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Thank you, Chair Levin, and members of the committee on General Welfare, for 
the opportunity to testify before you today. My name is Roxanna Henry and I am a 
social worker and advocate with the Urban Justice Center’s Safety Net Project.1  
 

The Urban Justice Center’s Safety Net Project assists thousands of individuals 
each year with anti-eviction services, public benefits and shelter advocacy, and 

navigating crises. We also co-organize the Safety Net Activists, which advocates on 
benefits and homelessness issues and is led by people with lived experience.  
 
We are extremely appreciative that the General Welfare Committee is holding a 
hearing on the longstanding issues faced by shelter residents in relation to the 
food provided to them at shelters. For years clients have discussed with us the 

problems they experience with food in the shelters, and we’ve heard their 
frustrations as their complaints to Homeless Services staff most often go 

unattended to. Many members of the Safety Net Activists have also had personal 
experiences with problematic food options in the shelters. We discuss some of this 
here and then provide some recommendations that could be implemented to allow 
for edible, nutritious and medically appropriate food options in the shelters. 
 
Background: Conditions at Auburn Shelter 

 
While this hearing has a longer background, based in longstanding concerns held 

by residents and advocates about the food available to those in municipal shelters, 
the most immediate cause is experiences of food poisoning by multiple residents at 
Auburn Shelter in Fort Greene, Brooklyn. 
 

It’s worth a moment to consider Auburn within the larger shelter system. Auburn, 
which shares a building with the Cumberland Diagnostic and Treatment Center, 

was opened as a shelter during the 1980s. Over the past quarter-century Auburn 
has at times held single individuals, at other times so-called “adult families” (i.e. 

families without minor children), and at other times families with minor children. 
The facility is one of the few remaining sites directly operated by the Department of 

Homeless Services (DHS) and one of the most feared and loathed by those who 
must survive homelessness in New York City. In fact, Steven Banks, now 
Commissioner of the Department of Social Services (DSS), said in 2009 when he 
was Legal Aid’s chief attorney, that “Auburn is probably the worst shelter 

placement in the family shelter system […] Families are frequently threatened with 
placement there as punishment, even for the most minor infractions.”2 

 
In 2013, at the tail-end of the Bloomberg administration, the New York Times 
published its multi-part series about a family living at Auburn entitled “Invisible 
Child.” This report not only expounded on the sheer institutional violence that 
pervaded DHS under the Bloomberg administration, but also took a microcosmic 

                                                 
1 This testimony is a collective effort of the Safety Net Project. Writers of this testimony: Kiana Davis, Roxanna 

Henry, Craig Hughes, and Helen Strom.  
2
 Andy Newman, “Heat Problems Plague Auburn Shelter,” New York Times – Fort Greene, ‘The Local’ Blog, 

March 5, 2009. 
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look at the institutional violence at a single shelter, where residents were routinely 
endangered and some staff transgressed with near impunity. Mayor de Blasio’s 
early policies toward the housing/homeless crisis in New York City were in 

significant part informed by the experiences at Auburn detailed in the Times story. 
In February of 2014, the administration removed all minor children from Auburn 
as well as Catherine Street shelters, which were long sought goals of advocates 
and people with lived experience of homelessness.3 At the time, city officials even 
told advocates they planned to open a “culinary arts” program at the shelter!4 
 

