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Introduction


On February 14, 2019, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, and the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing to examine the issue of hunger in New York City, including perspectives on the issue as it relates to college students. Representatives from the Human Resources Administration (HRA), the Mayor’s Office of Food Policy, the City University of New York (CUNY), anti-hunger and higher education advocates, emergency food providers, and other interested parties were invited to testify. 
Background
Poverty Levels in NYC 

Some of the primary causes for domestic hunger and food insecurity include poverty, unemployment, lack of affordable housing, high healthcare costs, and lack of access to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).
 Areas where residents cannot access affordable and nutritious food also contribute to hunger and food insecurity.
  Numerous studies have shown that hunger and food insecurity are prevalent among children, college students, the elderly, minority groups and undocumented immigrants.
According to a recent study by the New York University Furman Center, based on the United States Census Bureau statistics, between 2011 and 2015, nearly 1.7 million New Yorkers lived in poverty.
  The poverty rate in New York City has remained relatively steady since 1980, at around 20 percent, yet exceeding both national (12.3 percent) and state (14.1 percent) levels.
 However, the City’s poverty measure was significantly higher than the federal measure. According to the latest New York City Government Poverty Measure Report (NYCgov poverty measure), 43.5 of New York City residents were living at or near poverty in 2016.
 The NYCgov poverty measure was developed in response to the shortfalls of the Census Bureau’s official measure, which does not accurately reflect other factors related to poverty, such as Earned Income Tax Credit, SNAP benefits, housing subsidies, health care, transportation and childcare costs.
 Further, New York City is an expensive city to live in, which is exacerbated for those living on the margins.
Food Insecurity

Nationally, according to data from the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), in 2017, 15 million Americans lived in food-insecure households, meaning at some point during the year they had difficulty providing enough food for all household members due to a lack of resources or insufficient money for food.
 There has been an overall decline in food insecure households from 14.9 percent in 2011, to 11.8 percent in 2017.
 However, the 2017 prevalence of food insecurity was still above the 2007 pre-recession level of 11.1 percent.
 
According to the USDA, an estimated 1.2 million (14.4 percent) New York City residents were food insecure in 2016,
 compared to 1.37 million (16.4 percent) in 2014.
 Despite a decrease, food insecurity in New York City remains high. New York City’s food insecurity rate is 12 percent higher than the national rate, and 21 percent higher than the New York State rate.
 According to Feeding America, the nation’s leading hunger-relief organization, New Yorkers missed approximately 207.7 million meals in 2016, also known as “The Meal Gap.”
 This is a decrease from 224.8 million the previous year.
 Brooklyn has the highest Meal Gap (80.9 million meals), followed by Queens (42.9 million), the Bronx (39.6 million), Manhattan (37 million) and Staten Island (7.3 million).
 
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
SNAP, formerly known as the Food Stamp Program, is the cornerstone of the nation’s safety net and nutrition assistance programs, providing assistance to millions of eligible low-income people.
 Benefit levels for SNAP are based on criteria including, but not limited to, household size and income levels.
 On average, SNAP households currently receive an estimated $253 a month.
 The average SNAP benefits per person is about $126 a month, which is an average of $1.40 per person, per meal.

SNAP provides assistance to recipients by offering monthly electronic benefits that can be used to purchase food at authorized stores.
 Therefore, SNAP benefits not only help low-income people purchase food, but they also provide an economic benefit to communities. According to research, each dollar of SNAP benefits spent by recipients generates $1.79 in economic activity and every $1 billion of SNAP benefits creates 9,000 full-time jobs.
 SNAP can also help lift people out of poverty. SNAP benefits lifted at least 3.4 million people out of poverty in 2017.

As of December 2018, 1,571,790 people were receiving SNAP benefits in New York City.
 SNAP participation in New York City has been declining since 2013.
 According to the New York City Independent Budget Office and the Human Resources Administration (HRA), these recent decreases in SNAP recipients likely reflect improvements in the local economy, in addition to the federal government’s significant cuts in SNAP benefits in 2013. 
 
