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          1  COMMITTEE ON GENERAL WELFARE

          2                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Good morning.

          3  This meeting of the General Welfare Committee is

          4  called to order. I want to apologize to all involved

          5  for the late start. Monday morning contributed to

          6  the problem, but it was not the first reason for the

          7  late start, but I do apologize. I particularly

          8  apologize for our Public Advocate, because I know

          9  she has a busy schedule.

         10                 We're going to do a brief opening

         11  presentation, and then have an opportunity for at

         12  least one of the other key players that's been

         13  involved in this to make an opening statement. We

         14  may have more than one, depending on how it plays

         15  out, and then we're going to go to the first

         16  witness.

         17                 I want to welcome Committee members

         18  and other Council members who are here, Larry

         19  Seabrook of the Bronx, Eric Gioia of Queens, Kendall

         20  Stewart of Brooklyn, and of course, our Counsel to

         21  the Committee, Jackie Sherman. And we're going to

         22  open with our powerpoint presentation.

         23                 I want to just say at the outset, two

         24  things: One, this has been a tremendous example of

         25  teamwork of the whole effort around the food stamp

                                                            4

          1  COMMITTEE ON GENERAL WELFARE

          2  question. Council Member Gioia has done fantastic

          3  work with the Investigations Committee, Council

          4  Member Perkins and Foster had introduced important

          5  legislation related to this topic, of course the

          6  Public Advocate who came out with a very important

          7  new study that will help I think forward this debate

          8  quite a bit.

          9                 I would like to say that the other

         10  part of the team is the Administration. And as

         11  you'll hear in a powerpoint, I'm not saying they

         12  haven't done some of the right things, vis-a-vis the

         13  food stamp effort, but I'm very disappointed that

         14  they're not going to be testifying today. We noticed

         15  this hearing over two weeks ago. This has been

         16  really one of the top concerns of the General

         17  Welfare Committee and I'm very disappointed that the

         18  Administration, even with that amount of notice, has

         19  chosen not to send a representative to speak on this

         20  issue to talk about what they're doing, and there

         21  are some good things that they're doing, but most

         22  importantly, to answer the questions of this

         23  oversight Committee. So, I'll just start by saying

         24  that is a disappointment and we are going to pursue

         25  this topic further with the Administration.
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          2                 So, the quick, I'm going to do the

          3  quick version of this. The bottom line on food

          4  stamps, there are so many good things about the

          5  program and what it does for New York City.

          6  Obviously this was established as one of the primary

          7  efforts to combat hunger among poor and low-income

          8  families.

          9                 The federal government pays for 100

         10  percent of the actual benefits in this program, and

         11  so you end up providing nutrition, you end up

         12  bringing in federal funds and that money has a big

         13  effect on New York City's economy. So, we're also

         14  helping our economy in the process.

         15                 Now let's look at some numbers of the

         16  level of need. You have to look at our economic

         17  situation and our employment rate to understand just

         18  how important it is to keep getting those who need

         19  food stamps into the program.

         20                 As you can see, in the past month,

         21  although we've had some improvement, unemployment in

         22  New York City still considerably exceeds

         23  unemployment statewide and nationally, and there

         24  certainly is a correlation between the unemployment

         25  rate and need for food stamps.
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          2                 Now, there has been some increase in

          3  the participation rate in food stamps in New York

          4  City, and that is certainly a good thing, but that

          5  increase has not in any sense kept pace with the

          6  level of our economic downturn or economic need.

          7                 If you look at the increase in

          8  unemployment here in New York City, compared to the

          9  participation in the food stamp program, it's not a

         10  direct correlation, but it's one of the best

         11  indicators of need at what level the unemployment

         12  rate is.

         13                 Now, look at the consequence

         14  situation across the entire country. In the last two

         15  years, August '01,  August '03, 24 percent increase

         16  in unemployment nationwide compared to a 25 percent

         17  increase in participation in food stamp programs.

         18                 New York City contrast, 29 percent

         19  increase in unemployment in that two-year span but

         20  only a nine percent increase in the use of food

         21  stamps, and we started at a point where many, many

         22  hundreds of thousands of people who already should

         23  have been getting them weren't, so the situation

         24  just got worse with the economic downturn.

         25                 Some other evidence of the need, in
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          2  terms of hungry families. Look at these statistics

          3  related to what's happening in our soup kitchens,

          4  again, in the last couple of years, this is a

          5  comparison of 2002 versus 2000, 45 percent more

          6  folks going to soup kitchens and using their

          7  services.

          8                 Now, the Community Food Resource

          9  Center estimated in December of last year that

         10  almost 800,000 New Yorkers are eligible for food

         11  stamps and not receiving them. If all of them were

         12  receiving food stamps, that would mean almost a

         13  billion dollars in additional federal benefits

         14  coming into our City each year, with a multiplier

         15  effect that would create 1.4 billion in economic

         16  activity and up to 10,000 jobs.

         17                 So that's a crucial point that when

         18  the food stamp money comes into our City, the

         19  individual goes to the supermarket, the supermarket

         20  pays the wages to the worker, or eventually hires

         21  more workers, and so on and so on and has a huge

         22  economic impact, particularly in our most low-income

         23  neighborhoods.

         24                 Now, look at the verification or the

         25  ratification of this concern across the board. We
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          2  have three very important 100 percent carefully done

          3  reports that come out in the last year or so. USDA

          4  report just recently came out, Council's

          5  investigation report from September and the new

          6  Public Advocate report, all three say the same

          7  thing, those who should be eligible for food stamps,

          8  particularly working families, are running into

          9  unnecessary obstacles in their effort to win the

         10  benefits they deserve.

         11                 I want to particularly thank the

         12  Public Advocate who now will be our first witness,

         13  in the absence of the Administration, and I must say

         14  I am thrilled to have her as our first witness in a

         15  moment, because she really has done something

         16  outstanding in her report and she's had a lot of

         17  good company.

         18                 In the larger effort to promote food

         19  stamps, again, I don't want to say the

         20  Administration has never done something they should

         21  do. I do want to commend HRA for some of their

         22  recent outreach efforts and some of the improvements

         23  they have made, and on the good side, HRA, the

         24  Public Advocate, the United Way, the Vendy

         25  Corporation, the Community Food Resource Center,
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          2  there are a lot of entities that are really trying

          3  to do the right thing and are contributing to the

          4  outreach effort to make sure that as many people

          5  know about their rights to food stamps, if possible,

          6  and take advantage of them. We have seen an increase

          7  in enrollment over the past month. I certainly think

          8  that's a positive sign. But, again, our argument is

          9  it's nothing compared to what it could be.

         10                 How huge problem is how quickly and

         11  efficiently we process applications. According to

         12  the most recent information available from HRA,

         13  nearly 15 percent of food stamp applications at job

         14  centers are not processed within 30 days, and that's

         15  required by federal law, so one in six people does

         16  not have their application handled on a timely

         17  basis, and we hear that there may be increasing

         18  levels of backlogs as we go along.

         19                 Again, this is the kind of question

         20  we would have liked to have asked HRA in person, to

         21  get further detail.

         22                 Another crucial question here is are

         23  people getting food stamps who may have applied for

         24  public assistance, and not received, or may be

         25  coming off of public assistance because of the
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          2  five-year limit and now don't have a further right

          3  to public assistance, but do have a right to food

          4  stamps.

          5                 Now, USDA has recognized HRA's

          6  failure to grant all applications in what's called

          7  "separate determination," so in other words to look

          8  at each application separately on the question of

          9  food stamp eligibility alone.

         10                 The USDA review was from May of 2003,

         11  included a finding that separate determinations were

         12  not made in almost half of the cases examined. So,

         13  about half the people didn't get looked at

         14  sufficiently to see if they deserve food stamps.

         15                 Now, again, we hear and we appreciate

         16  the HRA is taking steps to approve that situation,

         17  in terms of separate determinations, and we heard

         18  earlier, that earlier this year reported a target of

         19  80 percent of temporary assistance closings to

         20  receive food stamps two months after the closing of

         21  their temporary assistance cases. That was the goal

         22  and we appreciate that.

         23                 We don't know the details and we want

         24  to keep working to find out what is being done to

         25  make that as efficient as possible.
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          2                 Now, the key question here is how do

          3  we get to as many people as possible? How do we

          4  recognize what the best way is to reach people and

          5  ensure they get food stamps. I want to commend

          6  Council Member Foster, she's put forward a

          7  resolution which calls for a number of new

          8  approaches to making sure people get food stamps,

          9  you see some of the items here, extending office

         10  hours, same day interviews, these are very clear

         11  common sense innovations that we think would improve

         12  the situation mightily.

         13                 Now, unfortunately, we understand

         14  that HRA reviewed and rejected the suggestion in

         15  particular to extend office hours. We think that's a

         16  mistake and we'd like to understand why that

         17  decision was made. And as you're about to hear in a

         18  moment from the Public Advocate, in her report, the

         19  idea that people would actually go into an office

         20  where they should be able to get service related to

         21  food stamps and find that depending on the hour of

         22  day that they're not able to actually access those

         23  services. I think we liken that here to if you go

         24  into a bank with late hours and you come in and they

         25  say, oh, we do have late hours but we don't allow
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          2  withdrawals. You go into a library for evening hours

          3  and they say we have evening hours but you're not

          4  allowed to take a book out. I mean, that's the same

          5  lunacy of having extended hours at a job center but

          6  not allowing people to try and access their food

          7  stamps. We want to find out how to make this process

          8  work better for people in terms of their real needs.

          9                 Just a quick example. This can be

         10  done. Look at Chicago. Third largest City in the

         11  Country, this is the actual form that Chicago uses

         12  when someone applies for food stamps. They literally

         13  ask whether the individual can make an interview

         14  during normal working hours, and if they can't, they

         15  have an option to do a telephone interview. If their

         16  work or school schedule precludes normal working

         17  hours, they have that option. Chicago recognizes

         18  from the beginning that they want to serve people

         19  and whatever time frame works for them.

         20                 Last point on the variety of points

         21  that we're looking at today, the question of the

         22  waiver for able-bodied single individuals. This has

         23  been an issue that's really been talked about well

         24  over a year now. I want to thank Council Member

         25  Perkins, who has taken a lead on this issue. And the
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          2  bottom line is we're trying to make sure that the

          3  City retains as much flexibility as possible, and

          4  that when the federal government offers a waiver so

          5  that it has the option to serve more people, it

          6  should take that waiver, and then pursue whatever

          7  policies it thinks makes sense within it, but at

          8  least keep its options open.

          9                 In fact, if you look around New York

         10  State, 22 of 29 counties of New York State that are

         11  eligible for this waiver have taken it. I would note

         12  for the record, those include some of the largest

         13  cities in Upstate New York, and they happen to be

         14  counties that are run by Republican County

         15  executives, so this need not be seen as an

         16  ideological matter. This waiver is simply a smart

         17  effort to keep the options of the City government

         18  open so it can serve as many people who might be

         19  hungry in the time of economic downturn.

         20                 And I'll simply conclude by saying

         21  where we started, remember, the simplicity of the

         22  food stamp program, it feeds people who are hungry,

         23  it brings money into our economy, it brings federal

         24  resources in that otherwise would go wasted. This is

         25  something we can't not afford to continue at the
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          2  rate we're doing. We must do better for the sake of

          3  New York City. And I look forward to all of our

          4  witnesses testifying today, but before we get to our

          5  witnesses, I really want to thank my colleague, Eric

          6  Gioia, who has done an outstanding job in the

          7  Investigations Committee, and I want to give him an

          8  opportunity to make an opening statement.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER GIOIA: Thank you, Mr.

         10  Chair. And thank you, Madam Public Advocate, for all

         11  the work you have done on this issue that's

         12  important to all New Yorkers, and particularly

         13  important to the millions of people who are not

         14  getting food stamps. And thank you, Mr. Chair, for

         15  your leadership on it.

         16                 I chair Oversight Investigations and

         17  it's the purview of my community to go out there and

         18  see how government isn't working the way it should,

         19  particularly examining programs to see how the

         20  benefits of a program are not getting to the people

         21  who need the most because of bureaucratic red tape

         22  or because of ineptitude. It's been a pleasure

         23  working with you on this.

         24                 The thought that there are children

         25  who will go to bed hungry tonight in our City, the
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          2  thought that there are children who go to bed hungry

          3  this week, Thanksgiving week, in New York City, is a

          4  sad fact.

          5                 The realization that there is more

          6  this City can do but is failing to do is

          7  unconscionable. The facts, as you've just enumerated

          8  them, are an absolute indictment against the

          9  implementation of this program by the City.

         10  Eight-hundred thousand people who qualify yet don't

         11  receive benefits, $1 billion in federal aid is left

         12  on the table by this City.

         13                 Mr. Chairman, we now have a series of

         14  reports detailing the bureaucratic mess at HRA. We

         15  now have a series of reports starting with the

         16  Council reports, two reports done by my Committee on

         17  Investigations. I believe there were two reports

         18  done by the Public Advocate and now we have a

         19  federal audit that shows that the needy, the hungry

         20  in this City are being forced to navigate a

         21  bureaucratic maze of red tape to get the food stamps

         22  that they need to feed their children. This is an

         23  outrage. On top of this outrage is the recalcitrance

         24  of an administration and a commissioner who fails to

         25  come before us today to explain, a failure to come
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          2  before us to say this is how I want to work with you

          3  to make it better. A failure to come before us and

          4  say, listen, I know the facts are bad, but let me

          5  tell you what we've done over the past year to try

          6  to improve them, it's a work-in-progress and here's

          7  what we're going to have in a year. Here's our goal.

          8  Here's our benchmark. It is an outrage that she

          9  would not come before us today to testify.

         10                 Now, I have to tell you, when Mayor

         11  Bloomberg was elected, he promised to come into this

         12  City and bring a manager's eye, to bring a

         13  businessman's savvy to the way City government

         14  works.

