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Oversight – Overcrowding at HRA Food Stamp Centers & Job Centers
Introduction

On January 31st the General Welfare Committee, chaired by Council Member Annabel Palma will conduct an oversight hearing to examine overcrowding at Human Resources Administration (“HRA”) Food Stamp Centers and Job Centers in New York City. HRA Commissioner Robert Doar, advocates, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.
Background 

Applying for Public Assistance

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (“PRWORA”) established Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (“TANF”) as part of the federal effort to reform welfare.  Under TANF, the federal government provides states with a grant to administer their own public assistance programs, which are designed to emphasize employment and work supports.
  To qualify for the TANF grant, a certain percentage of recipients must be engaged in work activities for a minimum number of hours each week, and families are limited to a maximum of five years (60 months) of assistance.
  

TANF is administered at the federal level by the Department of Health and Human Services (“HHS”). While the federal government sets some guidelines, it is largely up to the states to set benefit levels for cash assistance recipients, to impose sanctions on participants who do not comply with program requirements, and to establish programs to divert families from receiving assistance entirely.
  New York State’s TANF grant is administered by the New York State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (“OTDA”), which directly funds a number of programs designed to achieve TANF’s objectives and distributes TANF funding to localities for locally administered programs.  The Human Resources Administration (“HRA”) administers New York City’s public assistance programs, which are funded by a combination of federal TANF dollars (which are disbursed by the State), city dollars, and state dollars. 

Individuals seeking or recertifying for public assistance apply in person at one of many HRA Job Centers throughout the City.  Applicants must meet with a worker at a Job Center and complete a 16-page application that has 11 pages of instructions in order to enroll in benefits.
 An HRA staff member at the Job Center must inquire whether the candidate has a medical condition that would limit his or her participation in a work activity.
  When applicants disclose their physical or mental disabilities at intake or if the worker observes such disabilities, clients are referred to the WeCARE program.
  Those without medical limitations who need English as a Second Language (“ESL”) or basic education are referred to HRA’s BEGIN program.  Those clients who have no barriers to employment are sent to HRA’s Back to Work program to receive services that will lead to employment. 
Investigation
After an application for public assistance is made, HRA must conduct an investigation into whether or not the applicant is eligible for the requested form of public assistance, or any other form.  This process begins with a personal interview with the applicant that must be held within seven working days of the initial application, or sooner if an emergency situation is indicated.
   HRA workers ascertain information during these personal interviews to help determine eligibility, including, but not limited to:  (i) residence and cost of the applicant’s current shelter; (ii) the composition of the applicant’s family; (iii) the applicant’s need; and (iv) the applicant’s resources.
 At this time, HRA also determines an applicant’s eligibility for certain “categorical” services such as family assistance and emergency assistance to needy families with children.
  For these reasons, reaching the investigation portion of the application process is exceptionally important, since it can uncover information that may make a person eligible for numerous forms of public assistance. 

Recertification
Should a person obtain an initial determination of eligibility he or she must continue to meet certain requirements for recertification of eligibility.
  The New York State recertification process is burdensome for a recipient as it includes numerous face-to-face interviews for each recertification.
 In addition, a recipient is required to verify data that is essential to establish eligibility; if not provided, HRA may obtain information from other persons and agencies, who may provide incorrect information that could jeopardize the recipient’s eligibility.
  If a recipient fails to comply with any recertification requirement, he or she will receive a 10-day notice of proposed discontinuance of assistance via mail and, without further compliance, will lose his or her assistance.

Applying for Food Stamps 

The number of those receiving food stamps in the past five years has increased by over half a million participants.
 At a previous hearing, HRA testified that the increased number of food stamp recipients can be attributed partly to the agency’s increased use of technology, an easier recertification process, and its broader outreach efforts.
 For example, HRA collaborated with the State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance to allow individuals to submit food stamp applications via the internet.
 However, according to Mayor Bloomberg the technology “has not been taken up as fast as we had hoped” and not all applicants who may apply online do so.
 In addition, according to HRA, Food Stamp Centers are now modernized, with individual telephone lines for each front line worker and the use of the Paperless Office System (“POS”),
 which allows both applications and supporting identification documents to be submitted electronically via facilitated application sites, located in food pantries and soup kitchens.
 

