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THE COUNCIL

REPORT OF THE GOVERNMENTAL AFFAIRS DIVISION
Marcel Van Ooyen, Deputy Chief of Staff

COMMITTEE ON GENERAL WELFARE

Bill de Blasio, Chair

November 24, 2003

RES. NO. 749:
By: Council Members Foster, Barron, Clarke, Comrie, Davis, Dilan, Gennaro, Gerson, Jackson, Jennings, Koppell, Lopez, Martinez, Monserrate, Rivera, Sanders, Seabrook, Serrano, Vann, Quinn, and The Public Advocate (Ms. Gotbaum).
TITLE:
Resolution calling upon the Mayor and the Human Resources Administration (HRA) to increase food stamp participation by providing help to applicants on their first visit to HRA offices and by making HRA office hours more flexible for working families.    

.

The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will meet on November 24, 2003 at 10 a.m. to conduct a hearing on food stamp participation and Res. 749, which calls upon the Mayor and the Human Resources Administration (HRA) to increase food stamp participation by providing help to applicants on their first visit to HRA offices and by making HRA office hours more flexible for working families.   
Background 

Substantial numbers of New York City residents suffer from food insecurity.  The food stamp program, funded by the federal government and run by state and local government agencies, enables families on public assistance and low income working families to purchase food.  Persons enrolled in the program receive benefits that they can redeem at authorized retail food stores.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) administers the food stamp program.  New York State’s Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA) is responsible for ensuring that the State’s local social service districts comply with federal and state laws, regulations and guidelines.  In New York City, the Human Resources Administration (HRA) administers the food stamp program.  The federal government funds all food stamp benefits and some of the cost of administering the program.  New York City and New York State share the remaining administrative costs.
    

Food stamp eligibility and benefit levels are based on household size, income, assets, and other factors.  The average monthly food stamp allotment in New York City for FY 2001 was $84 per person.  Federal regulations require applications for food stamps to be processed within 30 days,
 and require expedited service for households with few or no resources.
  

Recent years have seen dramatic decreases in the number of persons receiving food stamps in New York City.  In October of 1995, 1,405,342 individuals received food stamps in New York City.
  Numbers released by HRA show total food stamp enrollment of 909,652 as of September 2003,
 demonstrating a 35% decrease over the past 8 years.  In 2002, advocates reported that up to 800,000 New Yorkers who may be eligible for food stamps are not enrolled in the food stamp program.
  From September 2002 to September 2003, aggregate food stamp enrollment in New York City increased by nearly 8.5%, from 832,616 to 909,652.
  Over the last three months for which publicly reported figures are available, food stamp enrollment increased by 16,347, 15,437, and 6,573, respectively.
  
Until recently, New York City used a 16-page application for food stamps.  On April 1, 2003, New York City initiated use of a simplified, 4 page food stamp-only application, which is currently available in English, Spanish, Russian, Chinese and Arabic.  Initially, the shortened application was available in one food stamp office in each borough.  All food stamp only offices reportedly were able to use the application by the end of June 2003.  

Food Stamp Office Accessibility
Job centers and food stamp offices often do not cater to applicants’ time constraints. According to a study by the Community Food Resource Center, as of December 2002, 16 of the 21 food stamp centers in the city were only open on weekdays and only until 5 p.m., decreasing accessibility for persons who work or attend school.
 Only four offices citywide were open until 6 p.m. and on Saturdays.
  According to information currently available on HRA’s website, all 20 of the City’s food stamp centers  are open between 8:30 a.m. and 5 p.m. on weekdays, but only 3 are open until 6 p.m. and on Saturdays from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Federal law requires that food stamp applications be mailed upon request by mail or phone.
  Federal law also requires that telephone interviews replace face-to-face interviews with eligibility workers at food stamp offices under certain hardship conditions.
  

In May and August 2003, the FNS put out a series of reports describing examples of “best practices” for increasing access to the food stamp program.
  The studies gave examples of states or regions within states that use creative outreach programs to educate and attract those eligible for food stamps that otherwise may not apply.  Examples ranged from distributing food stamp information through an interactive kiosk at a mall in West Virginia, to advertising food stamps on the radio and in newspapers in New Jersey. The report also detailed many examples of food stamp offices that used online outreach or offered online application services.  In addition, the food stamp application used by Chicago reportedly allows persons whose work or school schedules make it difficult to attend an interview at a social services office to check a box that allows them to select a phone interview instead of a face-to-face interview.
 

