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I.  Introduction

On November 29, 2017, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, will hold a hearing on two pieces of legislation, Proposed Int. 1461-A, in relation to requiring the department of social services to provide client service training to certain employees and Proposed Int. 1635-A, in relation to HRA job centers. This will be the second hearing on the bills. The first hearing was held on June 27, 2017. At that hearing, representatives from the Department of Homeless Services (DHS), the Human Resources Administration (HRA), advocates and other concerned members of the community testified. Amendments were made to the legislation after the hearing. 
II.  Background – Public Assistance Benefits

Individuals seeking public assistance benefits, such as cash assistance or Supplement Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits in New York City are required to apply through the Human Resources Administration (HRA). In September 2017, the most recently available data, 367,670 unique individuals were receiving cash assistance, as compared to 371,995 individuals in September 2016 and 348,264 individuals in April 2012.
 In the same month, 1,655,650 individuals received SNAP benefits, down from 1,836,249 in September 2012.


HRA accepts applications for cash assistance at Job Centers located across the five boroughs.
 Individuals who are homeless, or have an emergency such as a pending eviction or a utility shut-off notice, may apply at any Job Center location.
 Other individuals must apply at a designated Job Center.
 After a cash assistance applicant submits their application to a Job Center, the applicant must have an in-person interview with a Job Center worker.
 Individuals may also apply for SNAP benefits, Medical Assistance and the Home Energy Assistance Program (HEAP) at the same location where they apply for cash assistance.
 Applications for cash assistance require extensive documentation. Applicants must show proof of who they are, where they live, income, expenses, citizenship/immigration status, marital status, relationships to household members, household composition/size, absence of family members (i.e., death of parents), and resources.
 Individuals only apply for SNAP benefits may visit any of the 16 HRA SNAP Centers in the City.


In 2014, the Urban Justice Center’s Safety Net Project (SNP), a program geared towards ensuring that New Yorkers have fair access to public benefits, nutritional assistance programs, eviction prevention services, public housing, and emergency shelter, released a report entitled “Culture of Deterrence: Voices of NYC Public Assistance Recipients.”
 The report detailed the average experience of 130 public assistance customers across each of New York City’s twenty-five HRA Job Centers.
 The report found that almost two-thirds of applicants reported having to make multiple submissions of paperwork because it was lost or misplaced by HRA staff.
 Customers also reported that they were unable to communicate with their caseworker without having to visit a center, and wait times at centers were long and unpleasant.
 In addition to administrative issues, customers reported hostile and, at times, confusing communications with HRA staff and on-site security personnel making applicants feel unsafe rather than secure.
 According to the report, these responses demonstrate a pattern of inefficient and disorganized practices and harsh and indifferent treatment toward customers, which discourages eligible applicants from seeking assistance to which they are entitled, and in some cases desperately need.

In order to address issues with the public assistance application process, HRA has taken steps to make technological improvements, including by adding features to the ACCESS HRA (formerly ACCESS NYC) platform, an online screening tool for City, State and Federal benefit programs. Some recent developments in the public assistance application process include the following:

· Adding the “My Cases” and “My Documents” features to ACCESS HRA, which display a 12-month case history, EBT balance, case status, case members, recent payments, appointments, eligibility documents that need to be submitted, an online budget request letter, and all eligibility documents that have been submitted. 
· A mobile application to enable clients to upload documents directly to HRA.

· Self-service scanners, kiosks, and PC terminals at SNAP Centers and Job Centers. 


Proposed Int. 1461-A and 1635-A seek to build on these improvements by continuing to improve interactions between HRA staff and public assistance clients.
III.  Bill Analysis
Proposed Int. No. 1461-A – in relation to requiring the department of social services to provide client service training to certain employees 
 

After the first hearing on Proposed Int. No. 1461-A, the legislation was amended to clarify that it would apply to staff at HRA Job Centers and SNAP Centers whose primary responsibilities involve interaction with members of the public. Proposed Int. 1461-A would require HRA to conduct two trainings per year on best practices for improving interactions between identified agency personnel and members of the public. The bill would require the trainings to include techniques to improve professionalism, increase cultural sensitivity and deescalate conflict. Proposed Int. No. 1461-A would take effect 120 days after it becomes law. 

Proposed Int. No. 1635-A – in relation to HRA job centers

After the first hearing on Proposed Int. No. 1635-A, amendments were made to the legislation, including the following:

· HRA would be required to provide, through an online portal, to each person applying for cash assistance or SNAP benefits information about their scheduled appointments, documents related to the person’s case and the application and case status. The requirement to include information on the visit receipt was removed.
· Reporting on the average wait time at each job center was changed from quarterly to monthly.

· The reporting requirement regarding complaints was removed.  

Proposed Int. 1635-A would require HRA to issue a visit receipt to all individuals once they are checked-in at a Job Center. For the purposes of Proposed Int. No. 1635-A, the term checked-in would mean that that a  person who has entered a Job Center to apply for or receive assistance with public assistance has made initial contact with an HRA staff member responsible for keeping track of visitors and has provided personal information to the staff member so that the Job Center has a record, either written or electronic, of the visitor’s time of arrival and the reason for their visit. 