The administration promised additional and swift reforms to Auburn. But 
residents have continued to struggle there under the current administration, a full 

ten years since Commissioner Banks lamented on it being among the worst of 
shelters. A 2015 Department of Investigation report highlighted the shelter’s 
conditions, and a journalistic account at the same time pictured a man who had 

developed a frightening rash since entering the facility.5  
 
In line with the broader and problematic DHS practice of transferring shelter 
residents at the drop of a dime6, 70 homeless women were sent from Auburn to a 
shelter near JFK Airport “with less than 24 hours’ notice, in the sweltering 90 
degree heat on August 4,” as Councilwoman Laurie Cumbo noted.7 More recently, 

a former Auburn housing specialist was convicted of sexually abusing Auburn 
residents.8 And on November 8th  of this year residents discovered that food they 

were served at Auburn was rancid, leading to acute illness.9 It is of note that for 
many years Auburn residents have complained about the food at the shelter. In 
fact, advocates have noted that it has been routine for years for Auburn residents 
to find themselves sickened by the food they are served, or unable to eat because 

the food was visibly spoiled.10  

                                                 
3
 Andrea Elliott & Rebecca R. Ruiz, “400 Children to be Removed from 2 Shelters,” New York Times February 21, 

2014, p. A1.  
4
 Dr. Georgianna Glose, “Testimony of the Fort Greene Strategic Neighborhood Action Partnership,” Hearing of the 

New York City Committee on General Welfare, February 27, 2014.  
5
 New York City Department of Investigation, Probe of Department of Homeless Services’ Shelters for Families 

with Children Finds Serious Deficiencies. March 2015. 

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doi/downloads/pdf/2015/mar15/pr08dhs_31215.pdf; Jaime Fuller, “NYC Homeless 

Shelter Horrors Include Puddles of Urine, Dead Rats, Roches, and Unsafe Infrastructure,” New York Magazine 

March 12, 2015. http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2015/03/puddles-of-urine-rats-found-in-nyc-shelters.html 
6
 Nikita Stewart, “Suffled Among Shelters and Not Told Why,” New York Times June 13, 2019.  

7
 Andrea Karshan, “Cumbo Blasts City for Booting 70 Women from Fort Greene Homeless Shelter,” 

https://www.kingscountypolitics.com/cumbo-blasts-city-booting-70-women-fort-greene-homeless-shelter/  
8
 Emily Davenport, “Jamaica Man Convicted of Sexually Abusing Women Living in a Brooklyn Homeless Shelter,” 

https://qns.com/story/2019/11/01/jamaica-man-convicted-of-sexually-abusing-women-living-in-a-brooklyn-

homeless-shelter/ 
9
 Ben Verde, “Fowl Intent: Fort Greene Shelter Residents Sue City for $8 Million Over Rancid Chicken Salad,” 

Brooklyn Paper. https://www.brooklynpaper.com/fowl-intent-fort-greene-shelter-residents-sue-city-for-8-million-

over-rancid-chicken-salad/ 
10

 One example is found in: Craig Hughes & Claire Cuno, “Organizing for Better Conditions at Auburn Shelter,” 

Tenant April 2011. 

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doi/downloads/pdf/2015/mar15/pr08dhs_31215.pdf
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2015/03/puddles-of-urine-rats-found-in-nyc-shelters.html
https://www.kingscountypolitics.com/cumbo-blasts-city-booting-70-women-fort-greene-homeless-shelter/
https://qns.com/story/2019/11/01/jamaica-man-convicted-of-sexually-abusing-women-living-in-a-brooklyn-homeless-shelter/
https://qns.com/story/2019/11/01/jamaica-man-convicted-of-sexually-abusing-women-living-in-a-brooklyn-homeless-shelter/
https://www.brooklynpaper.com/fowl-intent-fort-greene-shelter-residents-sue-city-for-8-million-over-rancid-chicken-salad/
https://www.brooklynpaper.com/fowl-intent-fort-greene-shelter-residents-sue-city-for-8-million-over-rancid-chicken-salad/


 

 

4 

Formatted: Position: Horizontal: Right, Relative to: Margin,

Vertical:  0", Relative to: Paragraph, Wrap Around

 
This background is important for many reasons, not least of which is the fact that 
the current experiences of harm-via-food-intake at Auburn are part of a larger 
historical culture of abuse and disregard at this particular shelter. While it was an 

extremely positive step that minor children were removed the facility, it is also the 
case that the De Blasio administration has allowed longstanding problems to 

stand or repeat themselves. 
 
