, when the rate was 96.2%.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Id; See supra, note 3.]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  Id.] 

For CityFHEPS, the City’s rental subsidy voucher, the lengthy approval process, administrative mistakes, and delays in payment to landlords undermine the success of the program.[footnoteRef:12] Minor errors can cause months-long delays, leading to clients missing out on apartments because landlords cannot afford to keep the apartment vacant while the City processes benefits applications.[footnoteRef:13] According to CityLimits, “the administrative process for voucher holders to get approved for permanent housing is an onerous one that undermines the program’s successes.”[footnoteRef:14]  The 29 people interviewed for the CityLimits report included CityFHEPS voucher holders, shelter staff, City workers, real estate brokers, advocates, and property owners.[footnoteRef:15] While all agreed “vouchers can be a life-changing resource for thousands of families and individuals and a crucial intervention to address homelessness,” the process of getting a voucher needs to become “streamlined to work more effectively.”[footnoteRef:16]   [12:  David Brand, “Administrative Obstacles Jam Up moving Process for NYC Shelter Residents, available at https://citylimits.org/2022/01/31/administrative-obstacles-jam-up-moving-process-for-nyc-shelter-residents/. ]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id. ]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id. ] 

Reported issues include clients with vouchers who wait months in shelter after being approved, due to “backlogged cases and even minor mistakes,” which can compound the difficulty of enduring an already complicated, stressful and onerous process.[footnoteRef:17]  A real estate agent reported she had “never seen a successful [application and placement] process take less than three months,” and stated that “many apartment applicants have missed out because of paperwork or communication problems and were told they needed to apply all over again.”[footnoteRef:18] Housing specialists interviewed for the CityLimits report cited short staffing as adding to an already protracted process, asserting that inflated rents, combined with layers of paperwork and “rent reasonableness reviews”[footnoteRef:19]—the process of revised requests requiring additional documents from the landlord if the proposed rent is found to be unreasonable—all serve as added barriers to meeting the objectives of CityFHEPS.[footnoteRef:20] [17:  Id.]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  NYC Department of Social Services. (2022) Rent Reasonableness Frequently Asked Questions.  Available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/cityfheps-documents/DSS-34-e.pdf ]  [20:  Id.] 









IV. HUMAN RESOURCES ADMINISTRATION CASELOADS
Start of the COVID-19 pandemic 

Source: HRA Monthly Fact Sheets
Three of the most important safety net, public assistance benefit programs that HRA administers are Medicaid, Cash Assistance, and SNAP. As illustrated, over 2019—the last full calendar year preceding the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic—HRA’s caseload of clients enrolled in these three programs trended downward. In January 2019, there were 344,972 people enrolled in Cash Assistance, 1,647,228 people enrolled in Medicaid, and 1,570,537 people enrolled in SNAP. [footnoteRef:21] By December 2019, enrollment in all three programs had declined, with 328,618 people enrolled in Cash Assistance, 1,516,282 people enrolled in Medicaid, and 1,490,158 people enrolled in SNAP. [footnoteRef:22] [21:  HRA Monthly Fact Sheet, January 2019, available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/2019/hra_facts_2019_01.pdf. ]  [22:  HRA Monthly Fact Sheet, December 2019, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/2019/hra_facts_2019_12.pdf. ] 

At the beginning of the pandemic, in March 2020, there were 325,016 people enrolled in Cash Assistance, 1,492,662 people enrolled in Medicaid, and 1,483,230 people enrolled in SNAP.[footnoteRef:23] As unemployment and economic hardship related to the pandemic increased, the volume of new applications and the caseload spiked considerably. Due to the pandemic, there were many changes in Federal and State rules governing public benefit programs that eased the process of applying for and processing new applications and renewals. During the height of the pandemic, when the most significant public health restrictions were in place in the City, the volume of new applications and caseloads continued to be higher than they had been in recent history.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  HRA Monthly Fact Sheet, March 2020, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/2020/hra_facts_2020_03.pdf. ]  [24:  Supra, note 4.] 