         15                 I have to ask, if this were happening

         16  in a private company, if you were leaving a billion

         17  dollars on the table and failing to serve 800,000

         18  customers, would you let that continue? I mean, at

         19  the end of the day, if you can't do the job and you

         20  need to find somebody else who can, there's not an

         21  absence of solutions here. We know what the

         22  solutions are. We've pointed out the solutions in

         23  cities across the country, most recently Chicago,

         24  we've come up with our own ideas. The failure here

         25  is not a failure to find solutions, the failure here
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          2  is a failure to implement solutions. And I've got to

          3  tell you, what's really extraordinary, is that if

          4  you were to go into any store in the City, whether

          5  it be a candy store or a sporting goods store,

          6  whether you go in to buy an article of clothing,

          7  you're going to have point of purchase offers. And

          8  anyone who has ever shopped, anyone who has ever

          9  spent $10 in this City, knows that sometimes as

         10  you're walking out the door, you end up spending

         11  more money when you're walking out the door than

         12  when you did when you walked in the store, because

         13  that's how you market things, and that's how savvy

         14  business people do that.

         15                 Well, here's a situation we have. We

         16  have hungry people. We have hungry children. We have

         17  free money to give them to buy food for their

         18  children, yet this City is so incompetent, it can't

         19  get those food stamps in those parent hands.

         20                 And I just want to enumerate some of

         21  the findings of our most recent study. These are the

         22  findings of our second investigation. This is a year

         23  after we pointed out to the Commissioner in this

         24  room problems of the food stamp program. Seven out

         25  of the 40 sites, food stamp sites, listed on the New
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          2  York City web site were incorrect.

          3                 At eight of the remaining 33 sites,

          4  that's 24 percent of the sites, our investigators

          5  were not able to obtain food stamp applications upon

          6  request. In other words, food stamp applications

          7  were not available at nearly one out of every four

          8  locations that were correctly listed on the website.

          9                 Nine sites had no written information

         10  about the food stamp program. Now, a year ago we sat

         11  in this room and we said, have you thought about

         12  putting up a sign? Have you thought about putting up

         13  a poster saying food stamp applications available

         14  here? Twenty-seven percent of the sites we could

         15  find, which by the way less than half of the sites

         16  were on the website, still couldn't get an

         17  application. Fifty-two percent of the time

         18  investigators were asked personal information,

         19  including their income, their zip code, their

         20  marital status, at six locations investigators were

         21  asked personal information and subsequently could

         22  not get an application.

         23                 This isn't the rules. This is almost

         24  like you're trying to put up barriers. Like it's a

         25  game. Like the person comes in and says I'm hungry,
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          2  my child is hungry, and they say, well, can you

          3  answer the $64,000 question because we're not going

          4  to give it to you unless you give us what's your

          5  birthday and a number of other questions. I mean,

          6  you really have to ask what is the mindset and

          7  whether we need to complete the retraining of every

          8  HRA employee who is responsible for giving out food

          9  stamp applications. And the question then goes to

         10  the Commissioner, why isn't this being done? I'd

         11  love to ask the question.  But the Commissioner --

         12  and by the way, I'd love to see the Commissioner's

         13  schedule today to find out what was more important

         14  than speaking to the City Council and giving answers

         15  to our questions on Thanksgiving week when children

         16  will go hungry in the City, when we know what the

         17  solutions to these problems are, yet she won't

         18  implement them.

         19                 I really want to know where is the

         20  Commissioner? What is she doing right now? Is there

         21  a head of state visiting? Is the Pope in town? Like

         22  what in the world could the Commissioner be doing

         23  that she is not testifying right now?

         24                 I'm going to wrap up now and thank

         25  the Public Advocate and thank the Chairman for their
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          2  work. And I'd also like to thank all the people in

          3  this room and around the City who work so hard

          4  year-round, but particularly hard this week to feed

          5  the hungry in this City. Every social service, every

          6  charity in this room, you do a wonderful job, you're

          7  doing God's work, and you really should not have to

          8  work so hard to pick up after the City of New York,

          9  and I hope that in the near future we'll be able to

         10  sit in this room and say, New York City is doing all

         11  they can to feed the hungry, and I thank you all

         12  very much.

         13                 Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Thank you,

         15  Council member. We appreciate your passion, this

         16  well-placed passion on this issue.

         17                 I also want to welcome, we were

         18  joined a moment ago by Council Member Serrano, I

         19  know he's coming back, and we have been joined by my

         20  colleague Bill Perkins.

         21                 I also want to note that our

         22  colleague Christine Quinn was scheduled to be here

         23  but unfortunately has to go to a funeral today and

         24  we offer her our condolences.

         25                 But I want to especially give an
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          2  opportunity to Council Member Bill Perkins to say an

          3  opening comment, because the resolution he

          4  introduced is one of the reasons why we're having

          5  this hearing today, and I want to thank him for

          6  that.

          7                 Council Member Bill Perkins.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Thank you

          9  very much, Chairman DeBlasio, for this opportunity

         10  and for your stewardship with this Committee, which

         11  has been extraordinary, and sensitivity and

         12  responsiveness to the needs of the least able in our

         13  City, who despite what some people may believe, are

         14  citizens of our City, and more often or not are

         15  paying taxes one way or another, and deserve to be

         16  embraced by this Council, as well as by the

         17  Administration when it comes to services.

         18                 I want to apologize for my lateness.

         19  We are in the process of negotiating the lead bill

         20  that would prevent childhood lead poisoning and we

         21  were in negotiations with the Administration and so

         22  that's why I was a little late. But I just wanted to

         23  thank you for bringing us together. This resolution

         24  is very simple, I think the passion that you heard

         25  from my colleague, Gioia, expresses it aptly, we are
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          2  simply trying to feed the hungry, we're simply

          3  trying to live up to our responsibility, as a City,

          4  to make sure that whatever resources are available

          5  to us are appropriately applied to those who are in

          6  need.

          7                 This is not simply a matter, from my

          8  point of view, of incompetence on the part of the

          9  Administration. Quite frankly, it's also I believe a

         10  matter of heartlessness. It's a matter of prejudice

         11  with regard to the poor and the hungry. This is an

         12  example of the Administration deciding to be

         13  Scrooge, instead of Santa Claus, and I would say

         14  with regard to the Commissioner, Mr. Chairman, that

         15  maybe it's time that we exercise our subpoena power

         16  when her behavior is such that it's a smack in the

         17  face, not simply to this Committee, but also to the

         18  people of this City, because she is required by the

         19  Charter to be here when these important matters are

         20  before the public, and for her not to be here, as

         21  was again pointed out by my colleague Gioia, is

         22  really an insult.

         23                 So, we're not talking about simply

         24  incompetence, we're talking about respect for this

         25  Council and for the people of the City of New York.
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          2  We're also talking about prejudices that I believe

          3  were underlying the motivation of the Administration

          4  to be so resistant. Thank you very much.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Thank you very

          6  much, Council Member Perkins. As you say in the

          7  street, you always tell it like it is. I guess

          8  that's the most dated, but you do. Thank you.

          9                 We are very, very pleased to call

         10  forward our first witness, first time she's been on

         11  this side, but because she's done a very important

         12  new report, it certainly is appropriate to you as a

         13  witness, it's Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum. Thank

         14  you for all you have done on this issue. It's been

         15  outstanding, and you've definitely made a huge

         16  contribution, and particularly with your most recent

         17  report, I think you've informed this debate greatly,

         18  and we welcome your testimony.

         19                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Thank you.

         20  And I agree with all of you. And I think it's

         21  particularly at this time of year that we shed the

         22  light on exactly what's going on in this City, in

         23  terms of the program that as you have pointed out,

         24  is a federally funded program, it does not cost the

         25  City anything.
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          2                 So, last year when I released a

          3  report called stamping out hunger, my report last

          4  year compared the food stamp enrollment rates of

          5  America's largest cities and New York's most

          6  populous counties. We found that New York City's

          7  enrollment rate again last year was dead last, and

          8  that it was the only location to actually experience

          9  a decrease in enrollment.

         10                 Updated enrollment figures for June

         11  2002 to June 2003 show some improvement, but New

         12  York City is still third from the bottom among nine

         13  of the country's major cities. It is tied for last

         14  among the state's largest counties.

         15                 This is true, despite the fact that

         16  our unemployment rate has remained significantly

         17  higher than the nation as a whole.

         18                 And in most places, as you have

         19  pointed out, where unemployment rages, you have an

         20  increase in food stamp users.

         21                 My office conducted an investigation

         22  to learn exactly what's going on. The results are

         23  not good. In fact, the results suggest a large scale

         24  failure by HRA to do what it takes to get eligible

         25  people enrolled in this program.
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          2                 Over a period of two weeks

          3  representatives of my office posed as single

          4  low-income workers, and attempted to enroll for food

          5  stamps, using each of the alternative methods that

          6  according to federal law are supposed to be

          7  available for working people.

          8                 That is, they went to all of the four

          9  offices that have extended hours from five to six

         10  o'clock on weekdays and nine to five on Saturdays

         11  and tried to obtain an application and schedule an

         12  enrollment interview.

         13                 They tried to obtain information and

         14  ask questions about the program by phone during the

         15  day, and they tried to submit necessary paperwork by

         16  mail, fax or an authorized representative.

         17                 These are all options that the City

         18  is required to provide by law. What my team found

         19  was a pervasive unwillingness to accommodate working

         20  people.

         21                 On three out of the ten times visits

         22  to these four food stamp offices were made, one in

         23  each of the boroughs except Staten Island, the doors

         24  were locked during extended office hours, one full

         25  hour before they were supposed to close.
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          2                 On all other visits, all of them, my

          3  investigators were refused an evening appointment.

          4  They were told that no appointments were ever

          5  scheduled during the supposed extended office hours

          6  and that they should call the office during the day

          7  or make a Saturday appointment.

          8                 So, they tried calling, and they kept

          9  calling until they got all their questions answered.

         10  On more than two-thirds of their attempts, no one

         11  picked up the phone.

         12                 Our caller to the Bronx site only got

         13  through one out of 14 times, and then he was put on

         14  hold until the call was disconnected.

         15                 They asked if they could submit their

         16  application by mail, fax, or a representative, such

         17  as a family member. The requests to do so were

         18  frequently illegally denied.

         19                 Some of the offices, people in the

         20  offices told them that these options didn't exist.

         21  Others said, and I find this as a former

         22  Commissioner completely outrageous, that any faxed

         23  or mailed application to that office would get lost.

         24  In other words, the worker in that office told our

         25  representative that if paper was faxed or paper was
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          2  sent, the paper would get lost.

          3                 Telling a working mother or father

          4  that he or she can't take advantage of his legal

          5  right to mail in an application because the office

          6  will lose it, that's just wrong. Come on.

          7                 In my report last year I made four

          8  recommendations about how to bring enrollment rates

          9  up to an acceptable level. The City ignored two of

         10  the recommendations, but adopted others.

         11                 At our urging, and with many of our

         12  not-for-profit partners, HRA did partner with local

         13  not-for-profits to conduct a more effective outreach

         14  program, and we were able to raise significant

         15  private money, which in the next instance will be

         16  matched, and with our partners, again, and

         17  considerable prodding of HRA, we did do an outreach

         18  program with the United Way and community

         19  organizations to involve or to sign up more food

         20  stamp users.

         21                 The City also committed, in addition

         22  to doing this program, to use the two-page

         23  application form, which is used elsewhere in this

         24  State. At two of the four sites my investigators

         25  visited, the two page form was nowhere to be found.
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          2  Applicants were only given the long form, which is

          3  16 pages. There is no excuse for making people have

          4  to deal with something this silly. If nothing can be

          5  done in two pages, why in the world would you ever

          6  be asked to do 16 pages?

          7                 The Bloomberg Administration has made

          8  a point of emphasizing the importance of work as a

          9  good escape from poverty. The food stamp program

         10  helps people keep their job. The food stamp program

         11  also allows low-income workers to avoid having to

         12  run to soup kitchens, to devote more resources to

         13  paying their rent and utility so they can maintain

         14  stability that is necessary to keep them in the

         15  workforce, to say nothing of the fact it helps them

         16  put food on the table.

         17                 So, if the Administration is serious

         18  about getting people to work, Mayor Bloomberg needs

         19  to know about the federal food stamp program.

         20                 Let me reiterate that all of the

         21  benefits of this program do not cost the City a

         22  dime. How can we justify not fixing it?

         23                 The good news is that the fix isn't

         24  all that complicated. First and foremost, HRA needs

         25  to train its employees to obey the law. They must
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          2  conduct phone interviews and properly review

          3  applications sent by mail, faxed or by an authorized

          4  representative.

          5                 Second, HRA needs to make extended

          6  office hours real. Resolution 749 calls on the Mayor

          7  and HRA to make food stamp office hours more

          8  flexible, and of course they should. But changes on

          9  the books have to be enforced at the sites

         10  themselves.

         11                 Leaving the lights on, but locking

         12  the doors doesn't work. Caseworkers must schedule

         13  appointments between five and six in the evening

         14  when working people have the opportunity to make

         15  their appointments.

         16                 Also, for those offices that are open

         17  on the weekends, there should be weekend staff that

         18  are actually trained and authorized to process

         19  applications and handle client needs, so that

         20  weekend visits aren't a waste of time.

         21                 The two-page application should be

         22  made available at every food stamp office. In

         23  addition, HRA should make the application available

         24  on its website creating one more point of access.

         25                 Finally, HRA should make a good faith
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          2  effort to publicize all of the various options that

          3  people have in applying for food stamps.

          4                 No New Yorker should be made to feel

          5  that they qualify for assistance, but can't get it

          6  because the system is unresponsive.

          7                 These recommendations are not

          8  complicated and they're not radical, they're common

          9  sense. We can no longer look low-income New Yorkers

         10  and tell them, you qualify for help, it's not going

         11  to cost us anything but we can't get our act

         12  together to give it to you.

         13                 I would like to take this opportunity

         14  to reinforce my support for a federal food stamp

         15  waiver for able-bodied adults without dependent

         16  children by supporting Resolution 877, which calls

         17  on HRA to request the automatic waiver.

         18                 There is no reason in the world why

         19  we shouldn't ask for all the aid, all the federal

         20  money that's available to us.

         21                 Thank you very much. Are there any

         22  questions?

         23                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Public

         24  Advocate, I want to thank you very, very much. I

         25  think this is some of the most helpful testimony I
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          2  have heard in a long time, and it's very, very

          3  troubling. This gives new meaning to the idea of the

          4  catch-22.

          5                 But let me ask a few questions, I

          6  know Council Member Perkins, among others, has

          7  questions as well, but let me just start with a few

          8  quick ones.