These examples demonstrate the need for food stamp agencies to reach out to those who lack proper information or access to food stamp offices.  Information from the Welfare Law Center indicates that some assistance offices address the problem of time constraints and manage to stay open from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. by creating two different shifts for employees.
  By increasing overall outreach efforts and specifically targeting the population that may not be available from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., HRA could better reach those in need.
Though the gap between demand and resources widens, HRA has yet to accept recommendations that it extend office hours at food stamp offices to facilitate the enrollment process for low-income working families.  In a 2003 survey of low-income New Yorkers who were accessing food pantries or soup kitchens, 7.1 percent of those who did not apply for food stamps said that one of the largest deterrents to applying was that the offices were not open at times that were suitable for them.

The committee will explore the findings of the reports, which suggest that persons who should be eligible to receive food stamps are discouraged from applying. 

� In the past, HRA has claimed that the annual administrative cost for New York City’s food stamp program is $236 million. Of that amount, HRA has indicated that $85 million comes from the federal government, $61 million is covered by New York State and New York City pays the remaining $90 million. The committee will seek further detail as to the expenditure of funds to administer the program.


� See 7 C.F.R. § 273.2(g) (2002).  The committee has received reports that substantial numbers of applications are not processed for final disposition in this timeframe.  According to the most recent data made available by HRA, the agency makes determinations within the required 30 days, 82.3 percent of the time.


� Under federal regulations, individuals entitled to expedited service must receive benefits within seven days of application.  See 7 C.F.R. §273.2(i).  State regulations require issuance of benefits to those entitled to expedited service within five days.  See 18 NYCRR § 387.8(a)(2).     


� Human Resources Administration, “HRA Fact Sheet,” October 2002. Available: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html� 


� Human Resources Administration, “HRA Fact Sheet,” September 2003. Available: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html�.  


� This estimate was based on the number of New York City residents living below the Federal Poverty Level in FY 2001 who were not enrolled in the food stamp program.  Also see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.cfrcnyc.org/media/foodstamp.pdf" ��http://www.cfrcnyc.org/media/foodstamp.pdf�. At 11.


� In comparison, from March 2002 to March 2003, aggregate enrollment in the food stamp program nationwide increased by 9.3%, from 19,216,647 to 21,013,899.  While enrollment in the food stamp program nationwide increased by 22% from March 2001 to March 2003, enrollment in New York City during that period increased by 2%.   


� Human Resources Administration, “HRA Fact Sheet,” July 2003, August 2003, September 2003. Available: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html�


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.cfrcnyc.org/media/foodstamp.pdf" ��http://www.cfrcnyc.org/media/foodstamp.pdf�, p2.


� A recent study released by Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum reported troubling findings regarding accessibility of food stamp offices during these extended hours.  In the study, anonymous investigators posing as low income, working persons interested in applying for food stamps made visits food stamp offices with extended hours.  In three of ten visits made, the investigators found the offices locked at times when they were supposed to be open.  Even where offices were open during extended hours, employees at the offices refused to grant evening appointments to investigators.  See Locked Out: New York City Working Families Unlawfully Denied Access to Food Stamps, A Report by the Office of the Public Advocate of New York City, November 2003, at 10-11.  


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/serv_foodstamps.html" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/serv_foodstamps.html�. 


� See  7 C.F.R. § 273.2(c)(2). 


� See 7 C.F.R. § 273.2(e)(2). (“The State agency must notify the applicant that it will waive the face-to-face interview  . . . in favor of a telephone interview because of household hardship situations as determined by the State agency.  These hardship conditions include, but are not limited to: Illness, transportation difficulties, care of a household member . . . or work or training hours which prevent the household from participating in an in-office interview.”)


� See “Excellent Service for All: Best Practices for Increasing Access to the Food Stamp Program” USDA, Food and Nutrition Service, Mid-Atlantic Region, Christopher J. Martin, Administrator. Series 1, May 2003, and Series 2, August 2003.


� See Locked Out: New York City Working Families Unlawfully Denied Access to Food Stamps, A Report by the Office of the Public Advocate of New York City, November 2003, at 12.


� “How to Help Working Families Apply for Food Stamps: Waiving the Face-to-Face Interview Requirement,” Welfare Law Center, March 7, 2002. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.welfarelaw.org/foodstamps/flyer.pdf" ��http://www.welfarelaw.org/foodstamps/flyer.pdf�. 


� See NEW YORK CITY COALITION AGAINST HUNGER, “STAMPING OUT HUNGER: EXPLORING BARRIERS TO FOOD STAMPS IN NEW YORK CITY,” (2003).
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