Background: State Audit 
 
In October 2018, the State Comptroller’s office released the results of an audit of 
food services in DHS shelters.11 The Comptroller’s report found inadequate 

government oversight, a severe lack of inspections (particularly those done by 
DHS), and non-compliance with tuberculosis testing requirements by kitchen staff. 

Importantly, the Comptroller could not even make a determination as to the 
nutritional quality of food at the sites as a result of lacking documentation.  
 
Problems with Food at Shelters: What We Hear 

 
The Safety Net Project meets clients at legal clinics held in social service sites in 

East Harlem, Richmond Hill, Bedford-Stuyvesant, and the Upper West Side. We 
also co-organize the Safety Net Activists, an activist group composed of 

individuals, many of whom have lived-experience in the shelter system. Our staff 
routinely hear complaints about food in the shelters. We routinely meet with 
individuals who forgo meals because they do not find food served at their shelters 
to be edible. And we constantly hear that shelter residents who request 

nutritionally balanced food, or food that meets dietary needs, are ignored or 
unserved.  

 
When we began to discuss this hearing, we received some particularly difficult 

stories for residents of shelters. Here we quote a couple of them to give you an idea 
of what we hear. 

 
Experience One:  

 
The food is uniformly of  low quality, mostly not eatable & insufficient for 

the population. Rarely if ever is Skim or NON fat milk served. Only 1 or 2% 
milk. Which usually means the milk is indigestible. So, the runs & vomiting 

after drinking is common. The women drink it despite these effects,  
because they need/want milk. They need calcium.  Lunch consists of 
sandwiches. Tuna, chicken salad, egg salad, turkey ham on whole wheat 
bread.  Something called chicken paddy (think it's soy or something) & on 
Sundays peanut butter & jelly. An old tasteless apple, orange or banana & a 
small (fruit) Drink (not juice). The kind of drink I would not permit a child to 

                                                 
https://web.archive.org/web/20120904164344/http://www.metcouncilonhousing.org/news_and_issues/tenant_newsp

aper/2011/april/organizing_for_better_conditions_at_auburn_shelter 
11

 https://osc.state.ny.us/audits/allaudits/093019/17s53.htm 

https://web.archive.org/web/20120904164344/http:/www.metcouncilonhousing.org/news_and_issues/tenant_newspaper/2011/april/organizing_for_better_conditions_at_auburn_shelter
https://web.archive.org/web/20120904164344/http:/www.metcouncilonhousing.org/news_and_issues/tenant_newspaper/2011/april/organizing_for_better_conditions_at_auburn_shelter
https://osc.state.ny.us/audits/allaudits/093019/17s53.htm
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drink, given the high fructose content. I don't eat breakfast or dinner at 
shelter because I'm afraid of getting sick and angry due to malnutrition and 
the disgusting smell, taste, texture & color of the food offerings, that are 
highly insulting. Meatless days are & have been common, for some time. So 

have been the "protein" being the non-cheese or cheese sprinkled on pasta 
or bread being submitted as the protein for the meal. The staff will not hold 

resident food in refrigerator without a Doctor's note. So, milk fruit or 
vegetables are not generally held for meals even if purchased. Breakfast 
consists of Cheerios, or instant oatmeal (to be individually prepped in 
microwave) with 1 or 2% Milk. Sometimes a sausage link or a mini muffin. 
Since did not grow up eating Cheerios or instants, nor squired habit of 
eating such & the milk is a problem, the so called breakfast leaves me and 

many of us to eat Ramen noodles for breakfast, that we have to sneak in... 
 
Experience Two: 
  

When the shelter staff does not cook onsite and they use the government 
issued processed food options for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. There is very 
little nutrition and the portion sizes are for an infant. Typically most 
humans over 2 years old are still hungry after eating their meager meals. 