          9                 You know, this point that you make

         10  about the two-page form versus the 16-page form I

         11  find particularly troubling. I wonder how people can

         12  with a straight face tell the world, and I think

         13  this was four months ago, five months ago, that

         14  there was a splashy announcement of the

         15  Administration moving to the two-page form and what

         16  a great innovation for humanity that was, and in

         17  fact I was one of the first to say that's exactly

         18  what we should be doing, and I find it incredibly

         19  cynical now you find you go to two sites and

         20  literally can't get a two-page form to save your

         21  life, I find that astounding.

         22                 Did you get any explanation in this

         23  process of why the two-page form wasn't available?

         24                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: That's just

         25  the way it is. And I think the other thing, just to
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          2  repeat what she said --

          3                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Could you move

          4  the microphone closer?

          5                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Sorry.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Is it on?

          7                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Yes, it is

          8  on.

          9                 You know, when we started this

         10  process with some of our partners and with the

         11  Council, we went to HRA because the state told us

         12  that in Syracuse they were using a two-page

         13  application, so we thought, okay, using it in

         14  Syracuse, we can use it here. And this was at least

         15  a year before we actually got them to move to do it.

         16  I think Gale Brewer will know the exact date, time,

         17  minutes, of all of it better than I do, but it did

         18  take them a long time to get them to do it, and if

         19  they did it you would have thought there would have

         20  been a huge effort made to get that information down

         21  and those applications of two pages to those

         22  offices. But we did not find that.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Let me give you

         24  an example here. When you were a Commissioner, if

         25  you made a major public announcement that you were
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          2  making a change in your agency, wouldn't you

          3  consider it your own personal responsibility to

          4  ensure that that change was carried out at each and

          5  every office of your agency?

          6                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Absolutely.

          7  And I would make sure in an agency, mine was Parks,

          8  that every local Deputy Commissioner and Borough

          9  Commissioner knew what what the policy was and made

         10  sure everybody in that borough understood what the

         11  policy was and how it should be implemented. It is

         12  not that hard to do.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: I find it

         14  almost worse -- if the argument is made that you

         15  couldn't use a two-page form, which of course I

         16  would have disagreed with intensely, but if that

         17  argument was made and the 16-page form was used

         18  everywhere, and in some way that might have more

         19  integrity than announcing the two-page form to great

         20  fanfare and then not using it, you know, I find that

         21  astounding.

         22                 Let me ask you a couple quick other

         23  questions. I guess the Administration would argue

         24  that there has been progress in the pure numbers,

         25  that a substantial amount of new applicants have
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          2  gotten food stamps. Let me just be the devil's

          3  advocate.

          4                 The Administration said in response

          5  to this hearing, well, wait, you know, we have

          6  enrolled a number of new people, what would you say

          7  to that?

          8                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Well, first

          9  of all, I would say there was a policy change by the

         10  federal government which allowed certain categories

         11  of immigrants to receive food stamps, and I think

         12  that happened in April, so that would be one reason

         13  for an increase in enrollment.

         14                 Two, we have high unemployment, and

         15  sometimes when you have high unemployment, we have

         16  more people eligible that are actually going to sign

         17  up for food stamps, it's a bad economy and in New

         18  York it's particularly bad.

         19                 I also think that perhaps the program

         20  of the United Way and CFRC, which is now attempting

         21  to increase outreach for enrollment has been

         22  effective. They have signed up about 5,000 new

         23  applicants. I don't know how many of those who have

         24  been signed up have actually received or been deemed

         25  eligible for food stamps, but there is that 5,000
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          2  increase in that particular program, that's the

          3  Vendy, that was done with the private money. So, I

          4  think those three things could account for the

          5  increase, and, yes, there has been an increase and

          6  we're pleased about that. We need a lot more.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Let me ask as

          8  well, one of the parts I found particularly

          9  interesting in your report was the discussion of the

         10  hours of operation. So let me ask you a theoretical

         11  question. As we said previously, Council Member

         12  Foster also highlighted this point, that so many of

         13  the entities in this world, you know, banks and

         14  other institutions and private sector and many

         15  public sector agencies are experimenting with hours

         16  that are more conducive to their clientele. But in

         17  fairness, you do have the full workday in the

         18  current structure, the full workday and I guess some

         19  Saturday hours as well. Talk to me from your report

         20  about why that wouldn't be sufficient just to have

         21  the workday hours and the Saturday hours.

         22                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Well, I

         23  think it would be sufficient if in fact you could

         24  really go there on Saturday and get your

         25  application, fill it in and perhaps be made
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          2  eligible.

          3                 But we found that (a) you couldn't

          4  make an appointment to go on Saturday, you weren't

          5  encouraged to go, and the after hour locations from

          6  five to six in those locations that we went,

          7  remember the door was locked, even though the lights

          8  were on inside.

          9                 So, I am sure there are many ways in

         10  which you can spend hours, make them easier, it

         11  doesn't mean the worker has to work from eight in

         12  the morning until seven at night, you can let

         13  somebody come in flex time, something we all think

         14  is a good idea, maybe from 11:00 to 8:00, or

         15  Saturday work. I know it can be done, because,

         16  again, when I ran the Parks Department, we had

         17  workers working all weekend long, and they had two

         18  days off and the other days of the week.

         19                 I think it can be done, it should be

         20  done, and I think we should do everything we can,

         21  because I think it's terribly important to stimulate

         22  the economy in the way that the food stamp program

         23  does stimulate the economy, as well as helping

         24  people get through.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Would it be
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          2  your assumption if the hours were calibrated to

          3  exactly when people could be there that we would see

          4  a much greater increase in participation of the food

          5  stamp program?

          6                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: I absolutely

          7  do think that. And I also think if the workers were

          8  trained and make things a little more accessible,

          9  and if you use the two-page application, we'd have a

         10  huge increase in people signing up and getting food

         11  stamps.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Well, that

         13  leaves me my last question.

         14                 So, you, in fact I guess close to a

         15  year ago, presented a series of recommendations.

         16  Talk to me about what happened with each of those

         17  recommendations that you provided to the

         18  Administration.

         19                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Well, the

         20  request to go to the two-page application they did

         21  listen to.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Theoretically.

         23                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM:

         24  Theoretically.

         25                 They did listen to the extended hours
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          2  and making them more accessible, theoretically. They

          3  did more than theoretically do this pilot program,

          4  although it took a lot of prodding and working but

          5  it's a very, very good model, which I hope we will

          6  replicate again and again and again, getting a

          7  private corporation to come in with the United Way

          8  to give a donation, a large donation, to then train

          9  community workers to go out and bring in more people

         10  to the food stamp program. And I believe that there

         11  are other corporations ready to do this, they're

         12  still working out the kinds in the first program,

         13  but as I said, about 5,000 people have been screened

         14  through this program and that's a very positive

         15  effect and I want to give HRA credit for that.

         16                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: And let's

         17  see, what was the fourth one? The fourth

         18  recommendation I made. It's hard to make them when

         19  nobody listens, you know?

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER GIOIA: We're

         21  listening.

         22                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: The

         23  partnership. You listen, yes. The application form,

         24  the accessible hours, the partnership program.

         25  Sorry, I don't remember the fourth.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: That's okay.

          3  Let me just do my own score card, though. So, again,

          4  I said from the beginning, I appreciate when the

          5  Administration has supported additional outreach

          6  efforts. I don't belittle that. I appreciate that. I

          7  want to see a whole lot more. But I do want to be

          8  fair, except for the partnership with a non-profit,

          9  I mean your own investigation shows that it's very

         10  dubious how the two-page form is being used, it's

         11  very dubious how the extended hours is being used,

         12  both in terms of are they the right extended hours,

         13  are people actually getting service during those

         14  extended hours?

         15                 So, in terms of the recommendations

         16  you made last year, I don't even give them 50

         17  percent so far on this, in reality.

         18                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Yes. In

         19  reality. I actually think the fourth recommendation

         20  was to sign onto the waiver.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Right.

         22                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: And that was

         23  completely ignored.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: We've all been

         25  astounded in the Council about that from day one.
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          2                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: As you

          3  pointed out in your testimony, many counties, many

          4  cities in Upstate New York have signed onto the

          5  waiver, and they happen to be run by republican

          6  executives. I still don't understand why we do not

          7  sign onto the waiver, and so I would say they're

          8  only batting one-third.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: I want to ask

         10  the Mayor to reach the level of innovative that

         11  Onadaga County reached years ago. That's my

         12  statement.

         13                 Let me turn to Council Member Bill

         14  Perkins.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Thank you

         16  very much, Mr. Chairman. And thank you, Madam Public

         17  Advocate, for your due diligence with regard to this

         18  particular issue. I think it represents why we need

         19  a Public Advocate. It is the Public Advocate at its

         20  best.

         21                 Are we seeing a failure of good

         22  government, goodwill or both?

         23                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Well, I

         24  would rather say it's a failure of good government.

         25  I would say the sort of management, the inefficiency
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          2  in management has been pointed out by some of your

          3  colleagues here, Council member, which is that if

          4  you as a Commissioner make a policy, it's your

          5  responsibility to make sure that that policy is

          6  implemented.

          7                 So, I would not like to impart bad

          8  will on the part of the Administration, although the

          9  fact they don't sign the waiver makes me a little

         10  bit nervous about making that statement.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Okay, because

         12  you do say you found pervasive unwillingess to

         13  accommodate working people, as well.

         14                 Would you consider this a crisis?

         15                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: I think it's

         16  a crisis if you as a working New Yorker don't have

         17  enough food, don't have enough time to go and apply

         18  for food stamps, and therefore don't have enough

         19  food, that's a crisis for those individuals, so I

         20  think for the rest of us it is, and I think at this

         21  time of the year it is really a crisis because we

         22  don't want anybody going hungry. We don't ever want

         23  them going hungry in this, the richest City in the

         24  world, but particularly this week.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: One of the
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          2  concerns I have, Mr. Chairman, is that we're in what

          3  the Public Advocate reluctantly but firmly

          4  considered to be a crisis, and there's no one here

          5  from the Administration at all. There's not even an

          6  intergovernmental affairs person. Unless I'm wrong,

          7  raise your hand. So, this is a very serious matter

          8  that the Administration seems to find absolutely no

          9  interest in whatsoever at a very serious point in

         10  time.

         11                 Madam Public Advocate, you have a

         12  sentence here about training employees to obey the

         13  law. So, they're breaking the law from your point of

         14  view?

         15                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Yes, I would

         16  say they are breaking the law. The federal law

         17  states that all these things must be done, and it's

         18  not being done. It could be a matter of training and

         19  that these workers have not been sufficiently

         20  trained in what the regulations and federal laws

         21  are.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Okay. Well,

         23  again, I'm very concerned, Mr. Chairman, that we

         24  have this crisis situation, laws are not being

         25  complied with, the Administration absent, in the
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          2  middle of the holiday season, and your Commissioner

          3  showing the utmost disregard for this Committee and

          4  for this Council, and the Charter that requires her

          5  to be here, and I would just want to say once again,

          6  that the subpoena power is at our disposal and maybe

          7  this is a good enough issue to exercise it. Thank

          8  you.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Well said,

         10  Council member. And we will certainly have to have a

         11  serious discussion within the Committee about

         12  whether this is the time to do it. I share your

         13  frustration.

         14                 Council Member Stewart.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: Thank you,

         16  Mr. Chair.

         17                 Madam Public Advocate, in your

         18  studies, did you find any roles that the social

         19  workers at the institutions, if there's any role of

         20  the social workers at the institutions, like

         21  hospitals, play in terms of increasing the number of

         22  people that is on, that get food stamps?

         23                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Council

         24  Member Stewart, we didn't actually look for that. We

         25  were looking very specifically in the HRA offices
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          2  that are supposed to be providing social -- sorry,

          3  food stamp applications.

          4                 In my other travels, particularly

          5  visiting senior centers, many of the directors of

          6  senior centers and the social workers in the senior

          7  centers, do in fact try to sign up those seniors who

          8  are eligible. They seem to be a really good effort,

          9  in many of them. Again, we haven't done a study

         10  there, but that's the one place where I've seen it.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: You're

         12  talking about the senior centers?

         13                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Yes. Not the

         14  actual places where we went to find out if the food

         15  stamp applications process was being made easier.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: And is it the

         17  long forms they were using still, or are they using

         18  the two page that you mentioned?

         19                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: We found

         20  very few places, very few of these centers who were

         21  using the short form, they were still using the long

         22  form, 16 pages.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: So there is

         24  really not a big change in terms of trying to help

         25  with your recommendations.
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          2                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Right.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: That's what

          4  you're saying?

          5                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Yes. There

          6  is not. And it was interesting because I don't know

          7  whether I made it clear, when we first started this

          8  project with several of our partners. The state told

          9  us, it was the State Department of Social Services,

         10  I believe, Joel probably knows better than I, that

         11  said there's a two-page application process that we

         12  use up in Syracuse, and why can't you use that

         13  two-page application process in New York City? We

         14  started then, and it was about a year ago, putting

         15  pressure and asking and pushing the Administration

         16  to agree to use this two-page form. They did agree

         17  finally. But it's one thing to agree, it's another

         18  thing to implement. So, now they've got to be pushed

         19  into implementing and getting that information and

         20  that two-page form to every center that gives food

         21  stamps.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: In general,

         23  whose jurisdiction is all the social workers that

         24  work in the institutions like hospitals and senior

         25  centers and nursing homes? Whose jurisdiction is
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          2  that?

          3                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: I think it

          4  depends on the place they are. In the senior centers

          5  the social workers work for that organization that

          6  runs the senior center. I would assume in the

          7  hospital they work for the hospitals. I assume that

          8  the social workers who work in the HRA centers work

          9  for HRA. I don't think we interviewed any social

         10  workers. No, we did not interview any social

         11  workers.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: I think it

         13  might be a good effort if we tried to at least

         14  involve the social workers some more and make sure

         15  that they're well aware of their problems, and we

         16  can try to get as many people as possible registered

         17  to get food stamps.

         18                 Thank you, Mr. Chair.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Well, I just

         20  want to say again to the Public Advocate, this is an

         21  extremely important report, and I want to thank you,

         22  because so often things happen in government that

         23  don't have a spotlight shown on them, and people of

         24  this City go unserved, and it has a real impact.

