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INTRODUCTION


On July 19, 2017, the Committee on Aging chaired by Council Member Margaret S. Chin will hold a hearing on Proposed Int. No. 1519-A, a local law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to supplemental nutrition assistance program enrollment and recertification for seniors.  This is the second hearing on this legislation.  The first hearing on Proposed Int. No. 1519-A was held on April 26, 2017, at which time the Committee heard testimony from the Human Resources Administration (HRA), the Department for the Aging (DFTA), and other interested stakeholders.  
BACKGROUND

Seniors in New York City 
New York City is currently home to 1.55 million individuals ages 60 and older, who account for roughly 18.2 percent of the city’s population.  Considering that 12.8 percent of New York City’s population is currently between 50-59 years old, the population of older New Yorkers is expected to increase significantly in the coming years.
 By 2040, more than one out of every five New Yorkers will be over the age of 60.
 
Access to food is an ongoing concern for seniors.  Many seniors live below the poverty line and struggle to afford necessities such as shelter and food.  The 2017 federal poverty level is $12,060 for a single person and $16,240 for a two family household.
  A little over 200,000 older New Yorkers ages 65 and older are living below the poverty level; 30.2 percent of which are Hispanic, 26.1 percent are Asian, 18.1 percent are black, and 12.9 percent are white.
  
Seniors and Food Scarcity 

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) defines two types of food insecurity, low food security and very low food security.
  Low food security occurs when there are reports of reduced food quality, variety, or desirability, but little or no indication of reduced food intake.  Very low food security occurs when there are reports of multiple disruptions of normal eating patterns and reduced food intake.
  Very low food security can lead to hunger and malnutrition, which is especially dangerous as a person ages.
  Malnutrition can hasten the onset of degenerative diseases, as well as exacerbate heart disease, hypertension, osteoporosis, cancer, and diabetes.
 
New York City houses two of the top five Congressional districts with the highest percentage of seniors facing hunger.
 According to a 2016 report by Hunger Free America, on average, 171,197 New York City seniors lived in food insecure households between 2013 and 2015.
  This is a noticeable increase from the period prior to the 2008 recession.  According to the report, from 2006 to 2008, an average of 132,113 New York City seniors lived in food insecure households.
  The study found that the percentage of seniors who are food insecure in each borough is as follows: (1) the Bronx (22.48 percent); (2) Brooklyn (17.13 percent); (3) Manhattan (10.81 percent); and (4) Queens (10.21 percent).
  According to the report, there is not enough food insecurity data available for Staten Island to calculate borough-specific statistics.
  
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly known as food stamps, is a benefit provided monthly through an electronic benefits card, which recipients can use to purchase food at authorized grocery stores and farmers markets.
  In January 2017, the USDA announced a pilot program to allow homebound seniors to use SNAP benefits at online grocers including FreshDirect and Amazon Fresh.
  Eligibility for SNAP is based on an individual’s household size, income, expenses, and other factors.
 Households must meet income tests to receive benefits, but households with disabled members or individuals over the age of 60 can have higher incomes and still qualify.
  The table below shows the estimated monthly benefit based on household size and pre-taxed income.
 
Estimated Monthly SNAP Benefit
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According to the 2016 Food Metrics Report, there were 308,890 seniors, ages 65 and older, in New York City who received SNAP.  The report indicated that many more seniors qualify, but do not participate in the program.
  In order to increase SNAP participation rates among seniors,   HRA, DFTA, and the Food Bank for New York have worked together to identify seniors who are eligible, but do not currently receive SNAP benefits, through a computer match with the Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption (SCRIE) program.
  
Furthermore, in January 2017, HRA testified at a joint City Council hearing with the Aging Committee and General Welfare Committee that seniors face several barriers that hinder their participation in SNAP.
  These barriers include the fact that seniors may have limited mobility, may not be aware of the program, and may feel there is a stigma associated with accepting government assistance.
  

According to HRA testimony, beginning in September 2014, HRA collaborated with the Robin Hood Foundation, Benefits Data Trust, and DFTA to enroll eligible seniors in the SNAP program, which they planned to expand for two years beginning in 2017.
  In order to increase participation in targeted benefits, the New York Benefits Center implemented a phone and direct mail campaign for seniors who are not receiving SNAP.
  The program mailed 214,688 outreach letters and conducted robo-calls with a recorded message from Commissioner Banks to 130,448 households.

