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THE COUNCIL

REPORT OF THE GOVERNMENTAL AFFAIRS DIVISION
MARCEL VAN OOYEN, LEGISLATIVE DIRECTOR

COMMITTEE ON GENERAL WELFARE

BILL DE BLASIO, CHAIR

August 17, 2005
INT. NO. 615-A:
By Council Members DeBlasio, Baez, Barron, Brewer, Clarke, Fidler, Foster, Gennaro, Gerson, Gonzalez, James, Koppell, Martinez, Palma, Perkins, Reed, Sanders Jr., Stewart, Vann, Liu, Arroyo, Gioia, Quinn, Weprin, Jackson and The Public Advocate (Ms. Gotbaum)

TITLE:
A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to increasing the number of eligible New Yorkers enrolled in the federal food stamp program.

The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio,  will meet on Wednesday, August 17, at 10:45 a.m., to consider whether to override the Mayor’s veto of Int. 615-A.  The Committee on General Welfare first approved Int. 615-A on Tuesday, June 21, 2005, at 10:00 a.m. by a unanimous vote.  On June 23, 2005, the full council voted to adopt the legislation by a vote of 45-5.  On July 21, 2005, the Mayor returned Int. 615-A to the Council without his approval.  The Council received the Mayor’s veto of Int. 615-A on July 27, 2005.
  

Background 

Substantial numbers of New York City residents suffer from food insecurity.  A recent report published by the Food Bank for New York City concluded that at least two million New Yorkers are at risk of going hungry.
  According to the Food Bank study, nearly one-third of those residents access no hunger relief services.
  Of the persons who do access hunger relief services, approximately 38% rely on soup kitchens and food pantries, rather than food stamps or other government subsidies.
  

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

Food stamp eligibility and benefit levels are based on household size, income, assets, and other factors.
  According to HRA figures released in January 2005, the average monthly food stamp allotment in New York City for a household of one was $110 and for a household of three was $329.
  Federal regulations require applications for food stamps to be processed within 30 days,
 and require expedited service for households with few or no resources.
  

From April 2002 to February 2005, aggregate food stamp enrollment in New York City increased by approximately 33%, from 822,530 to 1,091,049.    Notwithstanding recent increases, current enrollment in food stamps in New York City is approximately 22% lower than enrollment in October of 1995.
  Advocates continue to report that more than 700,000 low-income New Yorkers are eligible for, but not currently receiving, food stamps.
 

Further, despite recent enrollment increases, New York still lags behind much of the rest of the nation in participation of low income working families in the food stamp program.  A recent report based on a study of food stamp participation rates for low income working families nationwide commissioned by the USDA ranked New York in the bottom half of states.
  For all three years covered by the report, New York’s food stamp participation rate for low-income working families was substantially below the national average.

Analysis

Int. 615-A is part of a broader Council initiative – including legislation, oversight and adequate allocation of resources to hunger relief efforts -- to facilitate access to the food stamp program and ensure that New Yorkers do not go hungry.  Int. 615-A would amend the administrative code of the City of New York by adding a new section 21-132.  The bill would require HRA to develop and maintain, within a year of the effective date of the provision, a procedure that enables food stamp applicants to submit applications by facsimile.  In addition, the bill would require HRA to waive face-to-face interviews for food stamp applicants for whom the requirement constitutes a hardship, including but not limited to illness, transportation difficulties, care of a household member, or work or training hours which prevent applicants from participating in an in-office interview.
 A description of the circumstances that constitute hardship would be included in any information developed or distributed by or on behalf of HRA regarding the food stamp program.  In addition, the bill would require HRA to provide a receipt, in the form of a checklist, to each food stamp program applicant, which would indicate the date on which the application was made, describe information received from the applicant, and indicate whether the application is complete or incomplete, and if incomplete, would identify any information or documents needed in order for the application to be deemed complete.  Finally, the bill aims to enhance the accuracy of public information regarding location and office hours of food stamp offices by requiring regular reviews of such information. 
Effective Date

This local law would take effect ninety days after its enactment.
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� According to the report, New York’s rates for the years 1999, 2000 and 2001 were 38%, 46% and 42% respectively, while the nationwide rates for those three years were 48%, 50% and 54%, respectively.  See id. at 17.  


� Other jurisdictions have implemented measures aimed at increasing food stamp enrollment – especially among low-income working families.  For instance, in Massachusetts, a field operations memo regarding waiver of face-to-face interviews for non-public assistance food stamp recipients encourages the use of waivers to facilitate access.  The memo states: “[a]pplicants and recipients who have a hardship reason automatically qualify for a waiver of the in-office face-to-face interview”  and further defines “hardship conditions” as including “illness and other health concerns; being the primary caregiver of a household member; transportation costs or other transportation difficulties; prolonged severe weather; or work hours which preclude a face-to-face interview.” (p.2) The memo further explains:  “[r]ecipients who request a waiver of the face-to-face interview should have their request approved unless there is a compelling programmatic reason not to approve the waiver.” id.
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