SNAP and College Students
To participate in SNAP, a student in college at least half time, must meet the income eligibility for SNAP and one of the following criteria:

· Be employed for an average of 20 hours per week and be paid for such employment or, if self-employed, be employed for an average of 20 hours per week and receive weekly earnings at least equal to the Federal minimum wage multiplied by 20 hours.

· Participate in a State or Federally financed work study program during the regular school year.

· Provide more than half the physical care for one or more dependent household members under the age of six or provide more than half the physical care of dependent household member who has reached the age of six but is under the age of 12 where adequate child care is not available.

· Enrolled full-time in an institution of higher education and is a single parent with responsibility for the care of a dependent child under age 12.

· Receive benefits from Family Assistance (FA) or federally-funded Safety Net Assistance (SNA).

· Receive Unemployment Benefits (UIB).

The Human Resources Administration and Recent Reforms 

In New York City, HRA is the entity charged with administering SNAP benefits. There are multiple ways by which a person can apply for public benefits: online at ACCESS HRA, calling the HRA Infoline, or in person at one of the 14 SNAP Centers in the city.
 HRA has undergone significant modernization efforts since 2014 with respect to benefits access. To improve access to benefits and information on a pending or active case, HRA developed an online portal ACCESS HRA, which enables New York City residents to retrieve benefit information and apply and recertify for SNAP and other benefits. While HRA does not administer the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), clients can determine their eligibility for WIC through ACCESS HRA.

HRA implemented the Benefits Re-engineering Initiative, which uses technology to streamline SNAP processes that allows access to online services outside of HRA’s traditional offices.
 The HRA Benefits Re-engineering Initiative includes increasing self-service options, online application and recertification, mobile document uploads and client-initiated scheduling for interviews on demand.
 As a result of the Re-Engineering plan, citywide SNAP in-center foot traffic has declined by 34 percent since 2014.
 During Fiscal Year 2018, 78 percent of SNAP applications were filed electronically.

Able-Bodied Adults without Dependents (ABAWD)
While SNAP is intended to ensure that no one should fear going hungry, SNAP rules require all recipients meet certain work requirements unless they are exempt because of age or disability or another specific reason.
 The Federal law imposed a time limit to able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs) to receive SNAP benefits for 3 months in 3 years if they do not meet certain work requirements.
 To be eligible beyond the time limit, ABAWDs are required to either work or participate in an educational or training program for at least 80 hours per month, or comply with the requirements of a particular work program.
 In addition to some other general exemptions, adults are exempt from this provision if they are: (1) under 18 or 50 years of age or older, (2) responsible for the care of a child or incapacitated household member, (3) medically certified as physically or mentally unfit for employment, pregnant, or (4) already exempt from the general SNAP work requirement.
 
States are permitted to request to temporarily waive the ABAWD time limit for people living in areas with an unemployment rate above 10 percent or for those in an area with insufficient jobs.
 In 2014, New York City became the final social services district in New York State to accept this “ABAWD waiver,” in addition to 43 other states that had accepted the waiver.
 According to HRA, “in addition to providing federal assistance to address hunger, this policy change provides an economic benefit when this federal assistance is spent in neighborhoods in all five boroughs and averts unnecessary fair hearings resulting from hard-to-administer rules that have applied in the absence of this waiver.”
 

Many states qualified for the waiver due to high unemployment rates during and since the Great Recession of 2008.
 As unemployment rates fall, fewer areas are qualifying for statewide waivers.
 New York was among 19 states that were required to re-impose the three-month time limit in 2016 because parts of the state saw a decline in the unemployment rate, and therefore, no longer qualified for the ABAWD waiver.
 Individuals subject to the newly imposed time limit began to lose eligibility in April 2016.  The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities estimated that at least 500,000 childless adults lost SNAP over the course of 2016.
 
While the State as a whole no longer qualified for the waiver, all of Staten Island, Brooklyn and the Bronx qualify and parts of Manhattan and Queens have been granted the ABAWD waiver.
 ABAWDs residing in Manhattan Community Districts 9, 10, 11, and 12 (above West 110th Street and East 96th Street), and Queens Community Districts 10 and 12, are exempt from the time limits through the end of this year. 
  
