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Oversight:  Administration of Food Stamp Program

The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will meet on December 16, 2002 at 1:00 p.m. to conduct an oversight hearing regarding access to food stamps in New York City.  Expected to testify at the hearing are: Verna Eggleston, Commissioner, New York City Human Resources Administration; Robert Canavan, Regional Director, Food Stamp Program, United States Department of Agriculture; Joel Berg, Executive Director, New York City Coalition Against Hunger; Carlos Rodriguez, Director of Food Force, Community Food Resources Center; Patricia Brodhagen, Vice President, Public Affairs, Food Industry Alliance of New York State, Inc., and other interested members of the community.  
Background 

Substantial numbers of New York City residents suffer from hunger.  The New York City Coalition Against Hunger estimates that more than one million New Yorkers depend on food pantries and soup kitchens for sustenance and reports indicate that the hunger problem in New York City is increasing.
  A recent survey found that New York City soup kitchens and food pantries fed 45% more people in 2002 than in 2000.
  Amidst the backdrop of serious hunger problems in New York City, use of the food stamp program (FSP) has declined in recent years.  In October of 1995, 1,405,342 individuals received food stamps in New York City.  By October of 2002 that number had decreased by 68% to 836,044.
  Reportedly as many as 800,000 New Yorkers who may be eligible for food stamps are not enrolled in FSP.
  

Today, the Committee will explore the administration of FSP in New York City to identify means of increasing enrollment among eligible individuals.  The Committee’s focus will be on barriers encountered by persons who seek to apply for food stamps; reports of unnecessary interruptions of food stamp benefits; and administration of expedited food stamps.

The Food Stamp Program

The food stamp program, funded by the federal government and run by state and local government agencies, issues benefits that are redeemable at authorized retail food stores.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) administers FSP.  New York State’s Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA) is responsible for ensuring that the State’s local social service districts comply with all federal and state laws, regulations and guidelines.  In New York City, the Human Resources Administration (HRA) administers FSP.  The federal government funds all food stamp benefits and half the cost of administering the program.  New York City and New York State share the remaining administrative costs.  

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

Food Stamps in New York City

Recent years have seen dramatic decreases in the number of persons receiving food stamps in New York City.  Between FY 1995 and FY 2001, New York City realized a 70 percent decrease in Food Stamp recipients; between FY 1999 and FY 2001, there was a 19 percent decrease in participation.  In fact, New York State is second only to California in overall decrease in the number of food stamp recipients over the last five years.
  Some of New York City’s underutilization of the food stamp program can be attributed to the previous administration.
  Recent trends suggest that the current administration holds a different position on the value of FSP.  The number of food stamp recipients in New York City has increased since June 2002, though the increases have been small when considered within the larger context of rapidly rising unemployment and substantial decreases in food stamp rolls over the past few years.  
With a faltering economy and high rates of unemployment, programs such as FSP can offer crucial financial support to New Yorkers who are struggling to meet basic needs.  The unemployment rate in New York City increased from 7.1 percent in September of this year to 7.8 percent in October, a month where 12,300 jobs were lost in New York City.  Since September 2001, the city has lost a total of 104,200 jobs.   Considering the economic downturn and high rates of unemployment, there should be substantial increases in FSP participation.

The City loses economic opportunity when eligible residents do not receive food stamp benefits.  As outlined above, the federal government funds the majority of costs associated with FSP.  Furthermore, as individuals who receive food stamps inevitably spend their benefits in local stores, these funds immediately render a positive effect on local city businesses.  
New York City’s current application for food stamps is 16 pages long.  Other jurisdictions in New York and other states have developed applications as short as four pages.  The length of the application makes applying for food stamps in New York City an unnecessarily arduous task.  Potential recipients may be intimidated from completing the application or they may find their benefits denied, not due to substantive reasons, but rather due to a mistake on the 16 page application.  Earlier this year, New York State passed legislation requiring a shorter application to be made available to all local districts by June 30, 2003.
  Already in New York State, Onondaga County (Syracuse) has created and implemented a four page application.  In addition, other states, such as California and Texas, have developed simplified application forms for food stamps.  The Committee will inquire about the status of plans to shorten the food stamp application in New York City. 

While a shortened application will help facilitate the application process, there appear to be additional barriers to the application process, some of them very basic and remediable.  The New York City Council Investigation Division (CID) recently completed an anonymous investigation to determine the availability of food stamp applications at Human Resource Administration (HRA) food stamp offices and job centers in New York City.  Investigators attempted to visit 20 food stamp offices and 20 job centers publicized on the HRA website as places where NYC residents can apply for food stamps.   Investigators found that in eight cases, the HRA website provided an incorrect address for the food stamp office or job center.  Further, in 11 instances, investigators were unable to obtain an application upon request.  The rate of inability to obtain a food stamp application at job centers alone was disproportionately high.  In 9 of the 11 instances where the application was not provided, the investigators were visiting job centers. 

The USDA recently conducted a program access review of two HRA offices in New York City.
  Overall, the review concluded that, while some significant program deficiencies have been corrected since 1998, “local offices are still in substantial non-compliance with federal requirements relating to food stamp access.”
  Specifically, the report included the following findings: 

(  Despite HRA policy and procedures that call for separate determinations of food stamp eligibility, in practice local offices continue to close or deny Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) cases without providing a separate determination of FSP eligibility.
 

(  Persons who file applications for both TANF and food stamps are denied food stamps for non-compliance with eligibility verification review requirements that apply to all TANF applications, but only to food stamps applicants whose applications are deemed to contain questionable information.
 

(  There are a number of problems with the process of providing expedited service to households with few or no resources.  Specifically, the allotment of expedited benefits is not calculated according to household size; in some instances applicants receive expedited service several times, without completing mandatory verification in the time frame set out in federal regulations; and in some instances expedited benefits were not issued within the seven day time frame mandated under federal regulations.
 

(  There were a number of instances where applications were denied for failure to appear for an interview, before the time set out by federal law has run.
 

(  In many instances, case files lacked appropriate documentation or contained incorrect documentation.
   

The Committee will seek to learn what steps are being taken to remedy the problems identified by the USDA’s program access review and the recent investigation regarding access to applications and in general to assure that all New Yorkers who are eligible for food stamps receive them.  
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