Proposed Int. No. 1635-A would also require that starting January 31, 2018 and monthly thereafter, HRA would post on its website a report of the average wait time at each Job Center. Proposed Int. No. 1635-A would also require HRA to post a sign, in a form and manner as prescribed by the rules of the commissioner, in one or more location at each Job Center, which would include information on the right to make a complaint and instructions on how to make the complaint. The bill would also require a tracking number to be provided to anyone who makes a complaint that allows the complaint to be tracked from initiation to disposition.  Proposed Int. No. 1635-A would take effect immediately. 
Proposed Int. No. 1461-A

 
By Council Members Levin, Menchaca, Salamanca, Richards and Kallos

A LOCAL LAW 
 
To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the department of social services to provide client service training to certain employees 
 
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 21-140 to read as follows:
                     § 21-140 Client service training. a. Pursuant to subdivision c of this section, the department shall conduct two trainings per year on best practices for improving interactions between department employees and clients of the department.
                     b. Such training shall include techniques to improve professionalism, increase cultural sensitivity and de-escalate conflict.
                     c. The department shall provide such training to all appropriate employees identified by the department whose primary responsibilities include interacting with members of the public in a client service role at any location designated by the department either as a job center where individuals can complete an application for cash assistance in person or as a supplemental nutrition assistance program center.

d. Nothing in this section shall preclude the department from providing such training to employees other than those identified by the department pursuant to subdivision c of this section.
§ 2. This local law takes effect 120 days after it becomes law.
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Proposed Int. No. 1635-A

By Council Members Johnson, Gentile and Kallos

A LOCAL LAW

..Title

ToTo amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to HRA job centers

..Body

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 21-139 to read as follows:

§ 21-139 Requirements for job centers. a. Definitions. For purposes of this section, the following terms have the following meanings:

Appointment receipt. The term “appointment receipt” means a document given to all checked-in visitors at a job center who complete an appointment and that reflects the date of the visit, the reason for the visit, and the name and telephone number of the center that was visited. 

Checked-in. The term “checked-in” means that a visitor has made initial contact with the department at a job center, either through a self-service kiosk or with a staff member responsible for keeping track of visitors, and has made such contact so that the department has a record, either written or electronic, of such visitor’s time of arrival at such job center and the reason for their visit.

Job center. The term “job center” means any location designated by the department as a job center where individuals can complete an application for cash assistance in person.

Visitor. The term “visitor” means any individual who, by prior appointment or walk-in, enters a job center to apply for public assistance, to receive assistance for an open public assistance case, or to receive assistance for a closed public assistance case.


Wait time. The term “wait time” means the amount of time a visitor spends waiting to be called for assistance after such visitor has checked-in to a job center. Wait time begins at the start of the visitor’s checked-in time, and ends when a visitor is called to begin an appointment.

b. The department shall issue an appointment receipt to all visitors who have checked-in at a job center and completed an appointment.

c. The department shall make available, through an online portal, to each person applying for cash assistance or supplemental nutrition assistance program benefits: (i) such person’s scheduled appointments relating to cash assistance and eligibility for supplemental nutrition assistance program benefits; (ii) documents indexed to such person’s case within the past 60 days; and (iii) such person’s application and case status.

d. Not later than January 31, 2018, and within 45 days after the end of every month thereafter, the department shall post on its website a report of the average wait time during the preceding month for a visitor at each job center. 

e. The department shall post a sign, in a form and manner as prescribed by the rules of the commissioner, in one or more visible locations inside every job center. Such sign shall include information regarding a visitor’s right to make a complaint and instructions on how to make a complaint by phone or online.

f. The department shall provide a tracking number to any visitor who initiates a complaint relating to a visit to a job center. Such tracking number shall track the status of a complaint from initiation to disposition.

§ 2. This local law takes effect immediately.
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� NYC Human Resources Administration, Job Centers, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www1.nyc.gov/site/hra/locations/job-locations.page" �http://www1.nyc.gov/site/hra/locations/job-locations.page�.


� ACCESS NYC, How Do I Apply? Applying for Cash Assistance, available at � HYPERLINK "https://a069-access.nyc.gov/ACCESSNYC/application.do" �https://a069-access.nyc.gov/ACCESSNYC/application.do�. 


� Id. 


� Homebound individuals may arrange for the application interview in their home. Id.


� Id.


� ACCESS HRA, Cash help when you are in need, What you need to include, available at � HYPERLINK "https://access.nyc.gov/programs/cash-assistance/?step=what-you-need-to-include" �https://access.nyc.gov/programs/cash-assistance/?step=what-you-need-to-include� 


� ACCESS HRA, How do I apply?, � HYPERLINK "https://a069-access.nyc.gov/ACCESSNYC/application.do" �https://a069-access.nyc.gov/ACCESSNYC/application.do�.  


� See Urban Justice Center, Safety Net Project, “Culture of Deterrence: Voices of NYC Public Assistance Recipients,” (May 2014) available at � HYPERLINK "https://snp.urbanjustice.org/sites/default/files/Culture%20of%20Deterrence.pdf" �https://snp.urbanjustice.org/sites/default/files/Culture%20of%20Deterrence.pdf� 


�Id at 7.


� Id at 8.


� Visitors reported an average wait time of 3.5 hours before speaking to a representative, regardless of having young children or disabilities. Id.


� Id at 7.


� Testimony of Steve Banks, Commissioner, Dept. of Social Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, “Oversight: Reducing Food Insecurity in New York City,” (Jan. 25, 2017).
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