  
When the shelter staff does cook onsite for whatever reasons they ruin the 

fresh foods. The lettuce, onions, carrots, and other produce they wash are 
served waterlogged! Vegetables are over cooked until they are mush or 
brown. Fruits are either not ripe, dried out, have mold beginning, or look 
okay and are tasteless.  

 

One shelter resident assessed what being served unacceptable food signaled to 

her:  
 

Some people may say these things are caused by a poorly trained food 
service staff I say this pattern is system wide. This is a pattern of abuse 

which causes malnutrition, weakness, and people frequently vomit or have 
diarrhea immediately after eating! DHS' lack of providing nutritious edible 
food is but another punishment for the homeless shelter resident! 

 

These examples are not anomalies, and in some respects are mild in comparison to 
other stories we’ve been told - of experiences with food poisoning, going periods 

without eating, and quickly disappearing SNAP/food stamp benefits that are spent 
at local grocery and corner stores, that never make it to anywhere near the end of 
the month. For many individuals who request a restaurant allowance added to 
their public assistance grant due to being unable to eat the food, not having access 
to proper “cooking facilities,” or needing a reasonable accommodation due to a 
medical or other dietary need, requests often go unprocessed or are denied. Even 

though DHS and HRA are in fact part of the same agency - the Department of 
Social Services - the bureaucracies often operate completely separately, including 

in processing restaurant allowances for eligible constituents.   
 



 

 

6 

Formatted: Position: Horizontal: Right, Relative to: Margin,

Vertical:  0", Relative to: Paragraph, Wrap Around

Data from State fair hearings also gives a picture of what shelter residents must 
put up with in the shelters. Here are some examples: 
 
August, 2019: “The Appellant testified that in or about July 2019 she 

requested a restaurant allowance from the Agency but that the Agency failed to 
provide her with a restaurant allowance. The Appellant added that the shelter 

facility where she resides provides three meals a day, but the meals are all 
microwavable meals and she cannot eat microwavable food on a daily basis. The 
Appellant further testified that her special dietary needs is as a result 
of her medical condition, high blood pressure and she needs a restaurant 
allowance to help facilitate her special dietary needs. The Appellant’s testimony 
was credible because it was detailed consistent and plausible. The Agency 

provided insufficient evidence to support its failure to provide the Appellant with a 
restaurant allowance. Accordingly, the Agency’s failure to provide the Appellant 

with a restaurant allowance is not correct.”12 
 
February, 2019: "The Appellant contended that $45.00 is an insufficient amount 
of money to meet the Appellant’s needs. The Appellant noted that she is 
chronically ill and that she is unable to eat the three meals per day at her women’s 
shelter because the food served makes her ill."13 

 
January, 2019: “At the hearing, the Appellant’s spouse and representative 

testified that she and the Appellant reside in transitional housing and living in a 
room where no meals are provided and there are no cooking facilities and that she 
must obtain her meals outside the residence. The Appellant’s representative 
further contended that due to health concerns both she and the Appellant have 

special dietary needs. Verification of such needs and expenses were provided to 
the Agency on or about July 11, 2018, however, the Agency did not include 

restaurant expenses in its computation of the Appellant's needs and did not 
provide a restaurant allowance to the Appellant from July 11, 2018, until the 

present. The Appellant’s testimony was found to be credible in that it was 
consistent, detailed and supported by documentary evidence.”14 

 
July 2018: "The record in this case establishes that the Appellant is in receipt of 
Public Assistance, Medical Assistance and SNAP benefits. [...] The Appellant's 
household reside in a family homeless shelter. The Appellant, on or about May 26, 

2018, applied for a restaurant allowance because, due to dietary and religious 
restrictions, they cannot eat the meals served at the shelter. The Agency failed to 

act on the Appellant's application for a restaurant allowance."15 
 
October 2017: “The Appellant seeks a review of the Agency's determination as to 

the adequacy of the Appellant’s restaurant allowance from February 1, 2018 [sic] 