         25                 This is the part I find so astounding
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          2  about this whole discussion, and I find it

          3  particularly troubling that the Administration

          4  wouldn't want to be part of a discussion about how

          5  to stop hunger. You know, it's bad any time of the

          6  year, but days before Thanksgiving, you would think

          7  every single person in New York City would be

          8  looking at how can we help someone in need? And you

          9  would think it would start with the City government.

         10                 And just days before Thanksgiving you

         11  show us what's really happening on the ground,

         12  people are going into a City government office where

         13  they're supposed to be able to get food stamps, and

         14  every possible obstacle is being put in their way.

         15  And I find it amazing. You know, if food stamps cost

         16  the City a lot of money, people would still deserve

         17  them, but I'd understand why the bureaucrats would

         18  be hesitant. If food stamps had been the subject of

         19  tons of fraud and controversy, but for over 30 years

         20  food stamps is one of the programs people actually

         21  say across the country is just plain good, it helps

         22  hungry people, it gets resources to hungry people in

         23  need. And it's unbelievable to me that the City

         24  government can't simply give people the right form

         25  and help them get food stamps. And what I find
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          2  particularly astounding is how can a bureaucrat look

          3  at a hungry family and not want to help them? Who

          4  benefits most from the food stamps? Children. And

          5  this is the part I find amazing.

          6                 As you point out in your report,

          7  people go in during appropriate office hours, they

          8  ask for a form, they get turned away. That's not

          9  just an act of negligent bureaucracy, that means a

         10  child is not going to get food who deserves that

         11  food. It's that simple.

         12                 And I just want to thank you because

         13  I think you've done something very, very powerful.

         14  You've taken all the hype and shown that's really

         15  going on. We were told months ago that this

         16  wonderful new simple streamlined two-page

         17  application was going to make food stamps available

         18  to tens of thousands of more people. Your

         19  investigators go into the office, they can't get

         20  that application. Your investigators go into the

         21  office and they're told we don't do that work during

         22  these hours, and they get turned away.

         23                 As I said, it's like going into a

         24  bank on their evening hours and they say, well,

         25  you're welcome here but you can't take out any
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          2  money. It's unbelievable.

          3                 And I don't know why, after all the

          4  discussion over the last two years that we've had

          5  with this Administration, I don't know why this

          6  isn't like the marshal plan, I don't know why this

          7  isn't like a call to arms throughout this

          8  Administration, to fix this problem. 800,000 New

          9  Yorkers who could be getting food stamps, families

         10  that could be eating better, children who now are

         11  going without proper nutrition, could have the food

         12  they need, and here it is three days before

         13  Thanksgiving.

         14                 So, thank you so much for what you've

         15  done. You've really provided a huge service to this

         16  City. Thank you.

         17                 PUBLIC ADVOCATE GOTBAUM: Thank you

         18  very much.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: We're going to

         20  do a quick vote before our next witness because we

         21  do need to officially file Resolution 908, which is

         22  a resolution that Council Member Perkins put

         23  forward. So, we'll vote and then we'll hold the roll

         24  open for any other Council members from the

         25  Committee to come in. So, clerk, call the roll.
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          2                 COUNCIL CLERK: DeBlasio.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Aye.

          4                 COUNCIL CLERK: Perkins.

          5                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Aye.

          6                 COUNCIL CLERK: Seabrook.

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER SEABROOK: Mr.

          8  Chairman, may I be excused to explain my vote?

          9                 This vote today is probably one of

         10  the most important votes, thanks to Councilman

         11  Perkins and yourself for putting this resolution

         12  together, that it would certainly be an insulting

         13  situation that the majority of people who would

         14  suffer the most from this would be children. It is

         15  our hope that the Administration will have a sense

         16  of compassion and understanding that no child should

         17  go to bed hungry in this City, and that we should do

         18  everything in our power to see. So I vote yes.

         19                 COUNCIL CLERK: Serrano.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER SERRANO: Yes.

         21                 COUNCIL CLERK: Stewart.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: Aye.

         23                 COUNCIL CLERK: By a vote of five in

         24  the affirmative, zero in the negative, no

         25  abstentions, item is filed.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: And you will

          3  keep the vote open for additional members. Thank

          4  you.

          5                 All right, we are going to welcome

          6  our next panel. I would like to welcome Joel Berg,

          7  Carlos Rodriguez and Mark Cohen, and while they're

          8  coming up, I will take this opportunity to embarrass

          9  Joel Berg, because Joel has really put these issues

         10  on the map, and this is in the world of advocacy and

         11  of framing a debate and creating an agenda, I want

         12  to give him special credit, because it's not an easy

         13  thing to do, particularly in the clutter of public

         14  life in New York City. But as we heard in the

         15  previous testimony, these are issues that don't get

         16  resolved easily and they stay in the shadows way too

         17  easily, and, Joel, you've really done something

         18  powerful over these last two years to bring this

         19  issue to the fore and I want to thank you for that.

         20                 MR. BERG: Thank you so much, Mr.

         21  Chairperson. I want to congratulate all of the

         22  Council members on your recent reelection. I know it

         23  was a squeeker for all of you. There was something

         24  else on the ballot a few weeks ago and that did less

         25  well, and that relates to an important point. I just
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          2  want to reinforce how disturbed I am representing a

          3  public interest group that three branches of

          4  government are not actively engaged in this issue

          5  the way I read about in textbooks.

          6                 Mr. Chairman, as you know, as you did

          7  I previously served in the federal government, and I

          8  worked for two federal cabinet secretaries who were

          9  cabinet secretaries for the whole country. When

         10  Congress asked them to come to testify, frequently

         11  with a lot less than two weeks' notice, they showed

         12  up, or sent a deputy, or sent someone.

         13                 You know, my civics books say there

         14  are three branches of government that the City

         15  Charter gives you an oversight function. So I know

         16  you guys have bent over triply backwards to not

         17  being seen as partisan, to not being seen as going

         18  on witch hunts, and I've got to tell you, if the

         19  other side doesn't come and tell their story, it's

         20  hard to have a dialogue.

         21                 I just want to real quickly summarize

         22  my written testimony. I've given you I think 18

         23  pages, maybe I'll make some people happy by cutting

         24  down a lot of trees, but three major points: Food

         25  and security and hunger are indeed sky-rocketing in
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          2  New York City and soup kitchens and food pantries

          3  and charities can no longer be seen as the first

          4  line of defense against this problem.

          5                 Two, as we're discussing today, it is

          6  crazy for the City not to do a better job of getting

          7  people all their benefits, including the food stamps

          8  programs, school lunch, school breakfast, summer

          9  meal programs.

         10                 A few points related to that is many

         11  of the things you are advocating and the wonderful

         12  resolutions that you have put forward, Councilperson

         13  Perkins have put forward, would reduce City

         14  spending. Not only would it bring in federal money,

         15  by reducing the forms they have to print and fill

         16  in, that reduces staff time, by waiving face-to-face

         17  interviews, and letting people get their benefits

         18  over the phone, not only are you complying with

         19  federal law, that reduces City spending.

         20                 Another related point is, again, many

         21  of you have been very charitable about the

         22  improvements that HRA has made, but mostly they are

         23  moving marginally toward complying with federal law

         24  and complying with state regulations.

         25                 Federal law says you have to get your
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          2  food stamps within 30 days. There's a straight

          3  double-standard when a WEP worker makes some

          4  marginal mistake in their requirements. All of a

          5  sudden they're off benefits, and then the City says,

          6  well, it's only federal law, you know, we don't have

          7  to meet that.

          8                 The State application, as a number of

          9  you pointed out, was mandated by the state, the

         10  reduction in applications is no great favorite, so

         11  if they're not doing that, they're in violation of

         12  the state regulation.

         13                 The last Committee hearing the City

         14  denied hunger was increasing in New York City. I

         15  hope that's not their denial today. We're going to

         16  put out a report tomorrow showing again hunger is

         17  sky-rocketing in the City. We know that a record

         18  number of agencies are actually closing, and a

         19  record number of agencies are forced to ration food

         20  because their demand is exceeding their supply of

         21  food, and they are telling us, don't look to us to

         22  solve this problem, get government to do its job.

         23                 And I must say that the continued

         24  claims by the Mayor that welfare reform is working

         25  just perfectly, even their own number, and as you
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          2  discussed, they don't even characterize how many

          3  people have worked after six months, even their own

          4  number is showing a minority of people leaving

          5  welfare for work keep their jobs in the better

          6  economy.

          7                 Just we can't let these claims just

          8  go incredibly unchallenged. And we really have seen

          9  either kind of a bait-n-switch, I don't know how to

         10  characterize it, or talking out different sides on

         11  an issue, but the Mayor who said education and

         12  training would be a centerpiece of his morality,

         13  then vetoing a bill that would have done just what

         14  he and the Commissioner said should be a centerpiece

         15  of their position, and then going to court when

         16  there is overwhelming override, doesn't really show

         17  good faith to make education and training available,

         18  and the proof is in the Mayor's own Management

         19  Report. Fewer people on welfare are getting

         20  education and training than the year where he

         21  started as Mayor; what more can you speak to than

         22  that?

         23                 As you know, I'm on the Mayor's

         24  advisory committee. I'm sorry, not the Mayor's

         25  Advisory Committee, HRA Commissioner's advisory
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          2  committee, and they brag about that often. And I've

          3  had votes on there supporting things the Mayor has

          4  done they liked. I issued a formal resolution on

          5  that committee, which is a legally constituted body

          6  required by state regulation in support of the City

          7  Council's efforts on the Kates Bill (phonetic), and

          8  I was told that there were no votes in contradiction

          9  to the Administration in that Committee. I brought

         10  Robert's rules of order, and I was told that doesn't

         11  count here. And I said, what rules do you have other

         12  bylaws? No rules. So, the fact is there is a certain

         13  kind of pattern here about non-responsiveness.

         14                 We've heard a lot here about food

         15  stamps, and I won't go over points other people have

         16  made, except that there are more than half a million

         17  fewer people receiving food stamps today than eight

         18  years ago.

         19                 A few months ago the Commissioner

         20  came here and made the statement, I want to get this

         21  exactly correct: She said, "Today the food stamp

         22  caseload is at its highest point in 20 years."

         23  That's what she said before the Committee. Unlike

         24  federal law, I don't think there are legal penalties

         25  for making misstatements to the City Council, I
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          2  don't know if there should be or not. Here is the

          3  chart. You can see it for yourself.

          4                 Half a million fewer people less is

          5  not the same as the 20-year high. I don't know how

          6  anyone can confuse that. They use the statistic just

          7  people not getting public assistance. That's saying

          8  we cut down 20 trees, when we planted one, and, oh

          9  boy, aren't there these wonderful trees here. We did

         10  our own study this spring about incredible barriers

         11  to food stamps participation, Councilman Perkins was

         12  there, you've proven it, the Public Advocate has

         13  proven, USDA under the Bush Administration just did

         14  this audit. I mean, let's be candid. How bad do you

         15  have to be about poor folks, when the Bush

         16  Administration says you're not doing a good enough

         17  job? Think about that.

         18                 I'll last say all the resolutions

         19  offered here will make a big difference. I just want

         20  to make a few other quick points. Obesity is often

         21  caused by food insecurity. Some right-wingers are

         22  making the claim, oh, there are fat people, we don't

         23  have food insecurity. Study after study after study

         24  shows when people can't afford to buy affordable

         25  food, they buy cheaper food that is more fattening.
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          2                 I want to say one nice thing about

          3  the Mayor, and one nice thing about the

          4  Administration. They did something really good, and

          5  they created this universal school meals program for

          6  school breakfast. It was a courageous thing to do,

          7  and in that instance the Mayor was on radio and said

          8  kids can't learn without food. We'd love them to

          9  talk about adults, and other people, and other

         10  programs, but give credit where credit is due,

         11  that's a positive important step, if it's

         12  implemented. Having a policy is one thing, making

         13  sure kids actually get school breakfast is another

         14  thing, but that's a big step and I actually hope the

         15  Council will lobby either as individuals or formally

         16  to get the federal government in their child

         17  nutrition reauthorization bill this year to provide

         18  a reimbursement rate that actually bails out the

         19  City and provides money to this, because in this

         20  case the City is actually spending federal funding.

         21                 And last I'll close, it's not just

         22  enough to get people benefits, it's not just enough

         23  to get people food stamps, it's not just enough, as

         24  the Council has done, to make sure the Emergency

         25  Food Assistance Program is funded every year. We
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          2  need an entirely different way of dealing with

          3  poverty.

          4                 These programs will alleviate the

          5  problem and make sure people don't starve, but they

          6  are not in the longrun going to do enough to help

          7  people move out of long-term poverty.

          8                 Favorite example, even under federal

          9  law food stamps is a $2,000 asset limit now. So if a

         10  family gets an earned-income tax credit check for

         11  $3,000, one puts it in the bank to save for their

         12  kid's education, they lose the benefit. Another

         13  spends it on compact disks, they keep the benefit,

         14  and we need a wholesale rethinking of poverty

         15  policies at the state, federal and local level, and

         16  I hope the City Council can begin looking at some of

         17  these longer term approaches to help low-income

         18  people be able to save money, and the real C change

         19  in assets development is to help low-income people

         20  move from owing to owning, and that is a real change

         21  we need to make, not only to alleviate hunger, but

         22  really to deal with the bedrock issue behind hunger,

         23  underneath hunger poverty.

         24                 Thank you very much for your time

         25  today.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: I just want to

          3  say, Joe, I wish you would give a more energetic

          4  presentation next time.

          5                 MR. BERG: I'll try.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: I just think,

          7  maybe you need more vitamin B or something, because

          8  you've just got to work that up.

          9                 Okay, whoever would like to go next.

         10                 MR. COHEN: Good morning. My name is

         11  Mark Cohen. I am the Director of Litigation at the

         12  Welfare Law Center, and there is no way that I am

         13  even going to try to match that energy and

         14  enthusiasm. I'm suffering from a cold and I have

         15  laryngitis, so hopefully I can be heard.

         16                 I want to thank, though, the Council

         17  Committee this morning, for the enormous effort

         18  being expended on this incredibly, one of the most

         19  important issues facing the City, alleviating

         20  poverty and making sure that the hungry are fed.