On February 1, 2019, the USDA posted a proposed rule to limit the waivers that states have been receiving.
 The proposed rule would eliminate state-wide waivers unless the state qualifies for extended unemployment benefits
 (no state currently qualifies for this program).
 Additionally, a request for a waiver would require full endorsement by the State’s governor.

The proposed rule would limit waivers for larger geographic areas within states that may include sections with sufficient available jobs, making waivers more localized.
 Waivers would continue to be allowed in local areas with unemployment rates 20 percent higher than the national average, but the proposed rule would create a floor of 7 percent for the local unemployment rate.

The proposed rule also would limit the duration of waivers to one year and it would retain the statutory waiver standard — unemployment above 10 percent for a recent 12-month period.
 Waivers are typically approved for one year, but the USDA is currently permitted to approve longer waivers.

Additionally, states receive exemptions from time limits for a portion of their caseload that they may use to extend eligibility for a limited number of ABAWDs. States have discretion to use or not to use the exemptions available to them in a given year. Current regulations allow states to accumulate these exemptions year after year. The proposed rule would stop these exemptions from carrying over and accumulating.
 The USDA proposes that the rule, once finalized, would go into effect on October 1, 2019, which is the beginning of federal fiscal year 2020.

The U.S.D.A. suggested the proposed rule may result in a 75 percent reduction in areas currently covered by waivers with an estimated savings of $15 billion over 10 years.
 Currently, 36 states and territories waive the time limit for at least some portion of their ABAWD population.
 Seven have statewide exemptions, including Alaska, Louisiana, New Mexico and the District of Columbia. California, Florida, Texas and New York have the largest ABAWD populations.

The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities found that the proposal could have a large impact on people who are between jobs or whose employers have cut their hours to less than 20 hours a week, those with the greatest difficulties in the labor market, including adults with no more than a high school education, and people living in rural areas where jobs are often harder to find.

People of color would be at particular risk if this proposal is approved, given their much higher unemployment rates (roughly double the non-Hispanic white unemployment rate) and continued racial discrimination in labor markets.
 Studies have found that white job applicants are much likelier to receive callbacks after job applications or interviews than equally qualified Black applicants.

Emergency Food
HRA, through the Emergency Food Assistance Program (EFAP), administers funding and coordinates the distribution of shelf-stable food to more than 500 food pantries and community kitchens citywide.
 Research has found that people no longer only access emergency food assistance for a short period of time as a temporary solution during exigent circumstances, but are relying on it as a long-term solution to deal with persistent hunger.
 About 1.4 million New Yorkers rely on emergency food assistance at food banks and soup kitchens for basic nutrition.
 Emergency food assistance is an essential service that is often used to supplement SNAP benefits, since SNAP only covers about 39 meals per month.
 According to the most recent data from HRA, from October – December 2016, food pantries receiving EFAP served approximately 2.9 million individuals and community kitchens served 763,365 meals; this represents a 4 percent increase and 2 percent decrease, respectively, from the previous quarter.

According to a 2018 survey by Hunger Free America, New York City food pantries and soup kitchens fed five percent more people in 2018 than the previous year, compared to annual increases of six percent in 2017, nine percent in 2016, and five percent in 2015.
 According to a Food Bank for New York survey in early 2018, 80 percent of food pantries and soup kitchens in NYC have seen elevated traffic and 40 percent reported the number of visitors increased by more than half.
 Nearly half of food pantries and kitchens have an operating budget of under $25,000.
 Over half of soup kitchens and food pantries reported running out of food and 29 percent reported turning people away because of lack of food.

In 2014, HRA, the Helmsley Charitable Trust, the Redstone Strategy Group, the New York State Hunger Prevention and Nutrition Assistance Program (HPNAP), the Director of Food Policy in the Mayor’s Office, and key emergency food distributors formed the NYC Food Assistance Collaborative (the Collaborative).
 The Collaborative focuses on increasing equity and efficiency in the emergency food system through building capacity at individual food pantries and coordinating the supplies of emergency food.
 Building on a previous success growing capacity in an initial set of 12 underserved neighborhoods, the Collaborative identified six additional significantly underserved neighborhoods and built the capacity of local pantries to distribute more food there.
 It made grants to expand capacity over 20 pantries and will provide an additional 5 million pounds of food annually to bring these areas up to the citywide average distribution levels.
 