ANALYSIS OF PROPOSED INT. NO. 1519-A

Section one of Proposed Int. No. 1519-A would amend title 21 of the Administrative Code by adding a new section 21-131.1 to read as follows: 
New subdivision a would provide the definitions for the following: 

· “Senior center” has the same definition as set forth in section 21-201. 
· “Seniors” is defined as individuals who are age 60 and older.  

New subdivision b of such section would require the Department of Social Services (DSS) in partnership with DFTA to design and implement a public campaign to spread awareness regarding the benefits of SNAP to seniors and their caregivers in order to reduce any stigma associated with enrolling in or recertifying for such benefits.  
New subdivision c would require DSS, in coordination with DFTA, to create and implement a program to increase enrollment in and recertification for SNAP, consistent with the requirements of state and federal law.  Subdivision c would further require that the enrollment and recertification program ensure that programming is offered at each senior center to explain the benefits of SNAP and enable eligible seniors to enroll in or recertify for SNAP at each senior center.   
New subdivision d would require DSS, in coordination with DFTA, to submit a report to the Speaker of the City Council, beginning on February 1, 2018 and annually thereafter on  DSS’s activities with respect to SNAP enrollment and recertification for seniors. Subdivision d would further require that the report provide an overview of DSS’s activities with respect to SNAP enrollment and the recertification for seniors, including the public awareness campaign and the enrollment and recertification program.  The report would also include:
(1) The number of seniors enrolled in SNAP in the previous calendar year;

(2) The number of seniors recertified for SNAP in the previous calendar year; and 

(3) The annual rate of enrollment for seniors on SNAP compared to the number of seniors in the city that DSS estimates are likely to be eligible for SNAP, which can be based on available community data such as the census.   
 
Subdivision d would also require that, beginning on February 1, 2019, the report indicate how the data required by this subdivision compares to the previous year and the method seniors used to enroll in or recertify for SNAP, whether online, by mobile application, by telephone, by paper application, or by other means.  

Section two
 of Proposed Int. No. 1519-A provides that the local law would take effect 120 days after it becomes law, expect that DSS and DFTA may take all actions necessary for its implementation, including the necessary promulgation of rules, prior to such effective date.  
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Proposed Int. No. 1519-A
 
By Council Members Koslowitz, The Speaker (Council Member Mark-Viverito), Chin, Levin, Salamanca, Gentile, Vacca, Vallone and Rosenthal
 
A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to supplemental nutrition assistance program enrollment and recertification for seniors
 

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
     
Section 1. Chapter 1 of title 21 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 21-131.1 to read as follows:
§ 21-131.1 Supplemental nutrition assistance program enrollment and recertification for seniors. a. For purposes of this section, the following terms have the following meanings:
Senior Center.  The term “senior center” has the same definition as set forth in section 21-201. 
Seniors.  The term “seniors” means individuals who are age 60 or older.
b. The department shall, in coordination with the department for the aging, design and implement a public campaign to increase the awareness of seniors and their caregivers of the benefits of the supplemental nutrition assistance program and to reduce any stigma associated with enrolling in or recertifying for such benefits. 
c. The department shall also, in coordination with the department for the aging, establish and implement an enrollment and recertification program to increase enrollment in and recertification for the supplemental nutrition assistance program, consistent with the requirements of state and federal law.  Such enrollment and recertification program shall ensure that programming is offered at each senior center to explain the benefits of the supplemental nutrition assistance program and to enable eligible seniors to enroll in or recertify for the supplemental nutrition assistance program at each senior center.
d. Beginning February 1, 2018, and annually thereafter, the department, in coordination with the department for the aging, shall submit a report to the speaker of the city council regarding the department’s activities with respect to supplemental nutrition assistance enrollment and recertification for seniors.  Such report shall provide an overview of the department’s activities with respect to supplemental nutrition assistance enrollment and recertification for seniors, including the public campaign and the enrollment and recertification program, and shall include (i) the number of seniors enrolled in the supplemental nutrition assistance program in the previous calendar year; (ii) the number of seniors recertified for the supplemental nutrition assistance program in the previous calendar year; and (iii) a comparison of the annual rate of enrollment for seniors versus the number of seniors in the city that the department estimates are likely to be eligible based on readily available community data such as census data.  Beginning on February 1, 2019, the report shall indicate how the data required by this subdivision compares to the previous year.  The report shall further indicate the method by which seniors enrolled in or recertified for the supplemental nutrition assistance program, whether online, by mobile application, by telephone, by paper application, or by other means. 
§2. This local law takes effect 120 days after it becomes law, except that the department of social services and the department for the aging may take all actions necessary for its implementation, including the promulgation of rules, prior to such effective date.
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