         21                 I would also like to introduce, we've

         22  had some discussion about two branches of government

         23  this morning, legislators and the Administration,

         24  and I'd like to introduce a third branch of

         25  government into this process and that's the courts.
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          2                 My office is lead counsel or

          3  co-counsel in a number of class actions against the

          4  City of New York challenging failure to fulfill

          5  obligations under federal and state law. We are

          6  co-counsel in a federal class action lawsuit filed

          7  in 1998 called Reynolds, Lakisha Reynolds, against

          8  the former Mayor Giuliani and the then Commissioner

          9  Turner, challenging their overt, and this addresses

         10  an issue that was raised by Council Member Perkins

         11  there at that time, over policy of deterring people

         12  of applying for public assistance, food stamps and

         13  Medicaid.

         14                 In the intervening time period, there

         15  have been some improvements as a result of a

         16  preliminary injunction that was issued by the Court

         17  in 1999 obligating the City as it relates to the

         18  issues at the hearing today, to allow people to

         19  apply for public assistance, food stamps and

         20  Medicaid, to process those applications, where the

         21  individual withdraws their cash assistance

         22  application or has their cash assistance terminated

         23  to provide separate determinations of eligibility

         24  for food stamps and Medicaid, and most importantly,

         25  where the individual applying it is in an emergency
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          2  situation to process applications for expedited food

          3  stamps, food stamps that must be provided within

          4  five calendar days, both timely and accurately.

          5                 At the time the lawsuit was brought,

          6  the City's Record was beyond dismal, I'm happy to

          7  report that the City's improvement -- that the

          8  City's record has improved, unfortunately the City's

          9  record is still far from exemplary and still in

         10  violation of federal law, and we are presently in

         11  the context of Reynolds v. Giuliani in discussions

         12  with City lawyers about the need for contempt

         13  proceedings to have them comply with federal and

         14  state law.

         15                 There are a couple of statistics and

         16  a hearing that has obviously been a wash of

         17  statistics, I'd like to add a couple more.

         18                 One of the advantages of litigation

         19  in court proceedings is you can get as a result of

         20  discovery, and Federal Court imposed monitoring a

         21  considerable range of information not otherwise

         22  available.

         23                 One of the recommendations we will

         24  make later is to have that same kind of monitoring

         25  and oversight part of this regular City production
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          2  of data that's available to the public, and not just

          3  lawyers in federal class action lawsuits.

          4                 However, two important pieces of

          5  information that result, is the City engages at

          6  present in something called "program evaluation

          7  reviews," or commonly called PERT, P-E-R-T audits.

          8  Based on the PERT audits made available in the

          9  context of the litigation, only 71.4 percent of the

         10  individuals who were entitled to expedited food

         11  stamps, remember there are food stamps for people

         12  who are so poor they can't wait for 30 days, they

         13  have to receive the food stamps within five calendar

         14  days, only 71.4 percent of those individuals receive

         15  those grants timely, in many instances going days,

         16  weeks or longer before expedited, not regular but

         17  expedited food stamps were provided.

         18                 Out of those who actually receive the

         19  expedited food stamps -- I'm sorry, out of those who

         20  were denied the expedited food stamps, 37 percent of

         21  them were denied incorrectly. So, you've had

         22  individuals who are the poorest of the poor who need

         23  to eat within five days and 37 percent of those,

         24  based on the most recent data, were denied

         25  incorrectly.
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          2                 The City has, based on state law and

          3  another lawsuit that was brought a number of years

          4  ago, has an obligation to provide immediate needs

          5  cash grants to people who cannot even wait the five

          6  days. People who have exhausted all savings,

          7  unemployment insurance, and whatever other assets

          8  may be available to them and will go hungry that

          9  night unless they are provided immediate needs cash

         10  grants in the five days that the application is

         11  pending.

         12                 Those who were denied immediate needs

         13  cash grants, individuals who applied for and were

         14  denied the immediate needs cash grants, the

         15  precursor to expedited food stamps, only 40 percent

         16  were properly denied that benefit. That means six

         17  out of every ten people who were denied immediate

         18  needs cash grants, were denied incorrectly.

         19                 The City address non-food immediate

         20  need in only 70 percent of the cases, that includes

         21  utility shut-offs, rental determinations, sales of

         22  people's furniture that's in storage, et cetera.

         23                 Turning to the question of the

         24  provision of separate determinations. The USDA study

         25  and other information before the Council addresses
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          2  the question of what happens when somebody's public

          3  assistance cases close, because the person moves on

          4  to work, or the person otherwise secures an ability

          5  to get off of public assistance.

          6                 We look at the question of what

          7  happens when somebody's application, the cash

          8  assistance is denied or withdrawn, are they still

          9  processed for food stamps, and quite possible,

         10  because of different programmatic requirements that

         11  somebody may be eligible for food stamps and

         12  Medicaid, but not eligible for cash assistance. Or

         13  may not want cash assistance for whatever reason.

         14  And based on, again, the most recent data available

         15  to us.

         16                 Only in seven percent of the cases of

         17  applications were separate determinations made for

         18  food stamps eligibility. That means that 93 percent

         19  of the time when somebody's cash assistance

         20  application was denied, the City did not bother to

         21  check whether or not they were eligible for food

         22  stamps at all. They just closed off all benefits and

         23  sent them away. That's part of the reason that we

         24  look at a very declining food stamp eligibility rate

         25  in the City, compared to other parts of the country.
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          2                 For Medicaid, an area, again, where

          3  there's enormous federal participation, where you

          4  have a public health crisis in the City, the City

          5  made separate Medicaid determinations less than 25

          6  percent of the time when an application to cash

          7  assistance was withdrawn.

          8                 This affects not only the individual

          9  adult applying for assistance but also affects

         10  obviously the children on the household as well,

         11  because in many of these cases, people apply not

         12  only to themselves, but also needy children.

         13                 Our office is a national office. We

         14  litigate in a number of states around important

         15  issues. Throughout the country when we litigate

         16  around issues, we're not litigating around the kinds

         17  of issues we do in New York City, because other

         18  jurisdictions, other states, other municipalities,

         19  seem to get it. They understand that one of the

         20  basic functions of the government is to deliver

         21  programs. We may challenge policies with which we

         22  disagree, or which our clients disagree and other

         23  jurisdictions, but the basic delivery of benefits is

         24  not this kind of problem.

         25                 Based on our national work we have
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          2  several recommendations that we believe that the

          3  City Council ought to look into recommending that

          4  we'd like to put forward.

          5                 First and most importantly, in an

          6  area where the City lags far behind the rest of the

          7  country is in terms of technology.

          8                 Interestingly enough, a Mayor who

          9  espouses technology, we're surprised that the City

         10  continues to struggle in this area. It is very clear

         11  that computer fixes and technology repair would

         12  permit the transfer of cases to non-public

         13  assistance food stamp sites when cash assistance

         14  cases are closed, would permit the City to continue

         15  to expedite the processing of food stamps and would

         16  take worker discretion increasingly out of the

         17  process.

         18                 Similar to how when one goes to apply

         19  -- when one goes to an ATM machine, to use your

         20  example earlier, of a bank, one can key in certain

         21  information. There ought to be publicly available

         22  kiosks, there ought to be greater technology

         23  available to assist persons in applying and to

         24  assist in the process of making decisions so that

         25  there's less worker discretion. Particularly since
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          2  HRA continues to achieve budget savings by reducing

          3  staffing.

          4                 Number two, there needs to be a

          5  seemless agency. Right now the City operates as it

          6  is operating three separate programs: A cash

          7  assistance program, which may or may not provide

          8  food stamps for Medicaid; number two, a non-public

          9  assistance food stamp site; and number three, a

         10  non-public assistance Medicaid site.

         11                 If, for example, one wishes to apply

         12  for food stamps and Medicaid but not cash

         13  assistance, one has to go to potentially two or

         14  three different offices. From the point of view of

         15  delivering government services that's insane and has

         16  the effect of deterring and discouraging eligible

         17  people from receiving assistance.

         18                 Tennessee, which does not have a

         19  reputation being the most progressive state, saw a

         20  massive increase in uptake of benefits by reducing,

         21  by dropping the wall between the different benefits

         22  program and going to a seemless one-stop benefit

         23  application.

         24                 Third, as I indicated earlier, there

         25  needs to be a considerable public monitoring with
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          2  focus on the eligibility and timeliness in all

          3  benefit areas so data is available, the City

          4  produces a ton of data which is all kept internally.

          5  It's not produced publicly. If worse comes to worst,

          6  we would urge the City Council to subpoena the data

          7  monthly and to it take the responsibility of posting

          8  it to the City Council website, if the City refuses

          9  to do so.

         10                 Fourth, the City must begin to treat

         11  failures to provide the systems with the same energy

         12  it treats failures to provide too much assistance.

         13                 The City has established something

         14  called an eligibility verification review program,

         15  which punishes people for applying for assistance

         16  for which they're not eligible.

         17                 We certainly applaud efforts to

         18  ensure that eligibles not receive assistance, but we

         19  believe the City ought to employ the same energy to

         20  ensure that eligibles receive a system.

         21                 Finally, in an entity that has been

         22  left out of these discussions, there needs to be

         23  greater involvement to the State. Ultimately the

         24  involvement in food stamps and Medicaid, as well as

         25  cash assistance, is a state responsibility.
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          2                 The Reynold v. Giuliani case decision

          3  held that the State is responsible where the City

          4  fails to act. The State has the resources, the State

          5  has the single statewide computer system, and the

          6  State has the ability to come in and provide

          7  assistance and oversight where the City fails to

          8  act, and if necessary, ultimately take over the City

          9  program.

         10                 So, we would urge the City Council to

         11  call upon comparable committees at the State level

         12  to engage in the necessary and comparable oversight.

         13  For example, when penalties are imposed, those

         14  penalties hit the state as well as the City.

         15                 We would very much like to thank the

         16  Council for taking the opportunity to listen to us

         17  today. We certainly are prepared to provide

         18  information based on the results of the data

         19  provided in our litigation, as well as some of our

         20  work on a national level in other jurisdictions and

         21  we applaud the effort today.

         22                 Thank you.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Thank you very

         24  much.

         25                 Carlos.
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          2                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: Good morning. Mr.

          3  Chairperson and members of the Committee, thank you

          4  for once again holding a hearing on food stamp

          5  access and continuing your vigilance for low-income

          6  New Yorkers throughout the City.

          7                 I'm Carlos Rodriguez, Director of

          8  Food Access for the Community Food Resource Center.

          9  We're a non-for-profit organization, which promotes

         10  access to nutritious food and adequate income for

         11  all New Yorkers.

         12                 CFRC provides over 200,000 meals a

         13  year to underserved families, informs tens of

         14  thousands of households of their potential

         15  eligibility of food stamps.

         16                 I'm going to limit my testimony to a

         17  few general comments and, of course, add to the

         18  statistics that were already given today.

         19                 One year ago today, or one year ago

         20  around this time, I was helping a family of three

         21  apply for food stamps. CFRC encouraged them to

         22  apply, helped them to navigate through the many

         23  barriers, including wrongful denial, and refusals to

         24  accept the application, and finally saw to it that

         25  they were accepted into the food stamp program.
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          2                 However, just a few days before

          3  Thanksgiving, with food stamps in their food stamp

          4  account, they were unable to access it because of

          5  mismanagement and wrongful processing of their

          6  electronic benefit card.

          7                 Instead of going out and purchasing

          8  food in a local supermarket the way you and I did

          9  last year, CFRC had to deliver a turkey and meals to

         10  the family on Thanksgiving morning so they can have

         11  a thanksgiving meal. I'd like to say, I wish I could

         12  say that one year later there aren't families that

         13  are going to be facing this same type of problem,

         14  but unfortunately what we've heard today, and what

         15  CRFC continues to experience, and see, is continued

         16  mismanagement and misadministration of the food

         17  stamp program throughout the City.

         18                 It's true that participation has

         19  increased, and there are over 900,000 as of

         20  September, individuals participating in the food

         21  stamp program, and we expect more participation to

         22  continue to increase, especially with immigration

         23  restoration and all the work that the community has

         24  done to promote that, including Public Advocate

         25  Gotbaum.
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          2                 It's true that outreach initiatives

          3  continue, including the City Council Funding Media

          4  Campaign, CFRC's Food Force Program and the United

          5  Way Initiative, in partnership with HRA, as well.

          6  However, these are outreach initiatives. They do an

          7  extraordinary job of encouraging families and

          8  individuals to apply. They do an extraordinary job

          9  of assisting the individuals in the application

         10  process.

         11                 It is, however, and it should still

         12  continue to be the responsibility of New York City's

         13  Human Resource Administration, to process those

         14  cases and to do so in accordance with federal

         15  regulations and in a timely manner as it dictates,

         16  and that, unfortunately, we continue to hear is not

         17  happening.

         18                 HRA is responsible for enrollment.

         19  However, what we hear anecdotally and both through

         20  statistics is that clients continue if they are even

         21  allowed to submit an application, or those who are

         22  fortunate enough to get into the front door, that

         23  continue to report long waits, refusals to give

         24  off-hour appointments, and clients who are allowed

         25  to give in an application must come in for multiple
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          2  visits and requested multiple forms of documentation

          3  when it's not necessary.

          4                 Some of this continues to be

          5  attitudinal problems on the worker and of the agency

          6  itself. A lot of it, however, has to do with

          7  backlogs and shortages of staff since HRA's

          8  employment continues to shrink.

          9                 We recently received reports that

         10  centers were over 30 days, over 30 days later the

         11  non-public assistance centers, the applications were

         12  not being processed. This is at mass, workers are

         13  telling us there's no way we can do the application

         14  process in a timely fashion, we don't have the staff

         15  capacity. They continue to tell us -- it was

         16  mid-September, or mid-October, rather, and only

         17  cases from the beginning of September, or those that

         18  were interviewed in the beginning of September were

         19  being seen at the end of October, just being seen.

         20  The decisions haven't been made final.

         21                 Indeed, HRA's own jobstat reports

         22  illustrates faring on the part of administering the

         23  food stamp program in the job centers. And I'd like

         24  to just give some quick statistics on a

         25  borough-by-borough basis as how food stamps and job
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          2  centers are doing, are faring.

          3                 Queens food stamp applications fail

          4  to be processed within 30 days over 55 percent of

          5  the time. Well below the Citywide average of 82

          6  percent. This is in Queens, and these, again, are

          7  job stats, as of September, from HRA that are found

          8  on HRA's website.