                                                 
12

 http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2019-10/Redacted_8014574Y.pdf 
13

 http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2019-3/Redacted_7908345M.pdf 
14

 http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2019-3/Redacted_7897506Z.pdf 
15

 http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2018-8/Redacted_7788717J.pdf 

http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2019-10/Redacted_8014574Y.pdf
http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2019-3/Redacted_7908345M.pdf
http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2019-3/Redacted_7897506Z.pdf
http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2018-8/Redacted_7788717J.pdf
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until the present. The Appellant testified that she resides in a single room 
occupancy in a women’s shelter, and that she has special dietary needs due to her 
health concerns. The Appellant presented correspondence from her primary care 
physician stating that due to her various medical conditions, the Appellant 

required a strict diet, and requested that she be provided with a restaurant 
allowance. The Appellant further testified that her restaurant allowance was 

reduced to $22.50 beginning in February of 2018. The Appellant’s testimony was 
found to be credible in that it was consistent, detailed and supported by 
documentary evidence.”16 
 

July, 2017: “At her hearing, the Appellant testified that her refrigerator stopped 
working on or about July 18, 2017. She reported this problem to shelter 

administration on July 19, 2017. On July 20, 2017, she was provided with 
another refrigerator. She testified that the replacement refrigerator 

did not work, plus it was infested with roaches. She stated that, with the 
assistance of one the shelter maintenance staff, she eventually, about two weeks 
later, was provided with a working refrigerator. [...] The Appellant’s testimony was 
credible in that it was persuasive, consistent and detailed. She also showed a video 
on her cell phone of a refrigerator with at least six roaches walking inside it. 
Notwithstanding the fact that the video was not authenticated, or dated, or even 

proven to be Appellant’s refrigerator, it bolstered the Appellant’s credible testimony 
and negated the Agency’s denial of the requested benefits.”17 

 
Food Insecurity  

 
City Council and municipal agencies have invested significant resources into 

improving healthy food access for school-aged children. Unfortunately, we have 
not seen any efforts on remotely the same level to address food insecurity among 

New Yorkers living in shelters. Our city’s overall nutrition and food security will 
require significant investments in food for shelter residents, as well as 

strengthening food benefits. Programs like Farm to School, Summer Meals 
Program, and the newly implemented Scratch Cooking Bill, are some of the 

numerous efforts made to increase food accessibility for children. We strongly 
support these efforts to increase food security, however, they are not enough.  
 
The same investments need to be made to improve the health of New York’s 

homeless population. We recommended the city give the same attention to the 
provision of nutritious meals in shelters. In order to improve our city's food security 

and overall nutrition and food access, we must assist all New Yorkers in securing safe 
and healthy food. Serving our homeless residents poisonous, rancid food not only 
violates shelter residents’ rights, but also the supposed priorities of this 

administration. 
 

Recommendations 

                                                 
16

 http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2018-4/Redacted_7628634J.pdf 
17

 http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2017-11/Redacted_7600728K.pdf 

 

http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2018-4/Redacted_7628634J.pdf
http://otda.ny.gov/fair%20hearing%20images/2017-11/Redacted_7600728K.pdf
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1. Increase the frequency of food inspections and ensure that all 

inspections are unannounced. DHS’s new Food and Nutrition Policies, 
DHS-PB-2019-023, requires DHS to conduct food inspections once a year. 

This is far too infrequent given the severity of the current problems with 
food at DHS shelters and the serious impacts on New Yorkers’ health and 

well-being.18 Furthermore, we have heard of many instances where shelters 
are notified in advance when inspections are going to happen, allowing them 
to adjust their practices for the day of the inspections. Inspections must be 
random and unannounced to ensure they are effective. Furthermore, we 
recommend that these inspections be conducted by an independent agency 
(other than DHS), since DHS’s relationship with and dependence on shelter 

providers may impact their ability to hold shelters accountable. 
 