Federal Government Shutdown

The recent government shutdown impacted SNAP recipients. During the shutdown, 1.6 million low-income New Yorkers who rely on SNAP received their February benefits early, in mid-January.
 Current average SNAP benefits cover about two weeks’ worth of food for most households, meaning recipients will have to stretch this amount over for a longer period of time before their receiving their March benefits.
 Food Bank for New York City surveyed members of the City’s Emergency Food Network in the midst of this shutdown. Because of the early February SNAP benefits released in mid-January, surveyed members reported that there will be an increased demand for food starting in mid-February. This “SNAP Gap” will be most intense during the public school winter break, when children will lose access to up two free meals per day.

Council Contributions

The Council successfully negotiated an $8.7 million baseline increase in Emergency Food Assistance Program (EFAP) funds from the City for a total baselined amount of $18.1 million for Fiscal Year 2019 and the outyears. In Fiscal Year 2019, funding for the federal program, The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), was $2.9 million. In addition, through food initiatives, the Council allotted another $6.4 million to support critical programs that assist low-income New Yorkers in accessing food and federal  benefits, that create awareness about healthy eating, provide nutrition education, and for the purchase of food to support the growing demand for food pantry and community kitchens located throughout the City.

In the Food Pantries initiative, $1 million was awarded to Food Bank to support 25 food and hygiene pantries in Department of Education (DOE) schools with high concentrations of students that are food insecure. Another $3.6 million was allocated to support approximately 280 smaller food bank and soup kitchen providers that are not part of the EFAP system.

The Food Access and Benefits initiative provides technical assistance relating to the access of food and benefits to low-income New Yorkers. To ensure that hungry New Yorkers have continued access to emergency food programs, $275,000 was allocated to Food Bank for capacity expansion efforts for EFAP food pantries. Food Bank was also allocated $250,000 for its Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) Assistance Program, which provides assessments of refundable federal income tax credit for low-income, working individuals and families through its free income tax preparation services.
 Two technical assistance grants to aid in the automation of SNAP enrollment at food pantries and soup kitchens were awarded, in the amount of $100,000 each, to Food Bank and Hunger Free America.

Seven organizations
 form the Council’s Access to Healthy Food and Nutritional Education initiative and were allocated $1.1 million to work towards expanding access to healthy food and a better understanding of health and nutrition. These efforts have a focus on underserved communities and encourage the growth of farmers markets around the City, expand the use of EBT benefits toward healthier and less processed foods, and involve communities through a place-based model that is focused on long-term positive changes in behavior and practices related to food and nutrition. 
The City University of New York
The City University of New York (CUNY) was created pursuant to a 1961 amendment to the New York State Education law uniting seven existing municipal colleges and a graduate school into a formally-integrated citywide system of public higher education.
 Although only 58 years old, the University’s history dates back to 1847 when the Free Academy, now the City College of New York, was founded as the first publicly-financed institution of higher education in NYC.
 Today, CUNY is the largest urban public university in the U.S, providing accessible, high-quality education to more than 500,000 students, including 275,000 degree-seeking and 276,000 adult and continuing education enrollments, at 25 schools across the five boroughs.
 Indeed, with more than 1,400 academic programs, 200 majors leading to associate and baccalaureate degrees and 800 graduate degree programs, CUNY offers learning opportunities at every level, from certificate courses to Ph.D. programs, in an integrated system of seven community colleges, 11 senior colleges, the Macaulay Honors College, seven graduate and professional schools and an assortment of research centers, institutes and consortia.
  