          9                 The Bronx did not provide expedited

         10  food stamps over the 30 percent of the folks that

         11  were fortunate enough to be screened for expedited

         12  food stamps, and according to census data we know

         13  that the Bronx has the largest percentage of people

         14  living in poverty in the five boroughs, and indeed

         15  our experience has been that the backlog in the

         16  Bronx is extremely overwhelming.

         17                 HRA was formerly tracking the

         18  transitional benefit alternative, a program that

         19  advocates and the State worked to bring into New

         20  York so that folks leaving food stamps -- leaving

         21  public assistance rather, for work, can be assured

         22  of receiving food stamps for at least five months

         23  without seeing a loss of benefit or reduction in

         24  benefit.

         25                 That statistics, after showing for
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          2  close to a year that only six percent of the folks

          3  were receiving transitional benefit alternatives,

          4  that statistic was removed from the job stat reports

          5  all together.

          6                 Instead, a new statistic shows that

          7  over 51 -- excuse me, that over 27 percent of the

          8  folks receive food stamps after the six months or

          9  during the six months after their public assistance

         10  cases close.

         11                 Now, again, this is a good way HRA

         12  played with statistics showing that instead of

         13  measuring it during the first five months to see how

         14  many were supposed to be receiving, a number that

         15  should be at about 100 percent, what they did was

         16  they just started reporting at the six month.

         17                 Now, this is a key part and goes

         18  hand-in-hand with what Mark Cohen mentioned, is a

         19  problem with continued separate determination. HRA

         20  simply cannot get it right when it comes to

         21  continuing food stamp benefits for those that are

         22  leaving the welfare rolls for employment.

         23                 According to their own philosophy and

         24  ideology, this is the group of folks that they

         25  should be supporting the most and they simply are
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          2  failing to do that.

          3                 Now, I want to highlight that the

          4  performance, that does not even report actual

          5  numbers, the impact is very difficult to assess. And

          6  in addition, these statistics only reflect food

          7  stamps experience for participants in job centers. I

          8  would like to point out that 51 percent of food

          9  stamp recipients participates in non-public

         10  assistance centers. Fifty-one percent of all food

         11  stamp participants. And there are no similar

         12  statistics provided by HRA on non-public assistance

         13  centers or the participation.

         14                 We urge the Council to require HRA to

         15  report statistics on the demographics and the

         16  timeliness of the application process at NPA

         17  centers.

         18                 We also know that with Reynolds

         19  litigation and in many other litigation, the

         20  litigation that has occurred for job centers, these

         21  statistics actually show an improvement, although

         22  there are still problems, improvement in job

         23  centers. We have no idea to tell how bad NPA centers

         24  are doing, especially with the increase in food

         25  stamp participation specifically at NPA centers.
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          2                 These are where most working families

          3  go and apply, at NPA centers. We want to echo the

          4  same recommendations made by our colleagues. We want

          5  to stress again that statistics should be kept

          6  specifically for NPA centers, that transitional food

          7  stamp recipients should be included in current job

          8  stat reports so we can carefully monitor that very

          9  important program. And we'd like to encourage and

         10  report any managerial efficiencies to be remedied,

         11  and as well as to improvement in the Administration

         12  and in hiring the proper staff so that cases can be

         13  processed.

         14                 The current administration of food

         15  stamps is an antiquated paper system, no one would

         16  run their business that way.

         17                 Thank you.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: I particularly

         19  appreciate your last comment. It's something we need

         20  to, amidst this whole discussion something we need

         21  to amplify, because, again, the claim of the

         22  Administration is its ability to change the

         23  managerial culture and approach and that's an

         24  excellent example right there of how we're not doing

         25  that.
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          2                 I want to welcome my colleague, Gale

          3  Brewer, and I know my colleague Bill Perkins had a

          4  question, while he's going to the podium I will just

          5  say to Carlos, we are happy and sad, we are happy

          6  you're going to be going to the Children's Defense

          7  Fund and look forward to working with you there,

          8  because that's an area of course this Committee

          9  works on quite a bit, but we're sad we're leaving

         10  Community Food Resource Center, which is a wonderful

         11  organization, you've done great work there, and, so,

         12  we'll see you with a new hat on shortly.

         13                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: You absolutely will,

         14  thank you.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Thank you.

         16                 Council Member Perkins.

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Thank you

         18  very much. Let me ask you, here we have a

         19  billionaire Mayor denying poor people food during

         20  the season of giving. Do you see this as a matter of

         21  good government or as a matter of ill will, or both.

         22                 MR. BERG: I can't characterize what's

         23  in anyone's heart. All I can do is factually lay out

         24  their actions, and all I can say is again point to

         25  the record, that as far as I know the Mayor has
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          2  never once let the words food stamps leave his lips,

          3  his entire few years as Mayor. He delegates, he

          4  delegates on issues important to him, he takes

          5  personal responsibility. On this issue he says, oh,

          6  it's the Commissioner.

          7                 So, at some point the buck stops

          8  somewhere. I won't hold his personal income against

          9  him. If Franklin Roosevelt were back today, I'd

         10  welcome his millions and his care for low-income

         11  people, but all I say is the record speaks for

         12  itself, this Mayor has not come through on his

         13  promises, not only on food stamps but on education

         14  and training, on empowering work, on helping

         15  low-income children be able to learn, and so people

         16  do need to be held accountable for their specific

         17  actions as government officials.

         18                 MR. COHEN: And I would like to echo

         19  that and suggest that the answer to the question is

         20  yes, they have governments, you make choices and

         21  administrations make choices about where they want

         22  to make priorities, and here the priority of the

         23  Human Resources Administration has consistently been

         24  focused on sanctioning individuals and making sure

         25  that ineligibles do not receive aid. There has not
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          2  been the same comparable energy expended to ensure

          3  that eligible individuals receive assistance in a

          4  timely manner. That is the policy choice, it's not

          5  just a matter of not knowing how to run the shop.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Let me just

          7  ask you this. During the reference to the Giuliani

          8  Administration where the mantra of the Commissioner

          9  of Human Resources Administration was quoted as

         10  being to create crisis in the lives of poor people

         11  as a way of getting them to do the right thing,

         12  whatever that God-forsaken might be.

         13                 MR. COHEN: Leave New York City.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: What is that?

         15                 MR. COHEN: Leave New York City.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Leave New

         17  York City so-to-speak. Do you think that this is the

         18  same philosophy, the Giuliani philosophy, with

         19  regard to the fore, is continuing to be implemented

         20  by this Administration?

         21                 MR. COHEN: We have very little

         22  evidence that the same philosophy is being

         23  implemented to the same degree.

         24                 We believe that truly represented a

         25  willingness to overtly clout federal and state laws.
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          2  What we believe is going on here, however, is still

          3  a hostility to ensuring that eligible people receive

          4  assistance. Two examples; one is the refusal to

          5  accept the waiver, is a strong indication of a

          6  governmental philosophy at play; number two is the

          7  refusal to follow City Council legislation lawfully

          8  enacted and to challenge it at court at every

          9  opportunity. We represent philosophies.

         10                 And finally, a failure to invest

         11  resources is a philosophy, but I do not believe it

         12  was the same philosophy that was at play in the

         13  prior Administration.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: To the same

         15  degree you mean?

         16                 MR. COHEN: To the same degree. That

         17  is correct.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Right, same

         19  philosophy, different degree. When you're catching

         20  hell, it's all the same.

         21                 Yes?

         22                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: I'd just like to add

         23  to that, that although the philosophy may not be

         24  there to the same degree, the outcomes are very

         25  similar because you're not dedicating the needed
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          2  resources where they're supposed to be.

          3                 During the time of economic crisis,

          4  the challenge is government going to step up and

          5  make sure that the Administration or the management

          6  is in place so that those benefits that clients need

          7  at this particular time are actually available to

          8  them.

          9                 There's serious lack of leadership at

         10  that point, and perhaps we need to see who the

         11  midlevel managers from a government point of view is

         12  supposed to be delivering this, what they're doing

         13  and what they're preaching.

         14                 MR. BERG: Can I just say, in one

         15  sense in the old days of the previous Administration

         16  we knew what we were up against. One joke I

         17  occasionally use is, from some of this

         18  Administration you hear rhetoric like Jessie

         19  Jackson, and then policies like Jessie Holmes. So,

         20  in truth we hear all this rhetoric before this

         21  Committee and elsewhere, we're committed to poor

         22  people, we're standing up for poor people, but all

         23  policies are wrong, but look at the ABOD (phonetic)

         24  waiver, it is the position to the right of the

         25  Pataki and the Bush Administration. It doesn't get
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          2  anyone off of work requirement, all it says is that

          3  when you're looking for work actively, because even

          4  with the ABOD waiver, there are work requirements in

          5  federal law, all it says is while you're looking for

          6  work but can't get it, you're able to feed your

          7  family.

          8                 So, again, we don't want to

          9  characterize what are in people's hearts, all we

         10  know is they said they're for access for food

         11  stamps, they've been limiting access to food stamps;

         12  they said they're for education and training, the

         13  Mayor vetoes education and training bill, and then

         14  spends tax dollars to challenge you guys in court.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Let me ask

         16  you one final question, Mr. Chair.

         17                 You know, the Mayor recently was

         18  reported in some magazine to say that the Giuliani

         19  Administration policies were divisive on racial

         20  lines.

         21                 Is there a color or race character to

         22  this poverty that we're seeing. I know one of you

         23  earlier mentioned the substantial number of

         24  minorities that were being afflicted. Can you sort

         25  of flesh that out a little bit? What is the

                                                            85

          1  COMMITTEE ON GENERAL WELFARE

          2  demographic of those that are being denied?

          3                 MR. BERG: I'll just tell you this

          4  story. A woman called me the other day, a white

          5  woman, I believe she was Jewish, she was sent to a

          6  food stamps office in Harlem and she was panicked

          7  because she was treated so awfully, and she said are

          8  they discriminating against me, most of the

          9  employees here are people of color, she didn't use

         10  that term as sensitively, but she said am I being

         11  discriminated against because I'm white? And the

         12  truth is everyone here is treated in a shabby

         13  manner, so I don't know that there is an

         14  understanding of that, but there is a general

         15  insensitivity of the needs of low-income people who

         16  in New York City happen to overwhelmingly be people

         17  of color.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Anyone else

         19  want to take a stab at that touchy one?

         20                 MR. COHEN: I think there is

         21  undeniably a race cut. I don't think the race cut is

         22  an overt intentional discrimination, but I do not

         23  think that it is accidental that the programs that

         24  tend to get the shorter shrift in the City tend to

         25  be ones that are most intended to benefit poor
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          2  communities within the City happen to be largely

          3  communities of color, and it is very clear that

          4  where the Mayor's focus has been, has largely been

          5  on programs that tend to benefit more of the middle

          6  class community, and that tends to in the City be

          7  more of a white ethnic community, and whether or not

          8  that's tied to views of re-election chances or not

          9  we do not speculate, but I think the data is there

         10  in terms of where the impacts are.

         11                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: It's more of an issue

         12  of class, and, unfortunately, low-income New Yorkers

         13  happen to be people of color in the City. So,

         14  whether it's systematic or not, there are race

         15  issues here.

         16                 MR. BERG: Just one quick comment to

         17  that. I read recently the Mayor was quoted as saying

         18  if there were complaints about language problems at

         19  HRA offices, he hadn't heard any.

         20                 Well, I don't even say if he heard

         21  complaints, he hadn't heard any.

         22                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: He asked in English.

         23                 MR. BERG: And I guess I'll say, first

         24  of all, if he didn't speak the language how would he

         25  have heard, kind of facetiously, but the Council has
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          2  documented it, USDA has documented, all of our

          3  organizations have documented, the courts have found

          4  against the City, if he hasn't heard it's not

          5  because the sounds aren't out there, it's because

          6  someone is not listening.

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER PERKINS: Mr. Chairman,

          8  I want to thank you, again, for this hearing. You

          9  know, it's again outrageous that no one from the

         10  Administration is here. I've asked questions about

         11  the will of the Administration, and clearly those

         12  who attempted to answer could not divine what's in

         13  the Administration's heart, in their heads, only

         14  they could share that with us, but nevertheless,

         15  their policies clearly represented ill-will, as well

         16  as incompetence, and, again, I'm concerned that when

         17  these very important matters are being discussed, no

         18  one from the Administration comes forward to answer

         19  those types of questions.

         20                 We need to know, does the

         21  Administration have a purposeful bias with regard to

         22  poor people which might, by the way, because of the

         23  nature of poverty in this City, be

         24  disproportionately against people of color, and from

         25  that perspective have a polarizing impact.
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          2                 I think that's important to have

          3  somebody say yes or no that is from the

          4  Administration.

          5                 Thank you very much.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Thank you,

          7  Council member.

          8                 Council Member Kendall Stewart.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: Thank you,

         10  Mr. Chair. I just want to switch a little bit to get

         11  a clearer picture.

         12                 What percentage of the folks that you

         13  think that made this type of service, like food

         14  stamps and Medicaid, et cetera, as opposed to what

         15  it's receiving right now? Do you have any guess as

         16  to that?

         17                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: Well, we estimate that

         18  over 800,000 New Yorkers are eligible were not

         19  participating for food stamps in New York City, and

         20  that number is considerably conservative. It was

         21  used or it was derived using census data from the

         22  2000 census, and we know that since then the economy

         23  has only gotten worse.

         24                 So, I would say anywhere between 40

         25  to 50 percent of those that are eligible are not
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          2  participating in the program. And I think that

          3  number is actually consistent with what USDA reports

          4  the state participation could be. And as we know,

          5  most of the participation in New York State, or the

          6  eligible population, is in New York City.

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: My approach

          8  to some of these problems is not to always just talk

          9  about them but try to accomplish solutions. And as I

         10  was sitting here, I was thinking about, you have

         11  food stamps, Medicaid and public assistance, do you

         12  think that we can focus on having community-based

         13  organizations that will be given the task of

         14  investigating and doing the applications, you know,

         15  if you put out an RFP or whatever, to do that?

         16                 Because to me enough is not being

         17  done, so you can get a little help?

         18                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: Well, I think outreach

         19  continues to be important, however, the

         20  responsibility and government relations dictate that

         21  the only agency that can process the application is

         22  a government agency, in this case it would be HRA.

