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Oversight: Hunger Relief in New York City

The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will meet on April 21, 2005 at 10 a.m. to conduct an oversight hearing regarding huger relief efforts in New York City.  Seth Diamond, Executive Deputy Commissioner, Family Independence Administration, New York City Human Resources Administration, advocates, emergency food program administrators, and other interested members of the community are expected to testify. 

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), Food and Nutrition Service, 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 February 2002 to February 2005, aggregate food stamp enrollment in New York City increased by approximately 34%, from 810,389 to 1,088,865.  Over the last three months for which publicly reported figures are available, food stamp enrollment increased by 4,473, 5,560 and 5,470, respectively.
  Notwithstanding recent increases, current enrollment in food stamps in New York City is nearly 23% 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.

Studies of food insecurity in New York City also have pointed to significant risk of hunger among the elderly.  The Food Bank for New York City’s recent report found that almost a quarter of participants in emergency food programs it studied were over the age of 65
 and that this population has a very low participation rate in the food stamp program.
   In response to questions regarding steps being undertaken to increase enrollment among elderly New Yorkers raised at an oversight hearing of the General Welfare Committee on September 29, 2004, the Human Resources Administration indicated that it had “requested that OTDA joint New York City in asking the Social Security Administration (SSA) to encourage applicants for social security benefits who are potentially eligible for food stamps to also apply for the Food Stamp Program.”
  The Committee will seek an update on progress made on these efforts since September 2004.  

The Committee also will seek an update on progress made to remedy problems identified by the New York City Council Investigation Division (CID) in a series of anonymous investigations to determine the availability of food stamp applications at food stamp offices and job centers.
  For the studies, investigators attempted to visit food stamp offices and job centers publicized on the HRA website as places where NYC residents may apply for food stamps.  During the studies, investigators found that the HRA website provided some inaccurate information regarding the location of food stamp offices and/or job centers.  Further, in several instances, investigators were unable to obtain an application upon request.  

Further, the Committee will seek an update on progress HRA has made to remedy problems identified in the USDA’s ongoing reports on program access reviews of HRA offices in New York City.  A review issued in July 2002 concluded that, while some significant program deficiencies had been corrected since 1998, “local offices are still in substantial non-compliance with federal requirements relating to food stamp access.”
  The most recent report, issued earlier this year, concluded that “progress has been made to improve the quality of service in New York City” but that “there are still areas where improvements are needed.”
  Specifically, the report cited continuing problems with the processing of separate determinations.
  In addition, the most recent Program Access Review report cited delays in processing applications at both of the offices under review.
  Further, the November 2004 review found that applications were not readily available at one of the offices visited.
  

The Committee also will seek an update on efforts to increase enrollment by extending office hours at the Bay Street Food Stamp Office on Staten Island.  Beginning in January, the Bay Street Food Stamp Office reportedly has been open until 6:00 p.m. Monday through Friday and between the hours of 9:00 and 5:00 on Saturdays.  
Reports of Increasing Demand at New York City’s Emergency Feeding Programs

The New York City Coalition Against Hunger’s annual hunger survey, released in November 2004, reported that New York City soup kitchens and food pantries experienced substantial increases in demand from 2003 to 2004.
  Eighty-one percent of 232 soup kitchens and food pantries that participated in NYCCAH’s 2004 survey indicated that they had seen increased demand over the past year; 52% reported “greatly” increased demand.
  Limited resources forced over half of the agencies to ration food in some way.
  Over fifty percent of programs surveyed reported feeding an increased number of working people.
   

The data reported by the New York City Coalition Against Hunger is consistent with reports of increases in the need for emergency food assistance nationwide. The United States Conference of Mayors surveyed 27 cities for its annual report on hunger and homelessness in 2004.
  The survey reported that requests for food assistance increased in nearly all participating cities, at an average of 14%.  Likewise, the vast majority of participating cities reported that the number of families with children that requested emergency food assistance increased during the year.
  The resources available to help meet that need at emergency food assistance facilities increased in 42% of participating cities, decreased in 42% of participating cities and remained the same in the remaining 16% of cities.
  Over half of the cities that participated in the study reported that they could not provide adequate quantities of food to program participants.

Given evidence that emergency feeding programs in New York City are experiencing increased demand, the Committee will seek to understand what that indicates about the adequacy of support for emergency feeding programs, food insecurity in New York City and the status of the City’s efforts to enroll all eligible individuals in the food stamp program.

� See Division of Government Relations, Policy and Research, Food Bank for New York City, Hunger Safety Net 2004 Measuring Gaps in Food Assistance in New York City 2 (2004).  


� See id.  


� See id. at 21.  