CUNY’s legislatively-outlined mission seeks to provide educational opportunities for all New Yorkers but more specifically directs that CUNY “remain responsive to the needs of its urban setting… [while ensuring] equal access and opportunity for students” of all races and ethnic groups.
 CUNY must also serve “as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the city of New York.”
 This mission is particularly relevant for CUNY students living at or near the poverty level because, as discussed below, a college education significantly elevates one’s job prospects and earning potential. Thus, CUNY offers critical access to affordable, high quality education while also serving as a gateway out of poverty for many New Yorkers at a time when the demand for college-educated workers is on the rise.

The Value of Higher Education for the Disadvantaged

According to a 2014 Pew Research Center report, “the disparity in employment outcomes between college graduates and those with a high school diploma or less formal schooling has never been greater in the modern era.”
 National unemployment data from the U.S. Department of Labor underscores this assessment. The median monthly unemployment rate from September 2018 through January 2019 was 3.2 percent for Americans 25 years and older with some college or an associate degree, and 2.2 percent for those with a bachelor’s degree or higher.
 In contrast, the rate over the same period for Americans 25 years and older who had only a high school diploma was 3.7 percent.
 Americans with less than a high school diploma fared even worse, with a 5.7 percent unemployment rate during this period.
 

Income data also underscores the value of higher education. As the U.S. labor market has placed an increasing value on higher education,
 the widening income gap between college and high school graduates has similarly worsened.
 According to an analysis of 2010 Census data, 59 percent of all jobs in the economy require some form of postsecondary education or training.
 By 2020, that figure is projected to increase to 65 percent.
 However, the projection is even higher for New York state, where 69 percent of all jobs are expected to require some post-secondary education beyond high school.
 Additionally, data show that individuals with higher levels of education also receive higher earnings. For example, in 2014, the median earning of young adults with a bachelor’s degree was 66 percent higher, and 15 percent higher for those with an associate’s degree, when compared to the median earnings of young adults with only a high school diploma (or its equivalent).
 Moreover, college graduates are more likely to have health and retirement benefits and to be healthier than their less-educated peers.
 

The Degree Completion Problem at CUNY

While data demonstrate clear benefits of obtaining a college education, only 19.2 percent of students who enter community college associate’s degree programs at CUNY earn a degree in three years.
 At Bronx Community College, the completion rate is even lower, with 16 percent.
 Yet the lowest rates of associate degree attainment are at the comprehensive colleges: 6.3 percent at the College of Staten Island and 8.2 percent at the NYC College of Technology (“City Tech”).
 The graduation rates are also relatively low at many of CUNY’s senior colleges, almost 59 percent after six years.
 Barely 28 percent of students enrolled in baccalaureate programs at Medgar Evers College earned a bachelor’s degree in that time.
 The completion rates were only marginally higher at City Tech and York College with 34.2 and 38.4 percent, respectively.
 Only Baruch College with 72.4 percent, Brooklyn College with 62.3 percent, and Queens College with 59.6 percent had completion rates above that of the CUNY system as a whole,
 yet they still suggest that there are barriers to degree completion that remain unaddressed.

Food Insecurity as a Barrier to College Completion

The reasons why college students discontinue their studies or take longer to obtain their degrees vary. Some studies cite challenges such as financial instability, a lack of academic preparation or family support, and difficulty integrating into a campus environment as significant factors.
 But more recent studies have suggested that food insecurity may also present an impediment to students’ reaching their academic goals.
 

According to the U.S. General Accountability Office (GAO), there is limited information about how prevalent food insecurity is among college students because studies on the issue are relatively nascent and do not provide reliable national estimates.
 For example, one recent study of basic needs insecurity among college students found that 36 percent of all university students were food insecure, while finding a significantly higher percentage of 56 percent and 42 percent among community college students in the last two years of the study, respectively.
 However, this study only surveyed students at 66 institutions in 20 states, none of which included New York.
 Locally, in 2011, researchers at CUNY estimated that 39 percent of CUNY students were food insecure,
 while a more recent CUNY survey study of 50 low-income students, a relatively small sample, found that 74 percent experienced “very low food security” while the remaining 26 percent experienced “low food security.”
 Another recent survey study cites that one in four CUNY students, or approximately 60,000 undergraduates, experience food insecurity.
 Indeed, the GAO reviewed a total of 31 studies that found ranges of food insecurity among college students from 9 percent to well over 50 percent.
 While these divergent findings reflected inherent limitations of survey samples and research methodologies,
 the studies nonetheless shed light on the range of food insecurity that can exist across institutions and draw needed attention to the issue. 