         23                 And I think this is really an issue

         24  of government responsibility not being fulfilled,

         25  and we need to make sure that government
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          2  responsibility is fulfilled, instead of handing it

          3  over to a sector that may not be as easily

          4  regulated.

          5                 I think outreach is important, I

          6  think application assistance is vital; however, the

          7  responsibility should be government responsibility.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: The point

          9  here is that, yes, government might be responsible

         10  to do it, but if we had a CBO out there that focuses

         11  on the application, the two-page application, get

         12  all that information, and you take in a batch of

         13  applications to the Administration and say listen,

         14  we have it now and we expect to get results within

         15  the 30 days as mandated, that it will be processed

         16  which will then make it easier.

         17                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: I'm actually in

         18  support of funding for more oversight, and perhaps

         19  having more of an oversight Committee or a

         20  community-based oversight in the community, where

         21  instead of being bogged down with the delivery of

         22  direct service, you can actually step back and have

         23  a bigger picture and more of a legislative and

         24  authoritative view as to what's happening in the

         25  community and are laws actually being followed and
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          2  program rules being administered the right way.

          3                 MR. COHEN: If I may? Around the

          4  country there has been some attempts to experiment

          5  with what the Council member is proposing, for

          6  example, in Illinois there was an attempt to include

          7  community-based organizations in the Child Health

          8  Program with the idea that that would boost

          9  enrollment, specifically in communities of color or

         10  in communities where English is not a primary

         11  language.

         12                 The results tended to be somewhat

         13  disappointing because the enrollment rates did not

         14  increase dramatically over those when the job was

         15  that of the government, and there tended to be

         16  concerns about both accountability in terms of

         17  performance, but also fiscal accountability ensuring

         18  that the money trail was followed.

         19                 I share the concerns raised that

         20  where the governmental obligation exists, that the

         21  first effort should be to make sure that the

         22  government enforces it.

         23                 However, we do believe that there's

         24  an important role that can be played by

         25  not-for-profits and community-based organizations,
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          2  in furthering outreach and in increasing oversight.

          3                 For example, it would be relatively

          4  easy to ensure that simplified public assistance

          5  food stamps and Medicaid applications are available

          6  at all community centers, health providers, and

          7  churches and other comparable institutions, senior

          8  citizen centers throughout the City. If those

          9  not-for-profits wish as part of their mission to

         10  assist people in filling out the forms, as they do

         11  in earned income tax credit and other forms, they

         12  ought to be encouraged to do so, and the City ought

         13  to be encouraged to have community liaisons that

         14  work with the community.

         15                 However, the ultimate responsibility

         16  for this task needs to remain where there is the

         17  kind of oversight that ensures that the obligations

         18  are being complied with 100 percent, not 50 percent.

         19                 MR. BERG: May I just add this,

         20  Councilman. You should be aware there are

         21  organizations, particularly CFRC are doing massive

         22  amounts of outreach on the food stamps program. My

         23  organization, less so, a lot of organizations are

         24  doing this, the Public Advocate talked about her

         25  project to do this. So, we are trying, and we are
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          2  having some success, but the bottom line is if we

          3  bring people to the door and then the City still

          4  locks them out. That's the equivalent of having all

          5  of these neighborhood volunteer community anti-crime

          6  patrols, who capture criminals and then the City

          7  won't book them and put them in prison. So, we're

          8  doing our job already, we've dramatically expanded

          9  just the kind of thing you're talking about, we have

         10  these concerns about exactly where the line is about

         11  who does the formal signing up of people, and that

         12  still is a federal -- a government responsibility

         13  under federal law, but I guess what we're saying is,

         14  outreach is important, but if after the outreach is

         15  done all of these barriers still exist, the outreach

         16  isn't going to be that effective.

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: The other

         18  part to that, I want to find out, if you're doing

         19  that now, I want to know what percentage of what

         20  you're doing that you get success with. If you've

         21  done the 100 applications and you're doing it, what

         22  percentage of that do you get within the 30 days

         23  that is mandated?

         24                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: Well, what we can say,

         25  since we don't have responsibility or control over
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          2  whether the benefits actually distributed, we can

          3  say that over 30 percent of the folks that we

          4  provide outreach to make an attempt to go and apply

          5  for food stamps. We don't control what happens after

          6  that attempt happens, but we do know that over 30

          7  percent, which is overwhelming results, actually go

          8  in and try to apply for food stamps. And we have

          9  gotten confirmation that a good number of those,

         10  even the worst years actually wind up getting food

         11  stamps.

         12                 But the problem again is in what

         13  happens after they try to submit the application. We

         14  take care of a lot of the barriers by providing an

         15  application and helping clients to fill out the

         16  application, but if they have to come in and ask for

         17  documentation that's not required, you're going to

         18  lose the client. If you tell the client to come in

         19  and lose three days of work, to come in and do

         20  little bits and pieces of appointments, they're

         21  going to lose the client. And these are things that

         22  continue to be out of our control and really should

         23  be improvement in government that we're waiting for.

         24                 MR. BERG: And in the pilot project

         25  some of us are involved in, we are supposed to be
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          2  getting data back from HRA about specific people

          3  applying, so we theoretically should be able to

          4  answer that question and HRA should, that we just

          5  haven't seen that data yet.

          6                 MR. RODRIGUEZ: But always remember,

          7  no matter how many folks we see, and CFRC in our own

          8  outreach program, we reach out, over 50,000 folks

          9  through the media campaign, or close to 100,000

         10  folks in the media campaign, and we pre-screen over

         11  14,000 households a year. That is a fraction of the

         12  amount of folks, and we have a large scale

         13  initiatives, that's a fraction of the folks that are

         14  eligible for food stamps. And the bottom line is

         15  that, this is the privilege few that actually get

         16  assistance above and beyond what everyone is

         17  entitled to, which is to go into the office, submit

         18  an application, and be accepted to the food stamp

         19  program if they're eligible.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: And another

         21  problem that I have found when one comes in to get

         22  some sort of assistance in my district office is

         23  that, you would fill out, try to get them to get the

         24  information to deal with food stamps, then you ask

         25  about Medicaid and then you have go to somebody else
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          2  and then for public assistance you have to go

          3  another person. So, it's discouraging to the client

          4  that they have to go to five, six different places

          5  and meet with five, six different people, with five,

          6  six different interviews. And it really discourages

          7  them.

          8                 So, I'm looking to see ways in which

          9  you can have it like a one-stop system whereby the

         10  person could fill out one application, all that

         11  information is being done. I know we were talking

         12  about that in previous hearings, but it's not in

         13  full force yet as far as trying to put everything on

         14  the computer. So, maybe we need to look into that

         15  also.

         16                 Thank you, Mr. Chair.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Thank you very

         18  much, Council member. I want to thank this panel.

         19  You've been very helpful, as always. Today's hearing

         20  sort of is the sacred and the profane, we've seen

         21  the good side, which is all the good information and

         22  all the good advocacy is being done, and the Public

         23  Advocate's report as well, and the USDA report I

         24  think was extremely helpful; and we've seen the

         25  profane which is the fact that we're still not
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          2  getting the attention that we deserve on this issue.

          3  So, I want to thank you for the work you're doing,

          4  and please keep doing it.

          5                 Thank you very much.

          6                 The last panel that's coming up now

          7  is three people. Doreen Wohl, Clarissa Gomez, and

          8  Josephine Bennett, and we welcome them.

          9                 Welcome. And who would like to begin?

         10                 Okay, my name is Doreen Wohl, and I'm

         11  the Executive Director of the West Side Campaign

         12  Against Hunger. We're one of the emergency food

         13  pantries, food programs in New York City.

         14                 You have in front of you two pieces

         15  of testimony that we're presenting. The first is

         16  this page, and this gives you a ten-year look at how

         17  much emergency food has increased at West Side

         18  Campaign Against Hunger over the ten years.

         19                 In 1993, we were providing 143,000

         20  food for 143,000 meals a year, and in our Fiscal

         21  Year '03 we provided 834, 696 meals to people. We

         22  are a food pantry. We're set up like a supermarket

         23  where we have customers, and our customers are

         24  low-income New Yorkers.

         25                 As I have listened to the abuses that
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          2  HRA is heeping on lower-income people, I'm not

          3  surprised that more people are coming to emergency

          4  food programs, because we try and treat people

          5  nicely, and we don't put up barriers. If they have a

          6  need for food, we have food available for them.

          7                 But I must tell you that we are

          8  facing now an overwhelming demand that we've never

          9  faced before. We're having to restrict that number

         10  of households that can come and get food to 150 to

         11  160 per day, and that people are coming who have

         12  been turned away at other places, and we are by

         13  10:00 in the morning the list is full, and we're

         14  having to stay to people, I'm sorry we won't be able

         15  to take you today, come back tomorrow, and we're

         16  facing a potentially ugly and violent scene. And I

         17  really, I know you're hearing that, and that scene

         18  is created because people are not getting the food

         19  stamps that would enable them not to have to come

         20  for emergency food.

         21                 I do have to say to you we're

         22  grateful we're having this hearing, we want to

         23  remind you that people are hungry every day of the

         24  year, it's not only something at Thanksgiving time

         25  and Christmastime when those of us that are well fed
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          2  feel guilty. There are people coming year-round now

          3  for emergency food and as you can see from these

          4  statistics, it's getting larger and larger and

          5  larger, because the government is failing to do what

          6  it should be.

          7                 Statistics are people, and what we

          8  have put together in the testimony here are some

          9  stories of the actual experience that people have

         10  had, and I want to introduce Clarissa Gomez, who is

         11  one of the counselors at West Side Campaign Against

         12  Hunger, and who meets with probably as many as 50

         13  and 60 households each day, and assists them, not

         14  only gaining the emergency food that we have, but

         15  trying to access things like food stamps, health

         16  insurance, decent housing and so forth.

         17                 MS. GOMEZ: Hi. Like Doreen said, my

         18  name is Clarissa Gomez. I'm one of the social

         19  services counselors that at any given point anyone

         20  coming in the food pantry has to come through and

         21  see one of us first.

         22                 Before I begin, I'd would just, like

         23  my colleagues before me and like my Director, I do

         24  want to thank the Chair and the Committee for having

         25  this hearing on this very pressing matter.
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          2                 So I'll just start with one story to

          3  give you an example of what's going on when someone

          4  does try and access food stamps, and this is a story

          5  of Ms. Gomez.

          6                 Ms. Gomez and her husband live in a

          7  one-bedroom apartment with their three children,

          8  ages 12, six and one. They applied for food stamps

          9  one year ago, but were sent a denial notice, based

         10  on the fact that their three children had less than

         11  five years in the country as legal residents.

         12                 Ms. Gomez called the Washington

         13  Heights Food Stamp Office one month ago to inquire

         14  about her family's eligibility because she had heard

         15  that as of 10/1/2003, qualified legal immigrant

         16  children could be included in the food stamp

         17  household, regardless of their date of entry into

         18  the US.

         19                 Her husband works full-time at a

         20  child care agency doing custodial work, earns

         21  approximately 496 biweekly after taxes. Their

         22  one-year-old son receives a monthly SSI benefit of

         23  573 for a severe asthmatic disability, acquired as a

         24  result of being born four months prematurely.

         25                 They pay 690 a month for rent, plus
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          2  electricity and gas. Mrs. Gomez was told over the

          3  phone that her family would not be eligible for food

          4  stamps, simply based on the fact that her son

          5  receives SSI.

          6                 A counselor from the West Side

          7  Campaign Against hunger checked the family's

          8  eligibility against the public benefits resource

          9  center, their on-line food stamp calculator, and

         10  estimated that the family would be eligible for

         11  approximately 256.

         12                 So here's a perfect example of

         13  someone that, and thanks to the counselor we were

         14  able to figure that out but otherwise --

         15                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: So just to

         16  clarify it, it was inaccurate that that food stamp

         17  office said that the SSI disqualified the family?

         18                 MS. GOMEZ: Exactly.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Okay, thank

         20  you.

         21                 Continue.

         22                 MS. WOHL: On the next page you have

         23  four lines in relation to Sandra Campbell. Knowing

         24  that we were going to be coming down, I went to the

         25  waiting room where maybe 100 or so households were
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          2  waiting and asked if anybody had had difficulty with

          3  food stamps, and Sandra, who is 38, has four

          4  children, ten, nine, seven and three, and is

          5  fortunate to live in a five-room apartment in West

          6  Harlem. She works part-time as a home health aide

          7  and earns approximately $120 a week. Her rent is

          8  $156 a month, and is subsidized by public

          9  assistance.

         10                 In March 2001 her food stamps were

         11  reduced from 324 to 170 a month. When we estimated

         12  through the use of the calculator how much she

         13  should be receiving, she should be receiving $400 a

         14  month in food stamps.

         15                 So, this is a wrong amount that has

         16  been in place since 2001.

         17                 MR. GOMEZ: And the final story that

         18  we're going to share is also from a client at WSCAH,

         19  but this one is anonymous. It's the last story on

         20  your page.

         21                 A 59-year-old woman lives with her

         22  husband, doubled up in an apartment in Manhattan.

         23  They applied for food stamps and public benefits and

         24  public assistance at the Yorkville Job Center in

         25  2003, in June. They were first denied for cash
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          2  benefits based upon their income from part-time

          3  jobs. Each earns $56 a week doing inventory work.

          4  They were determined eligible for food stamps only

          5  in July '03, yet the benefits were never activated.

          6  Four months has passed and they have struggled

          7  enormously in time to communicate with the

          8  caseworker regarding the status of their benefits.

          9                 They attempted to contact a

         10  supervisor of the unit and left multiple messages,

         11  but no action was taken.

         12                 Starting in October, 2003, a WSCAH

         13  counselor left several messages for the supervisor,

         14  as well as the Deputy Director at the center, and

         15  still no action was taken on the case.

         16                 Finally, on November 21st, the

         17  supervisor returned her call and reported that the

         18  computer system had been down for the past week. He

         19  assured her that a worker would get on the case and

         20  the benefits would be in on either this Saturday,

         21  the 22nd, or the following Tuesday, the 25th.

         22                 The woman, of course, was skeptical

         23  because she heard this many times before and the

         24  case is still pending.