As of the fall of 2022, public health restrictions have largely ended and several of the temporary State and Federal changes to public benefit programs have ended. Unemployment and the most severe economic impacts of the pandemic have dissipated since the lifting of public health restrictions and the decline in COVID-19 cases and hospitalizations. Client caseloads for HRA’s public benefit programs have also dissipated somewhat from their pandemic-induced highpoint, but have largely remained above the levels seen prior to the onset of the pandemic. As of October 2022, HRA’s caseload of people on Cash Assistance was 440,591 people, which is 35.6% larger than the caseload in March 2020. HRA’s Medicaid caseload in October 2022 was 1,480,864 people, which is .8% less than in March 2020. The SNAP caseload in October 2022 was 1,687,963 people, which was 13.8% more than in March 2020. [footnoteRef:25] [25:  HRA Monthly Fact Sheet, October 2022, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/2022/hra_facts_2022_10.pdf. ] 



V. HUMAN RESOURCES ADMINISTRATION STAFFING AND VACANCIES
	HRA Fiscal Year 2023 Headcount

	Program Area
	Budgeted November Plan
	Actual October 2022
	November - Actual
	% Vacant

	Adult Protective Services
	460
	375
	85
	18.5%

	CEO Evaluation
	8
	7
	1
	12.5%

	Domestic Violence Services
	286
	146
	140
	49.0%

	Employment Services Administration
	355
	200
	155
	43.7%

	Food Assistance Programs
	2
	4
	(2)
	(100.0%)

	Food Stamp Operations
	1,302
	1,123
	179
	13.7%

	General Administration
	2,389
	2,523
	(134)
	(5.6%)

	HIV and AIDS Services
	1,228
	998
	230
	18.7%

	Home Energy Assistance
	26
	16
	10
	38.5%

	Information Technology Services
	656
	512
	144
	22.0%

	Investigations and Revenue Administration
	796
	642
	154
	19.3%

	Medicaid - Eligibility and Administration
	1,041
	883
	158
	15.2%

	Medicaid and Homecare
	412
	286
	126
	30.6%

	Office of Child Support Enforcement
	819
	447
	372
	45.4%

	Public Assistance and Employment Administration
	3,296
	2,237
	1,059
	32.1%

	Public Assistance Support Grants
	9
	11
	(2)
	(22.2%)

	Total
	13,085
	10,410
	2,675
	20.4%


Source: Mayor’s Office of Management and Budget
The preceding chart breaks down the budgeted and actual headcount for HRA by major functional areas known as program areas. The total budgeted headcount for the agency for Fiscal Year 2023, as of the November 2022 Financial Plan, is 13,085 full-time positions. As of October 2022, 10,410 of the budgeted positions were filled, which leaves a 20.4% vacancy rate, or 2,674 unfilled positions. 
The HRA staff that administer SNAP benefits to eligible City residents are encompassed in the “Food Stamp Operations” program area, which has a vacancy rate of 13.7%. HRA administers Medicaid benefits to a portion of the City’s Medicaid enrollees (the State administers benefits for the remaining City enrollees) and that staff is encompassed in the “Medicaid - Eligibility and Administration” program area, which has a vacancy rate of 15.2%. The HRA staff that administer cash assistance benefits and employment programs for cash assistance recipients are encompassed in the “Public Assistance and Employment Administration” program area that has a vacancy rate of 32.1%. Each of the three program areas that include benefits administration staff may also include budgeted headcount for additional programs and agency services beyond those detailed here. 
On November 21, 2022, the Mayor’s Office of Budget and Management (OMB) issued a letter to City agencies indicating that they will be required to eliminate half of their vacant positions to generate additional savings to close the City’s budget gap.[footnoteRef:26] This requirement applies to City-funded, full-time positions, with some exceptions, but there with no indication that HRA benefits administration staff would be excluded from the mandate.[footnoteRef:27] Currently, OMB classifies 10,302, or 78.7 percent, of HRA’s 13,085 budgeted positions as City-funded positions, making them potentially eligible for elimination if unfilled.[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Annie McDonough, “New York City will cut some of its 21,000 vacant government positions” November 22, 2022. Available at: https://www.cityandstateny.com/policy/2022/11/new-york-city-will-cut-some-its-21000-vacant-government-positions/380107/ ]  [27:  Elizabeth Kim, “Citing looming budget gap, NYC cuts civilian vacant positions by half,” https://gothamist.com/news/citing-looming-budget-gap-nyc-cuts-civilian-vacant-positions-by-half. ]  [28:  Mayor’s Office of Management and Budget, November 2022 Financial Plan on Fiscal Years 2023-2026, “Full-Time and Full-Time Equivalent Staffing Levels,” page 32, available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/omb/downloads/pdf/nov22-stafflevels.pdf. ] 

