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OVERSIGHT:
Coordinating Multi-Agency Services for Immigrant Families
I. INTRODUCTION

On October 21, 2016, the Committee on Immigration, chaired by Council Member Carlos Menchaca, will hold a public hearing on Coordinating Multi-Agency Services for Immigrant Families.  The Committee will explore ways in which city agencies can better communicate and collaborate to serve immigrant families comprehensively, as well as address common internal and external barriers to accessing existing city services.  The Committee is especially interested in learning challenges that arise when families must coordinate concurrent services across multiple city agencies.  Finally, the Committee hopes to learn more about the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs’ (MOIA) efforts to address this issue and explore what additional support they may lend to city agencies to enhance and streamline the coordination of services for immigrant families.  Representatives from MOIA, community leaders, as well as social and legal services providers are expected to testify. 

II. BACKGROUND

According to the New York City Department of City Planning’s 2013 report, the “Newest New Yorkers,” foreign-born individuals account for roughly thirty-seven percent (37%) of New York City’s total population.
  Given the size of New York City’s immigrant population, it follows that a significant portion of those who access city services are immigrants, the children of immigrants or part of families where members have varying types of immigration status or no lawful status at all – commonly referred to as “mixed-status” families.  It is believed that, approximately six-in-ten New Yorkers are either immigrants or the children of immigrants.
  

A study by the Migration Policy Institute (MPI) found that among the 850,000 undocumented individuals in New York state, roughly twenty-seven percent (27%) of individuals resided with at least one U.S. Citizen child under eighteen years of age and another six percent (6%) resided with noncitizen children under eighteen years of age.  Further, MPI reports that approximately eleven percent (11%) of individuals are married to a U.S. Citizen and seven percent (7%) are married to a lawful permanent resident.  The number for mixed-status families increases exponentially when other forms of immigration status such as employment visas and Temporary Protected Status are factored in. 

Given these demographics, it is crucial that city agencies possess a strong understanding of common challenges that immigrant families face generally, as well as those challenges that arise when seeking city services.  Further, it is important that agencies tailor outreach and services to address such barriers. 

This hearing aims to highlight common challenges for immigrant families, the need for tailored and flexible services and the need for inter-agency collaboration so that immigrant families are supported in a comprehensive way.

III. CHALLENGES FOR IMMIGRANT FAMILIES

Immigrant families are often over-represented in the service population of city agencies that provide direct services such as the Human Resources Administration (HRA), the Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD), and New York City Public Housing Authority (NYCHA) among others.  To that end, it is imperative that each agency understand the unique struggles of immigrant families.  Further, agencies must look to address internal and external factors that pose barriers to accessing and adjusting available services.   
Language Barriers

One unique obstacle that many of New York City’s immigrant families face is difficulty accessing city services due to limited English proficiency. The term Limited English Proficiency (LEP) applies to one who does not speak English or does not speak English well.
  The various foreign-born populations in New York City speak as many as 170 different languages, and one-in-four New Yorkers identifies themselves as LEP.
 

To address the need for greater language diversity in the delivery of government services, Local Law 73 of 2003 was passed to ensure that LEP New Yorkers would have equal access to city services. Additionally, Executive Order 120 was enacted to require city agencies to implement language access plans.  Despite these efforts, immigrant families continue to face language access challenges which limit their ability to learn about, and access, important city services and supportive programs.  These challenges are often “connected to poverty, food insecurity and lack of economic mobility.”
 

Economic Barriers

According to the 2014 report “Overlooked and Undercounted: The Struggle to Make Ends Meet in New York City,” roughly 2.7 million New Yorkers, more than two-in-five households, lack enough income to meet their basic needs.
  This study examines New Yorkers who met the federal poverty guidelines, as well as those whose household income is above the guidelines yet still significantly struggle to cover basic expenses.  The report found that head of households who were born in the U.S. have an income inadequacy rate of thirty-four percent (34%), the likelihood of having inadequate income is forty-five percent (45%)for naturalized U.S. Citizens and sixty-one percent (61%) for noncitizens
.   Further, the report found that among noncitizens, Latinos have an income inadequacy rate of seventy-five percent (75%) versus other non-Latino noncitizen immigrants whose income inadequacy rate is roughly fifty-three percent (53%).
  As factors such as limited-English proficiency and immigration status were found to correlate directly to higher levels of income inadequacy, it is no surprise that the report found that foreign born New Yorkers account for almost six-of-ten New York City households with inadequate income.
 
Housing Barriers

Securing stable, safe and affordable housing can be especially difficult for immigrant families, especially low-income families.  In October 2015, New York City Comptroller Scott Stringer released “Hidden Households,” a report on the negative effects of overcrowded dwellings on health and public safety.  The report found that nearly seventy percent (70%) of crowded dwellings in New York City are occupied by an immigrant head of household and over forty-five percent (45%) of all residents living in crowded dwellings are foreign born.
  
Access to public and subsidized housing also proves difficult for immigrant families.  To be eligible, at least one member of the household must hold qualifying immigration status such as citizenship, permanent residence, asylee or refugee status.
  Even when a family meets this base requirement, rent formulations may be especially burdensome for families with undocumented members.
  Currently, a household containing undocumented members would receive a prorated percentage of the typical housing subsidy and rent will be set at the standard thirty percent (30%) of household income.
  There is, however, an additional rent requirement for each family member who does not qualify for a housing subsidy.
  Further, if NYCHA determines that this higher, adjusted rent burden is too much for a family, they will be deemed ineligible for public or subsidized housing.
   
IV. MAYOR’S OFFICE OF IMMIGRANT AFFAIRS  (MOIA)
As proscribed by the New York City Charter, the city finds that, in the interest of public safety and well-being, it is “desirable that the city promote the utilization of city services by all its residents, including foreign born inhabitants, speakers of foreign languages, and undocumented aliens.”  Per the charter, MOIA has the power and duty to:
1. advise and assist the mayor and the council in developing and implementing policies designed to assist immigrants and other foreign-language speakers in the city;

2. enhance accessibility of the city services to immigrants and foreign-language speakers by establishing programs to inform and educate immigrant and foreign language speakers for such services; 

3. manage a city-wide list of translators and interpreters to facilitate communication between city agencies and foreign language speakers;

4. perform policy analysis and make recommendations concerning immigrant affairs; and 

5. perform such other duties and functions as may be appropriate to pursue the policies set forth in subdivision a of this section. 

Given its mandate, MOIA is tasked with ensuring that City agencies are aware of common challenges immigrant families face, as well as barriers to accessing existing services.  MOIA can further consult with city agencies about best practices for serving immigrant families and should ensure that immigrant families are informed about available services and supported in making adjustments when a family’s circumstances change.  Finally, MOIA is well-positioned to facilitate inter-agency communication and collaboration so that immigrant families can manage their multi-agency service plans either on their own or with the help of a community-based service provider.  
V. CONCLUSION

New York City’s agencies serve thousands of immigrant families throughout the five boroughs with health and social services and, thus, it is crucial that they are aware of common barriers to accessing the services they provide, as well as challenges that arise when coordinating services across multiple agencies and for multiple members of a household. MOIA is uniquely positioned to facilitate the necessary coordination to provide New York City’s immigrant families with comprehensive support through city services. 
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