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TITLE:
Resolution calling upon the appropriate committee of the Council of the City of New York to conduct an oversight hearing on the administration of the City’s Food Stamp Program by the Human Resources Administration (HRA). 

.

The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will meet on November 24, 2003 at 10 a.m. to conduct an oversight hearing on food stamp participation as called for by Res. 908. 
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.
  The Committee will explore what accounts for the increases over the past several months and how the agency aims to build upon these successes to hasten enrollment of more eligible New Yorkers.    
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.  The Committee will seek an update on the progress of the plan to implement the shortened food stamp-only application and experience with its use over the past several months.   

Reports of Food Stamp Access in New York City
The Committee will seek to identify steps HRA is taking to eliminate other barriers to enrollment that appear to persist.  The Committee will seek an update on progress made since December 2002 to remedy problems identified by the New York City Council Investigation Division (CID) in an anonymous investigation to determine the availability of food stamp applications at food stamp offices and job centers.  For the study, investigators attempted to visit 20 food stamp offices and 20 job centers publicized on the HRA website as places where NYC residents may apply for food stamps.   Investigators found that in eight cases, the HRA website provided an incorrect address for the food stamp office or job center.  Further, in 11 instances, investigators were unable to obtain an application upon request.  In 9 of the 11 instances where the application was not provided, the investigators were visiting job centers. 

The CID issued a follow-up report in September 2003. Again investigators attempted to visit all 40 locations listed as food stamp offices or job centers on the HRA website. At the time of the report, the HRA website had seven incorrect listings. In eight instances, investigators were unable to obtain applications upon request—all at job centers.  The report recommended, among other things, that applications be made more accessible online, that applicants be allowed to mail in applications, and that applications be made available at additional locations, including Housing Preservation and Development Neighborhood Planning Offices, Medicaid Offices, HIV/AIDS Services Administration drop in centers, State Department of Labor Unemployment Offices, public schools (during registration), community board offices, and workforce career centers. 

Further, the Committee will seek an update on progress HRA has made in remedying problems identified in the USDA’s ongoing report on program access reviews of HRA offices in New York City.  A review issued in July 2002 concluded that, while some significant program deficiencies had been corrected since 1998, “local offices are still in substantial non-compliance with federal requirements relating to food stamp access.”
  The report addressed problems in a few areas of significant concern.  First, despite written policies setting forth appropriate practices for making separate determinations of food stamp eligibility, these decisions often were not made appropriately, so that denial of public assistance automatically resulted in denial of food stamp applications and many people who left public assistance automatically lost food stamp benefits as well.  

In April 2003, HRA submitted a report to the USDA on Food Stamps in New York City.  The report included a Food Stamp Corrective Action Plan designed to address several of the specific deficiencies identified in the earlier USDA audit.  In particular, the Corrective Action Plan indicated that HRA would implement new procedures regarding separate determinations in an effort to avoid erroneous discontinuation of food stamp benefits for persons who leave public assistance but remain eligible for food stamps.  The Committee will seek an update on progress made in improving the practices of local offices, which were reportedly closing TANF cases or denying benefits without making a separate determination of eligibility for food stamps.
  The corrective action plan further sketched out a timeline for conducting trainings on separate determinations.  The Committee will inquire as to progress on these trainings and in making separate determinations in all cases. 

In May 2003 the USDA, Food and Nutrition Service issued another program access report. This report examined the Melrose job center in the Bronx extensively over three days in May 2003. The review indicated that applications were readily available at the center in both English and Spanish, that the appropriate information was posted at the center, and that a receptionist and security guard appropriately directed applicants.
 The investigation also concluded that personnel at the job center had trouble with the eligibility verification review and expedited services,
 gave inappropriate early denials,
 closed or denied cases due to confusion in the separate determination of FSP eligibility from public assistance eligibility,
 and often lacked correct or complete documentation in their files.
 