Notably, the exact numbers of budgeted and actual positions for the administration of the SNAP, Medicaid, and Cash Assistance programs are not clear from publicly available budget documents. Additionally unknown is the number of vacancies currently in each area and how many unfilled positions are City-funded. While this lack of transparency makes it difficult to assess in detail the full picture, there are several known factors that are concerning. The high level of vacancies across HRA; the impending vacancy reduction mandate; the potential end of all pandemic-related changes that eased benefits assistance applications and processing; and high level of caseloads are worrisome and could inhibit the agency’s ability to efficiently and accurately process benefits applications for the near future. 
VI. ANALYSIS OF LEGISLATION
Int. No. 641
This bill would require all job centers and SNAP centers to have an expediter on site at all times where clients are being served or waiting to be served. Expediters would be tasked with checking in clients, performing a preliminary review of clients’ documents to ensure clients have all necessary documents, and directing clients to the appropriate line or waiting area. This bill would also require all such centers to be equipped with digital displays and an audio amplifier. This bill would also implement a queue management system at every job center and SNAP center, allowing clients to check in for each particular service. The system will inform clients how many clients are ahead of them in the queue and the approximate time that they may expect to be called to begin an appointment for each service. This bill would take effect 120 days after it becomes law.
Int. No. 703
This bill would require the Human Resources Administration (HRA) to submit quarterly reports on whether rental assistance payments for programs established by HRA are sent on time to landlords on behalf of tenants receiving assistance. The report would include the total number of payments sent monthly, disaggregated by the type of program, the number of payments that were late and why, and a description of any actions HRA is taking to ensure that payments are sent on time. This bill would go into effect immediately.
Int. No. 704
This bill would require the Human Resources Administration to provide landlords the option to accept rental assistance payments via an electronic transfer into a bank account. This bill would go into effect 90 days after it becomes law.
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Int. No. 641

By Council Members Williams, Restler, Hanif, Nurse, Gutiérrez, Yeger, Sanchez and Ayala

..Title
A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to maximizing efficiency at department of social services/human resources administration centers
..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:


13

15

Section 1. Chapter 1 of title 21 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding new sections 21-151, 21-152, and 21-153 to read as follows:
21-151 Expediters at job centers and SNAP centers. a. Definitions. As used in this section, the following terms have the following meanings:
Client. The term “client” means a visitor who has made initial contact with the department at a job center or SNAP center.
Expediter. The term “expediter” means an employee of the department tasked with checking-in clients, performing a preliminary review of clients’ paperwork to determine if clients have all necessary documents, and directing clients to the appropriate line or waiting area.
Job center. The term “job center” means any location designated by the department as a job center where individuals can complete an application for cash assistance in person.
SNAP center. The term “SNAP center” means any location designated by the department as a SNAP center where individuals can complete an application for the supplemental nutrition assistance program in person.
b. Every job center and SNAP center shall have an expediter on site during all times in which clients are being served or are waiting to be served.
21-152 Digital displays and audio amplifiers at job centers and SNAP centers. a. Definitions. As used in this section, the following terms have the following meanings:
Audio amplifier. The term “audio amplifier” means an electronic device that is used to increase the volume of a sound.
Digital display. The term “digital display” means an electronic device that is capable of representing information in visual form. 
Job center. The term “job center” means any location designated by the department as a job center where individuals can complete an application for cash assistance in person.
SNAP center. The term “SNAP center” means any location designated by the department as a SNAP center where individuals can complete an application for the supplemental nutrition assistance program in person.
b. Every job center and SNAP center shall be equipped with a functioning audio amplifier that ensures that announcements being made can be heard throughout the entire job center or SNAP center. Such audio amplifiers shall be used to make all announcements during all times in which clients are being served or are waiting to be served. 
c. Every job center and SNAP center shall be equipped with enough functioning digital displays such that a digital display is visible in all waiting areas. Such digital displays shall be used during all times in which clients are being served or are waiting to be served. 
§ 21-153 Queue management system at job centers and SNAP centers. a. Definitions. For the purposes of this section, the following terms have the following meanings:
Client. The term “client” means a visitor who has made initial contact with the department at a job center or SNAP center, either through a self-service kiosk or with a staff member responsible for keeping track of visitors.
Job center. The term “job center” means any location designated by the department as a job center where individuals can complete an application for cash assistance in person.
SNAP center. The term “SNAP center” means any location designated by the department as a SNAP center where individuals can complete an application for the supplemental nutrition assistance program in person.
b. The department shall implement a queue management system at every job center and SNAP center. Such system shall allow clients to check-in for each requested service upon arrival. Such system shall notify clients how many other clients are ahead in the queue for each requested service and the approximate time that their appointment for each requested service will begin.
§ 2. This local law takes effect 120 days after it becomes law.
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Int. No. 703

By Council Members Abreu, Avilés, Restler, Hudson, Ung and Ayala

..Title
A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring information on the timeliness of city-funded rental payments
..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:


17

18

Section 1. Chapter 1 of title 21 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 21-145.3 to read as follows:
§ 21–145.3 Rental assistance payments report. a. Definitions. For the purposes of this section, the following terms have the following meanings:
Rental assistance payments. The term “rental assistance payments” means payments made by the department to landlords on behalf of tenants pursuant to programs administered by the department. 
Scheduled payment date. The term “scheduled payment date” means the date the department has informed tenants that rental assistance payments will be sent by the department to landlords on behalf of such tenants.
[bookmark: top]b. The department shall submit to the speaker of the council and post on its website quarterly reports on the timeliness of rental assistance payments. The first such report shall be due 30 days following the end of the calendar quarter covering October 1, 2023 to December 31, 2023, and all subsequent reports shall be due 30 days following the last day of each succeeding calendar quarter. Such reports shall include, but not be limited to, the following information:
1. The total number of rental assistance payments sent disaggregated by month and rental assistance program; 
2. The number of rental assistance payments sent after the scheduled payment date, disaggregated by the reasons such payments were late; and 
3. A description of the actions the department will take to ensure rental assistance payments are consistently made on or before the scheduled payment date.
§ 2. This local law takes effect immediately.
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Int. No. 704

By Council Members Abreu, Avilés, Restler, Hudson, Ung, Joseph and Ayala

..Title
A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the receipt of rental assistance payments
..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:


2

19

Section 1. Chapter 1 of title 21 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 21-145.3 to read as follows:
§ 21–145.3 Rental assistance payments. a. Definitions. For the purposes of this section, the term “rental assistance payments” means payments made by the department to landlords on behalf of tenants pursuant to programs administered by the department. 
b. The department shall provide landlords the option to accept rental assistance payments via an electronic transfer into a bank account.
§ 2. This local law takes effect 90 days after it becomes law.
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HRA-Administered Medicaid, SNAP, and Cash Assistance Recipients 2019 to date
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