Food Insecurity Risk Factors and CUNY 

According to the GAO, the most common risk factor for food insecurity among college students is low income, which is often exacerbated by additional factors such as being a first-generation student or a single parent.
 Because of CUNY’s legislated mission to elevate lower income students and the disadvantaged, its student body is disproportionately representative of these factors. According to CUNY’s 2016 Student Experience Survey,
 42 percent of CUNY students have incomes lower than $20,000 annually; 45 percent are a first-generation students; and 12 percent of students are supporting children as parents or single parents.
 Moreover, students at community colleges are more likely to come from low-income families than students at senior colleges with 71 percent versus 54 percent, respectively.
  Yet data on food assistance provided for CUNY students through the on-campus aid program Single Stop (discussed below) show that only 4,947 applications were approved over the entire period 2009 through 2015,
 which is arguably low considering CUNY’s large low-income student body. Indeed, national income data from the U.S. Department of Education reviewed by the GAO suggested that nearly 57 percent of potentially SNAP-eligible college students did not receive the benefit in 2016,
 suggesting that many students across the country may be unaware or misinformed about their eligibility, or possibly deterred from seeking assistance due to the stigma associated with receiving aid.
 

CUNY Services for Food Insecure Students 

In August 2018, Governor Andrew Cuomo announced a comprehensive “No Student Goes Hungry Program” that set a goal of establishing a food pantry or stigma-free food access for students in need at every State University of New York (SUNY) and CUNY campus across the state, setting a year-end deadline for 100 percent compliance.
 At present, CUNY has food pantries at all seven of its community colleges and at ten out of its 11 senior colleges excepting Baruch College, which utilizes an off-campus food voucher system.
 It is unknown whether CUNY professional and graduate schools also have food pantries.

Additionally, CUNY, which is home to the CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute, an academic research and action center that provides “evidence to inform municipal policies that promote equitable access to health, affordable food” at the Graduate School of Public Health and Health Policy,
 as well as the New York City Food Policy Center, which “develops intersectoral, innovative and evidence-based solutions to preventing diet-related diseases and promoting food security in New York City” at Hunter College,
 offers a number programs and services to address the needs of its food insecure student population. Single Stop USA (“Single Stop”), a national nonprofit group that connects people with government benefits they might be eligible for, is one such resource.
 Through a system-wide partnership with all seven CUNY community colleges
 and the John Jay College of Criminal Justice,
 Single Stop provides students with campus-based free comprehensive social, legal and financial services to address financial barriers and family needs, which often pose the greatest challenge to degree completion.
 Over a six year period, Single Stop served more than 77,000 CUNY students and accessed benefits, legal services, financial counseling and tax refunds valued at $183 million.
 Notably, the program also helps students apply for and access SNAP benefits
. As 37 percent of students at CUNY senior colleges are from families with incomes of $20,000 or less, there are 54,000 senior college students who benefit from such services.

In its 2019-2020 Operating Budget Request and Four-Year Financial Plan, CUNY is requesting $7.8 million as part of a strategic investment to address food insecurity.
 The funding would be used to develop a pilot program to provide swipe cards to be used at campus cafeterias.
 CUNY would work with food vendors to provide nutritious meals, including one that can be consumed at the cafeteria as well as a grab-and-go option, for students.

Conclusion
Despite a continuous decline in food insecurity and SNAP participation, a significant number of New Yorkers remain food insecure, including college students. Food pantries and soup kitchens continue to face extreme shortages as more New Yorkers rely on emergency food assistance.  Although the City has increased the number of food pantries in some underserved areas, there are still many individuals and families who need access to these facilities. At today’s hearing, the Committees will examine college and City efforts to decrease the level of food insecurity, and to increase support for community-based organizations and CUNY-campus based student services that provide such assistance to hungry or undernourished New Yorkers.
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