The report also indicated the results of unannounced anonymous visits to 20 HRA offices throughout New York City. Out of 20 office visits, 9 offices had no reported program violations. The report found that in 5 out of 20 instances investigators were unable to obtain an application, and in 5 out of 20 instances they were given incorrect information regarding when applications needed to be completed, or when they would receive benefits, causing the review to note that “Receptionists and Intake workers appear to require further policy clarification in the area of application processing timeframes.”
 The review also suggested that local offices provide a verification checklist detailing the information that applicants need when first obtaining applications, rather than wait until the first interview with an eligibility worker.
 

Additionally, the FNS review examined the issue of language access. Based on the availability of applications in other languages and the use of translators at interviews, the FNS concluded, “local offices are not consistently utilizing available resources to ensure language requirements are met.”
 This echoes longstanding criticisms of the New York City food stamp program’s language access capabilities. In 1999, several advocacy groups
 commenced a class action lawsuit on behalf of non-English speaking individuals, alleging that then Mayor Giuliani and Jason Turner, the Commissioner of the Department of Social Services/Human Resources Administration, violated their rights under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 42 U.S.C. §2000d, and thereby denied them meaningful access to the Food Stamp Program.
  In 2001, the parties entered into a settlement in which the City agreed to keep records of the primary languages spoken by LEP persons participating in the food stamp program and to send a notice to all food stamp recipients that would notify them of the availability of free interpretation services.  The City further agreed to employ bilingual personnel at offices that serve large populations of LEP clients and to translate applications and other essential documents into no fewer than six languages, including Spanish, Russian, Chinese and Arabic.  The City also agreed to maintain records and provide regular reports regarding the need for translation and interpretation and the City’s ability to provide it.  Since 2001, HRA has made progress in developing its ability to serve clients and potential clients with limited English proficiency.  However, reports completed by HRA, as well as others by advocacy groups and a study by the State, suggest that its efforts have fallen short of what the settlement requires.
 
Additionally, HRA apparently has rejected recommendations that it extend office hours at food stamp offices to facilitate the enrollment process for low-income working families.  The Committee will seek more information about the basis for this decision.  In addition, the Committee will seek to learn what other steps HRA is taking to facilitate access to food stamps for working people.  
The committee will also examine recent data on how often local offices process applications within the thirty days required by federal law.  As of September 2003, 85.4% of applications were processed by job centers within the given timeframe citywide.
   The committee will seek additional information regarding cases that exceed the time frame set by federal law and will seek information regarding processing times at food stamp offices. 
Reports of Increasing Demand at New York City’s Emergency Feeding Programs

A survey released last November reported that New York City soup kitchens and food pantries fed significantly more people in 2002 than in 2000.
  The New York City Coalition Against Hunger (“NYCCAH”) recently released a report regarding increased demand and unmet needs at soup kitchens and food pantries throughout New York City, which suggested that the trend identified in the earlier survey has continued.
  Ninety-two percent of 80 agencies that participated in NYCCAH’s most recent survey indicated that they had seen increased demand over the past two years, 84% of 73 respondents reported increased demand over the past year, and 71% of respondents reported increased demand over the past six months.
   Approximately 48% of persons who requested emergency food assistance were children or their parents.
  Programs reported that nearly 40% of adults who requested emergency food were employed.
 

This data coincides with a national increase in the need for food assistance. The United States Conference of Mayors surveyed 25 cities for its annual report on hunger and homelessness in 2002.  The survey reported that requests for food assistance increased at an average of 19%.
 As need increased, the resources available to help meet that need at emergency food assistance facilities decreased in 52 percent of the cities.  Nearly two-thirds of the cities reported they had to decrease the quantity of food provided and/or the number of times people can come to get food assistance.

City officials identified the leading causes of hunger as high housing costs, low-paying jobs, unemployment, a weak economy, medical costs, homelessness, poverty, substance abuse, reduced public benefits, child care costs, mental health problems, and limited life skills. Those surveyed also repeatedly cited the inaccessibility of public and non-public assistance offices, reporting an inadequate awareness among constituents of the benefits accorded to them by food stamp programs. Increased awareness of food stamp options is essential to improve the food stamp programs across the country and in New York City.