HRA also simplified the application process for working families, the elderly, the disabled, and those who have a travel or childcare hardship by allowing them to do telephone interviews to apply for food stamps.
 Additionally, at a previous Council hearing, HRA testified that individuals who receive Supplemental Social Security Income are automatically enrolled into the Food Stamp Program and that it gives such individuals a recertification extension from twelve months to every two years since it is expected that participants’ income levels will not vary as much as other food stamp participants.
 HRA also instituted a facilitated enrollment process at some food pantries and soup kitchens, where community based organizations assist applicants in determining eligibility and compiling the documents necessary to apply, which in turn quickens the process once the applicant visits an HRA eligibility specialist. 

Issues and Concerns 

In 2008,  New York City Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum conducted a survey of 100 clients at HRA Job Centers and found a series of problems, specifically that: (i) many clients experienced long wait times (on average, those surveyed spent 20.3 hours per year in Job Centers); (ii) many clients had to return to a Job Center multiple times (on average, those surveyed made 4.4 visits per year) because of problems with their benefits or case; (iii) Job Centers had non-working computers; and (iv) HRA workers failed to record previous visits, misplaced documents, or failed to adequately explain the rules and requirements for receiving public assistance.
  Overall, nearly half of the people surveyed rated their experience at Job Centers as “bad” or “very bad.” 
  It is unclear whether the situation at Job Centers has improved since 2008. 
To evaluate the situation, Local 1549 conducted an informal investigation of several Food Stamp Centers throughout the City in 2011. Local 1549 represents employees who determine eligibility for recipients in the Food Stamp Program.  The investigation found that staff are backlogged at most Food Stamp Centers and there are large numbers of applicants waiting for several hours to meet with a worker. For example, at FS-45 in the Bronx the average applicant wait time is four to five hours. Applicants at F28-404 Pine Street in Brooklyn stand in line for seven hours a day to hand in documents. Staff at F79-42 Far Rockaway in Queens are backlogged about 50 to 60 cases a month. And, at F24 in Brooklyn telephone appointments are creating a problem. Each phone interview can last over 45 minutes yet staff are given three or four appointments at the same time. Workers cannot make the second, third and fourth call on time, which results in applicants coming in person to apply for food stamps since they were unable to apply over the phone.
  These problems result in clients not receiving benefits in a timely manner and overcrowding at centers. Although the survey conducted by the union is not a formal one, it does provide startling data on what applicants are experiencing when trying to apply for food stamps. 
Fire Safety
Safety is an important issue affecting whether applicants may be able to enter an HRA center. For example, on November 14, 2011 between the hours of 11:45am and 1:30pm, the New York City Fire Department prohibited additional applicants from entering the Dekalb Job Center #64 until occupancy levels were reduced.
 The City acknowledged that at least seven clients’ cases were violated then and agreed to “reverse any negative case action taken against them.”
 Additionally, a video by Columbia Law School taken on December 5, 2011 shows over a hundred applicants waiting in line at the East River Job Center in Queens only one hour after the center opened.
 Today, the Committee seeks to understand why this problem is happening and find solutions to reduce overcrowding at HRA.
Reduction in Staffing at Job Centers 
According to the Fiscal Year 2012 Adopted Budget, there are currently 5,544 full-time budgeted public assistance workers. These workers are responsible for (i) determining eligibility; (ii) administering, coordinating and monitoring public assistance for eligible people; and (iii) providing services to foster independence from public assistance, including employment services. In the Fiscal Year 2004 Adopted Budget there were 5,578 full-time budgeted positions. Therefore, 34 positions have been eliminated since Fiscal Year 2004 yet, as previously mentioned, food stamp enrollment has increased dramatically.
 Advocates have raised concerns to the Committee that staff reductions have resulted in increased wait times for applicants since there are fewer workers to conduct interviews and process applications.  The Committee is therefore concerned about the reduction in staffing and questions why HRA Job Centers and Food Stamp Centers are eliminating positions at a time when poverty rates in the City are higher than they were previously, with one out of every five New York City Residents living in poverty.
 