� For food stamp program income guidelines, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/applicant_recipients/" ��http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/applicant_recipients/� fs_Res_Ben_Elig.htm. 


� See Human Resources Administration, “HRA Fact Sheet,” January 2005, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html�.


� See 7 C.F.R. § 273.2(g) (2002).  The committee has received reports that substantial numbers of applications are not processed for final disposition in this timeframe.  According to the most recent data made available by HRA, the agency is making  determinations within the required 30 days 85.4% of the time.


� Under federal regulations, individuals entitled to expedited service must receive benefits within seven days of application.  See 7 C.F.R. §273.2(i).  State regulations require issuance of benefits to those entitled to expedited service within five days.  See 18 NYCRR § 387.8(a)(2).     


� Human Resources Administration, “HRA Fact Sheet,” January, February, March 2005, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html�.


� At that time, there were 1,405,342 individuals receiving food stamps in New York City.  See Human Resources Administration, “HRA Fact Sheet,” October 2002. Available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hrafacts.html�


� See NYCCAH, Annual Survey at 3.  


� See Castner, L.A. & Allen L Schirm, A.L. (2004, November). State Food Stamp Participation Rates for the Working Poor in 2001 (Contract No.: FNS-03-030-TNN, MPR Reference No.: 6044-714). Washington, DC: Mathematica Policy Research, available at:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.fns.usda.gov/oane/MENU/Published/" ��http://www.fns.usda.gov/oane/MENU/Published/� FSP/FILES/Participation/workingpoor.pdf. 


� 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.  


� See Division of Government Relations, Policy and Research, Food Bank for New York City, Hunger Safety Net 2004 Measuring Gaps in Food Assistance in New York City 4 (2004).


� See Division of Government Relations, Policy and Research, Food Bank for New York City, Hunger Safety Net 2004 Measuring Gaps in Food Assistance in New York City 13 (2004).


� Letter from Tim Mulligan, Deputy Commissioner, Human Resources Administration, to Jackie Sherman, Counsel, Committee on General Welfare, New York City Council 5 (Dec. 16, 2004) (on file with the Committee on General Welfare).   


� Investigations were conducted in November-December 2002, September 2003 and October-November 2004.  


�See Food and Nutrition Service, Northeast Region United States Department of Agriculture, Food Stamp Program Access Review, July 22-25, 2002, 2 (on file with Committee on General Welfare).  


� See Letter from Frances Zorn to Robert Doar, dated March 11, 2005, 1 (on file with Committee on General Welfare). 


� See Food and Nutrition Service, Northeast Region, United Stated Department of Agriculture, Food Stamp Program Access Review, November 15-18, 2004, 6 (on file with Committee on General Welfare). 


� See id. at 8. Citywide during 2004, HRA has reported that 91.4% of food stamp applications were processed within the legally mandated timeframe.  See Human Resources Administration, JobStat Report, available at:  � HYPERLINK "http://nyc.gov/html/hra/html/center_job_stat.html" ��http://nyc.gov/html/hra/html/center_job_stat.html�.  This represented an increase from 85.4% in September of 2003.  


� See id. at 9.  


� See New York City Coalition Against Hunger, Empty Plates, Empty Pantries:  Armies of Compassion Face More Hunger, Fewer Resources (2004).    


� See id. at 1.


� See id. 


�  See id. at 12. 


� Ninety-six percent of cities participating in the study reported increases in demand for emergency food assistance over the preceding year.  Cities included in the report were: Boston, MA, Burlington, VT, Charleston, SC, Cedar Rapids, IA, Charlotte, NC, Chicago, IL, Cleveland, OH, Denver, CO, Detroit, MI, Kansas City, Los Angeles, CA, Louisville, KY, Miami, FL, Nashville, TE, New Orleans, LA, Norfolk, VA, Philadelphia, PA, Phoenix, AZ, Portland, OR, Providence, RI, St. Paul, MN, Salt Lake City, UT, San Antonio, TX, Seattle, WA, San Francisco, CA, Santa Monica, CA, St. Louis, MO and Trenton, NJ. See The United States Conference of Mayors, A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities: A 27-City Survey (December 2004), available at:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.usmayors.org/uscm/hungersurvey/2004/" ��http://www.usmayors.org/uscm/hungersurvey/2004/� onlinereport/HungerAndHomelessnessReport2004.pdf.


� See id. at 11.  The report further found that 56% of persons requesting emergency food assistance were children or their parents and that 34% of adults were employed.  See id. at 13.  


� See id. at 18.  


� See id. at 23.  Sixty-three percent of cities reported having to decrease quantities of food provided.  





PAGE  
7