The Committee will explore this data and the findings of reports regarding increasing hunger with HRA.  Assuming that emergency feeding programs are experiencing increased demand, the Committee will seek to understand what that indicates about food insecurity in New York City and about the status of the City’s efforts to enroll all eligible individuals in the food stamp program.

� 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 is making  determinations within the required 30 days 85.4% 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,” September 2003. Available: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html�.


� United States Department of Agriculture, Food Stamp Program Access Review, July 22-25, 2002, at 2.  


� Id., at 3-4.  


� Food and Nutrition Service Northeast Region Food Stamp Program, Review of Customer Service and Food Stamp Program Access, May 2003, at 10.


� Id. at 6-7.


� Id. at 8.


� Id. at 5-6.


� Id. at 9.


� Id. at 13.


� Id. 


� Id. at 14.


� The organizations who represented plaintiffs in the class action litigation were: Make the Road by Walking, the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Educational Fund, the New York Immigration Coalition and the New York Legal Assistance Group.  


� The same groups filed a complaint with the Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Civil Rights, alleging similar shortcomings in the City’s handling of Medicaid and public assistance programs.  See, � HYPERLINK "http://www.hhs.gov/ocr/hma11.htm" ��http://www.hhs.gov/ocr/hma11.htm�


� For example, the results of a recent internal study indicated that 31% of non-English speakers in a random sample of recipients were not receiving translated forms and notices when they applied for food stamps at food stamp offices.  Likewise, 56% of non-English speakers were not receiving translated notices when they sought to apply for food stamps at job centers.  See Office of Refugee and Immigrant Access, Interim Access Review (unpublished report on file with Committee on General Welfare.)   Earlier this year, the New York State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (“OTDA”) conducted a survey to determine the adequacy of interpretation services provided by HRA.  The survey was sent to 1200 randomly selected food stamp recipients.  Nearly 600 respondents returned surveys, which provide some indication of the extent and effectiveness of services provided by HRA.  Overall, 11% of food stamp recipients said that they had been told in the previous six months by an HRA employee that interpreter services were not available at their HRA office; 15% said that they had been told within the last six months by an HRA employee to bring their own interpreter to a food stamp location.  See, New York  State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance, Division of Temporary Assistance,  “Interpreter Services Survey,” June 23, 2003 (unpublished report on file with Committee on General Welfare).





� See HRA JobStat Reports, Version 4.0, September 2003. Available: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/center_job_stat.html" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/center_job_stat.html�. 


� United States Department of Agriculture, Food Stamp Program Access Review, July 22-25, 2002, at 2.  


� See New York City Coalition Against Hunger, The Other 364 Days . . . Hunger Isn’t Just on Thanksgiving:  Report on Increasing Demand and Unmet Needs at New York City Soup Kitchens and Food PantrieS (2003).    


� See Id. at 4-5.  These findings are consistent with a survey of demand for emergency food assistance in 25 major cities nationwide recently published by the United States Conference of Mayors.  All cities reported a significant increase in demand for emergency food assistance over the preceding year.  Cities included in the report were: Boston, MA, Burlington, VT, Charleston, SC, Charlotte, NC, Chicago, IL, Denver, CO, Kansas City, Los Angeles, CA, Louisville, KY, Miami, FL, Nashville, TE, Norfolk, VA, Philadelphia, PA, Phoenix. AZ, Portland, OR, Providence, RI, Salt Lake City, UT, San Antonio, TX, Seattle, WA, St. Louis, MO, St. Paul, MN, Trenton, NJ, and Washington, D.C. See The United States Conference of Mayors, A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities 2002: A 25-City Survey. 


� See Id. at 8.  


�  See Id. at 9.  


� US Conference of Mayors, “A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities, 2002,” at i. See http://usmayors.org/uscm/hungersurvey/2002/onlinereport/HungerAndHomelessReport2002.pdf
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