Consolidation of Centers

In November 2010, HRA first drafted an Overcrowding Action Plan, which details initiatives to reduce overcrowding in ten target centers.
 Many of HRA’s initiatives include realigning zip codes to transfer cases from one center to another. Other initiatives include (i) assigning additional staff to overcrowded centers; (ii) discontinuing the scheduling of mandatory appointments on Mondays and Tuesdays, which are the busiest days at the Job Centers; (iii) distributing information to those waiting in line regarding alternatives to visiting a center to apply or recertify for benefits; (iv) creating a centralize Common Benefits Identification Card  replacement unit to serve the Brooklyn and Queens job center and food stamp center populations; and (v) removing on-site Back to Work employment vendor orientations to increase queuing areas.
 But some of these initiatives have proved to be problematic. For example, HRA planned to transfer cases out of North Brooklyn Food Stamp Center F26 to the Fort Greene Food Stamp Center F22, but there were not enough staff at F22 to handle the influx of new cases and there was not enough space on the database to accommodate the change.
 HRA accordingly decided to postpone this initiative.
 The Committee is concerned that without increasing staff, consolidation is causing backlogging of cases which leads to longer wait times for clients and overcrowding. The Committee is interested in learning about progress HRA has made on other initiatives.
Finger Imaging 
While HRA argues that overcrowding is due to the rise in the number of people seeking food stamps,
 the Committee notes that finger imaging requires an additional visit to a Job Center, and that the elimination of that requirement could reduce overcrowding. HRA and Mayor Bloomberg argue that finger imaging is vital to prevent duplicate cases and incidents of fraud. However, besides New York City, Arizona is the only other place where finger imaging is required in order to receive food stamps and yet the City has a higher payment error rate than the national average.

The Food and Nutrition Act requires states “to verify and otherwise ensure that an individual does not receive benefits in more than one jurisdiction within the State.”
 Furthermore, federal regulations require that individuals do not participate more than once per month, in more than one jurisdiction, or in more than one household within a state.
 States may choose how to check for duplicate participation, and may execute agreements to share data on individuals receiving Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (“SNAP”) benefits.
 Some states use a combination of name, date of birth and social security numbers to match for duplicates already in the system.
 
New York City chooses to require finger imaging to detect duplicate cases, but other states use a variety of techniques. For example, Ohio has a data sharing agreement with the Social Security Administration (“SSA”) to validate information. This agreement allows an Ohio county worker to compare information given with information held by SSA prior to approval of benefits.
 Some states have an alias check to find cases where a person is using a fake name, match for unemployment compensation and wage data.
 Texas uses a data broker to provide financial and other background information about SNAP, TANF and Medicaid applicants and recipients, including information such as addresses, vehicle and property ownership, income verification and other information.
 Applicants are given the opportunity to dispute information obtained by a Data Broker.
Utah uses eFind, “a single web application that provides eligibility workers with intelligent, filtered, well organized information from many different sources (such as wage data, unemployment insurance, child support enforcement and Social Security data) for the purpose of determining eligibility for a variety of public assistance programs.”
 eFind makes it easier to extract information from several sources and eliminates the need to make hard copy comparisons. It also automatically ties together data from systems such as the State Motor Vehicle records. eFind is configured for secure communications, requires a user identification and password for authorization, ensures access on a “need to know” basis and creates a full audit trail.
 eFind cost $2 million to build and paid for itself in the first two years.
 Utah makes eFind available to all interested States.

The Committee is interested in hearing what percent of duplicate cases could have been found using other methods than finger imaging, which might not require in person visits. The Committee would also like to learn what is the average wait time of someone who needs to be finger imaged to receive food stamps.
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