         25                 Thank you.
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          2                 MS. WOHL: So these are just the human

          3  stories of people being denied, people being given

          4  the wrong amount and it's always too little, and

          5  even after determination that somebody should be

          6  getting food stamps, the case not being activated

          7  for many months.

          8                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Let's just have

          9  one more witness and then we'll take questions.

         10                 Ms. Bennett.

         11                 MS. BENNETT: Hello. And I would like

         12  to thank everybody for allowing me --

         13                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Touch the

         14  button there and get the microphone turned on.

         15                 MS. BENNETT: Hello?

         16                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: There you go.

         17                 MS. BENNETT: Okay. I'd like to thank

         18  the Chairperson and everybody on the Committee for

         19  having me. I was listening to everybody's story,

         20  everybody's here that's told the story is what I

         21  went through. So, I guess you won't be shocked by

         22  anything I tell you. But I'm a single person, I'm

         23  homeless, and I have a church I have to call my

         24  sanctuary, and I go to their outreach program, and

         25  the social worker helped me apply for the food
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          2  stamps and Medicaid and a lot of red tape. But they

          3  do have two pieces of paper, I have the form. On the

          4  food stamps it's two pieces, besides the voting

          5  page, okay? So that is true, that works.

          6                 Anyway, I was told that I would be

          7  denied because at that time I had my son on my

          8  budget and he didn't want to go through the system,

          9  he'd rather find a job and do what he had to do. So,

         10  okay, I understood that. Then I went and applied for

         11  myself, and I'm still running into red tape, being

         12  told that my income is too high. I receive a

         13  pension, and it's only $541, and I have to live off

         14  of that, and it's very hard. Plus I have to pay for

         15  a MetroCard for 30 days, and that's for two people,

         16  nobody's seeing that. And I'm running into obstacles

         17  with Medicaid. I applied, they gave me an HMO. Right

         18  to this day I have no Medicaid, okay? I go to the

         19  doctors, he's billing me. I'm faced with the

         20  possibility of having a whole line of bills, and I'm

         21  hoping this week I should be hearing from food

         22  stamps, but I can't guarantee it.

         23                 You know, I feel a little bit better

         24  because I see that I'm not the only one, that this

         25  is happening all around. When they say they go out
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          2  and do statistics, where are they doing them at? Are

          3  they here in New York? Are they at a Brooklyn

          4  office? I really think they need to do it where this

          5  is really needed, because it's more than things on

          6  paper, it's the reality, the humiliation sometimes

          7  that you have to deal with, and sometimes you go

          8  through, or that you may want to cry. Nobody

          9  understands hunger unless they're really able to

         10  deal with it. I'm talking about waking up and being

         11  hungry, but you give your son your last two or three

         12  dollars because you know he gotta go out there. But

         13  you don't say that you hungry, because you know you

         14  can go to a soup kitchen, you understand? All the

         15  time is not feasible for you to eat that food, you

         16  might be a diabetic, like I am. You might have

         17  issues wrong with you, but you still go on. And you

         18  know I've been, the doors have been shut in my face

         19  so many times, I probably don't know what it is for

         20  the door to be open, but I'm here and I'm still

         21  doing what I have to do.

         22                 And like I said, if they slam the

         23  door again, I think I could deal with that, too. I'm

         24  dealing with it now. But eventually those doors will

         25  be open. I just want somebody to hear me and hear me
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          2  that it's not just me. There's a whole lot of people

          3  that are going through this. It's not so much the

          4  paperwork, it's the people that talk to you. You sit

          5  there for hours. If you're hungry, if your child is

          6  hungry, there's no way, nothing that you can -- you

          7  know, there's nothing there.

          8                 I went to one office in the Bronx.

          9  They had, I think that was the best office I went to

         10  because they had something like a food pantry for

         11  the little kids that was crying, you know, they

         12  didn't have breakfast, and they was able to issue

         13  those children something, okay? I looked at that and

         14  I said, gee, this is great. It's going to get

         15  better. Well, when? That's what I want to know. I

         16  want to know when? Thank you very much.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Thank you.

         18  That's really wonderful testimony, because you're

         19  letting us know exactly what's really happening, and

         20  I appreciate that you're telling us the whole truth.

         21  I also appreciate that you are showing such personal

         22  perseverance and strength, and I just want to urge

         23  you, keep doing what you're doing and I really

         24  admire your strength, and we want to help in any way

         25  we can.
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          2                 I know my colleague Council Member

          3  Gale Brewer has a question.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER: Thank you,

          5  Doreen, and your staff. And I know how great you

          6  are. I know how many people are waiting in your

          7  waiting room.

          8                 When you call the food stamp office

          9  to say that the number is wrong, what happens? How

         10  does it get resolved, or does it get resolved?

         11  What's the follow-up, from HRA's perspective?

         12                 MS. GOMEZ: It's interesting you asked

         13  that because to get to the point where you actually

         14  speak to a human person is in and of itself quite a

         15  task.

         16                 Many a time myself and some of my

         17  other colleagues have to call week after week, leave

         18  messages, not just with the individual caseworker

         19  but with the supervisor of the unit, and sometimes

         20  the supervisor is a lot more responsive, I do have

         21  to admit. And for the most part, they do listen, and

         22  in one individual case we actually did get some

         23  benefits retroactive. What happens is that they just

         24  are issued paper sometimes if the client does not

         25  understand, and even when they're given these
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          2  retroactive benefits they don't know when is it

          3  eligible for. And there's never, as weird as this

          4  may sound, there's never a formal apology for them

          5  having messed up so bad on their case, which I think

          6  is one of the biggest problems. It's just the

          7  treatment that you get when you're there, how

          8  dehumanizing it is, and then even after the fact

          9  when, you know, once in a blue something is done

         10  about it, you still feel no personal resolution

         11  because it's just done so informally.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER: So the process

         13  is, is you don't have any special e-mail or special

         14  site or special phone number, you have to just call

         15  the regular number, even as a caseworker?

         16                 MS. GOMEZ: Oh, yes, yes, definitely.

         17  No special treatment.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER: Or no e-mail?

         19                 MS. GOMEZ: No, none at all.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER: And the

         21  individual who is waiting at your desk, and I've

         22  been at your desk, so I know them well, who is

         23  waiting at your desk then goes back home because you

         24  can't resolve it then, and then you keep in contact

         25  with that individual and they wait?
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          2                 MS. GOMEZ: Right. Right. We try our

          3  hardest to keep in contact. Like you know, we see a

          4  very many clients a day, so I myself may be seeing

          5  75 clients in one single day, and we do try and give

          6  each client the individual attention, especially

          7  when they have a matter that's pressing. But we

          8  always have to rely that they're going to come back,

          9  and sometimes they just get frustrated, the same way

         10  they don't want to keep going back to the food stamp

         11  office, they may choose not to come back to us

         12  because it's just too much of a frustration, you

         13  know.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER: What do you

         15  think the percentage is, just anecdotally, of the

         16  people who have miscalculations, in terms of their

         17  food stamps? I know it's just a guess.

         18                 MS. GOMEZ: I don't know.

         19                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER: It seems like

         20  a lot?

         21                 MS. GOMEZ: Yes, it seems like a lot.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER: Okay. Thank

         23  you very much.

         24                 MS. GOMEZ: Thank you.

         25                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Council Member
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          2  Stewart.

          3                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: Thank you.

          4                 As a social worker, you find seeing

          5  75 clients in one day, that's what you said?

          6                 MS. GOMEZ: Yes. Sometimes less, but

          7  sometimes.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: And isn't

          9  that overwhelming that you have to do 75 clients in

         10  one day? And you have a range of things that you

         11  have to do, maybe fill out the application or even

         12  call the Department on behalf of applying; don't you

         13  think that's a lot?

         14                 MS. GOMEZ: Yes.

         15                 MS. WOHL: And it's wasteful on the

         16  part of the City because the City should be doing

         17  this. We're doing duplicate work because the City

         18  has failed to do it correctly in the first time,

         19  we're then having to follow up to correct it.

         20                 So, if you're really looking at the

         21  resources of the City as a whole, this is wasteful.

         22  It should be done correctly the first time by the

         23  City.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: And as a

         25  social worker, do you have to go out and seek out
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          2  people that need this, or people have to come to

          3  you?

          4                 MS. GOMEZ: No, we're in a very unique

          5  position at WSCAH because clients come to us for

          6  emergency food, and that's their priority most of

          7  the time, and through the intake process when they

          8  sit with a counselor, is when we really try and find

          9  out why they're there and why is it that they need

         10  emergency food and what are some of the other issues

         11  that they're having.

         12                 But we do not have to do any outreach

         13  at all.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: So in other

         15  words you're saying that there are a lot of folks

         16  out there who may not even know to come and more

         17  than 75, in other words, if you were able to do

         18  outreach, you would be able to find 3,000 people in

         19  a day that need the help --

         20                 MS. GOMEZ: Right.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: And cannot

         22  get that help.

         23                 MS. GOMEZ: Right. And like my

         24  Director was saying, we find ourselves turning away

         25  large numbers of clients more so every day. And we
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          2  try and give them listings for other food pantries

          3  and other places to go but the resources are

          4  limited.

          5                 It's fortunate that so many

          6  non-profits and food pantries are stepping up to the

          7  plate, but it's unfortunate that we have to do it as

          8  a result of the irresponsibility of HRA.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: All right,

         10  the other question is, do you find it difficult with

         11  the clients not giving you the amount of information

         12  that you need so that at least you can process or

         13  try to have that application processed in a good

         14  time?

         15                 MS. GOMEZ: No, actually the clients

         16  are very forthcoming, only because they've been

         17  through a lot. So, they're always very willing to

         18  have someone help, someone, anyone, and we try, you

         19  know, like I said we try our hardest but sometimes

         20  for us it's just as hard to communicate with a real

         21  live person that will give us the answers on the

         22  other end of that phone.

         23                 MS. WOHL: If you look at one of the

         24  last pages of the testimony, this is an analysis of

         25  the 9,000 households who came to us last year, or in
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          2  the year that ended June 30th, for emergency food,

          3  and actually in our intake process we do quite a lot

          4  of information. We don't have difficulty in

          5  customers sharing that with us, because we know that

          6  the need for food is only a symptom, it's only one

          7  of a number of other things, and if we can be of

          8  assistance to them in accessing health insurance,

          9  that's going to save them and therefore it will help

         10  their need for food.

         11                 So, if looking at that back page, we

         12  have information in terms of ethnicity and household

         13  size, level of education reached by the head of

         14  households, primary sources of income, of people who

         15  came to us last year, only 37 percent were receiving

         16  food stamps, in a population really where it should

         17  be close to 100 percent.

         18                 And 31 percent of the people who came

         19  to us were, there were working people in the

         20  household.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: The reason

         22  why I ask that question is that, in the field of

         23  housing, in my office I find that, you know, when we

         24  try for the first time to assist and we go through

         25  the process of why they are in the situation, we
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          2  find out that the clients sometimes deliberately

          3  withhold information, and not until we go through an

          4  array of back and forth questions and reaching out

          5  to like the landlord or to reach out to other folks

          6  in Administration, that we find out that they were

          7  not telling us the truth and it puts us in the

          8  situation whereby it's difficult.

          9                 So, I'm wondering if it's the same

         10  process here in terms of they getting their food

         11  stamps or getting their public assistance?

         12                 MS. WOHL: We do ask for a certain

         13  amount of documentation. So, customers coming to us

         14  for food, they receive the amount of food based on

         15  their household size, so we do require documentation

         16  for every household. We do require documentation in

         17  terms of income, so if somebody is on public

         18  assistance, they'll bring in their benefit

         19  printouts, or if somebody is working they'll bring

         20  in their pay stub, so we do require a certain amount

         21  of documentation.

         22                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: All right,

         23  thank you.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Thank you very

         25  much, Council member.
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          2                 I want to thank this panel. There's

          3  nothing more powerful than the real life examples,

          4  and both the numbers you provided and the personal

          5  stories, I think they speak volumes to everything

          6  else we talked about earlier in the hearing. Thank

          7  you for the good work you do, and both perseverance

          8  on Ms. Bennett's part and perseverance on your part,

          9  and helping your many clients is helping us all. So,

         10  thank you very much.

         11                 MS. WOHL: We'd like to invite you any

         12  time during the week to come to West Side Campaign,

         13  because then you'll find the 100 people in the

         14  waiting room who you would be able to speak to.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: I appreciate

         16  that.

         17                 MS. WOHL: It's hard for people to

         18  come down.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: I'd like to do

         20  that. Thank you very much. Happy Thanksgiving.

         21                 MS. GOMEZ: Thank you.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: And Council

         23  Member Stewart.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: Yes, I just

         25  wanted to find out, how did the program start?
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          2                 Because I'm looking at other areas

          3  and they spoke about you having four centers that

          4  deal -- HRA to deal with this, and I'm wondering how

          5  you, as a community-based organization, how did you

          6  first start?

          7                 MS. WOHL: We're housed in the church

          8  of St. Paul, St. Andrew, and back in 1978 the

          9  minister found that he was being approached by

         10  people coming to the church asking for help with

         11  food, and so he challenged the congregation, you

         12  know, to come up with a response to that. And there

         13  was a study done in the area, interviews were done I

         14  think cooperatively with Columbia University, and

         15  they decided that the complimentary need in the

         16  community would be to have a food pantry. There are

         17  a number of senior citizen meal programs already,

         18  but a food pantry can provide people with food that

         19  they can take home and cook in their own homes. So

         20  the target population was really family, families

         21  with children and the elderly, people who had

         22  apartments, who had places where they could cook,

         23  and so starting back in 1978 the food pantry was

         24  established.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: So at present
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          2  now you submit proposals and you're the RFP to run

          3  this program?

          4                 MS. WOHL: We're funded by a number,

          5  we're funded partly by government sources, the State

          6  Health Department sees us as a nutrition program. We

          7  get some money from the City and then we're

          8  supported by the local religious communities,

          9  synagogues and churches, as well as some

         10  foundations.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: Thank you.

         12  Continue the good work.

         13                 MS. WOHL: Thank you.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON DeBLASIO: Thank you,

         15  again. This meeting of the General Welfare Committee

         16  is adjourned.

         17                 (Hearing concluded at 12:45 p.m.)
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          9                 I, MARY ROSS, do hereby certify that
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