2. Have an outside agency conduct and review the bi-annual Client Food 
Satisfaction Survey. DHS-PB-2019-023 requires Shelter Directors to 
administer a bi-annual Client Food Satisfaction Survey. While we agree with 
the proposal to administer a bi-annual survey, it is essential that this 
survey be conducted by an outside entity. As noted in this testimony, 
despite extensive press attention and audits over the past several years, 

many shelters have been unable to hold themselves accountable for 
providing high-quality food to homeless New Yorkers. Outside oversight and 

accountability is needed here to correct this issue. 
 

3. Publicly post the results of food inspections from DHS, DOHMH, and 
OTDA, listed by shelter. Similar to the Shelter Repairs Report-Card, DHS 

should post a report-card that indicates shelter’s grades on food inspection 
reports conducted by DHS, DOHMH, and OTDA, in order to create ongoing 

public accountability for those shelters that consistently fail to meet food 
standards. 

 
4. Create a hotline and online form through which residents can make 

anonymous complaints regarding shelter food, in addition to tracking 
all shelter food complaints submitted via the DSS Ombudsman’s Office, 

the DSS shelter hotline, and 311. Many shelter residents are reluctant to 
submit complaints regarding food and conditions at their shelters because 

of the well-founded and well-documented fear of retaliation by staff. Many 
homeless New Yorkers have had the experience of reporting bad conditions 

or treatment at their shelter, only to later experience rude treatment from 
staff or a sudden transfer to different shelter. Furthermore, DHS/DSS’s 
existing complaint mechanisms often do not allow homeless New Yorkers to 
submit complaints anonymously. Anonymous reporting would significantly 
increase New Yorkers’ ability to submit complaints about their shelter. DHS 
should compile food complaints from all sources and take swift action to 

                                                 
18

 While DHS-PB-2019-023 now requires Shelter Directors to conduct food quality tests once a month, shelters must 

be inspected by outside entities as these shelters continue to fail to meet the standards set out by the City. 



 

 

9 

Formatted: Position: Horizontal: Right, Relative to: Margin,

Vertical:  0", Relative to: Paragraph, Wrap Around

address these issues with shelters, including follow-up inspections and 
surveys. 
 

5. Ensure a streamlined process for individuals and families on Public 

Assistance residing in shelters that do not serve meals and do not 
provide working kitchens, or for those who cannot eat shelter meals 

due to medical, religious, or other reasons, to be budgeted for 
restaurant allowance grants.  

 
Thank you for your time today. I look forward to answering any questions you 

might have.  
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 



Testimony of Sharifah Harvey on Food Access, Quality, and Inspections at DHS Shelters

Presented before The New York City Council’s Committee on General Welfare

November 21, 2019

In June of last year, I was denied religious accommodation during Ramadan at the Franklin

Women’s Intake and Assessment Shelter in the Bronx. Upon my arrival to the shelter, I

immediately informed the Intake Specialist of my need for religious accommodation. She

explicitly denied any religious accommodation, saying it was against the rules. I asked to speak

with a supervisor. She denied the request.

After intake, I called 311 to report the incident, and spent the next 5 days, going through “official

channels,” including the Ombudsman’s Office, trying to enforce my religious right to eat in the

shelter at the prescribed times. The first day I was allowed to eat outside on the front steps, the

next few days I was made to eat on the sidewalk (not the steps) outside the shelter, next I was

told I couldn’t eat outside the building and told to go eat on the sidewalk across the street. If you

are familiar with the Franklin Shelter’s location and surroundings at night – and you should be,

because this is your city and your responsibility – then you would recognize how inappropriate

this is. Breaking fast in the evening was more manageable, but the most pressing issue, and the

most egregious and offensive denial of my religious rights, was the shelter denying me my

morning meal, which had to be eaten and completed by 3 to 3:30 in the morning.

This should never have happened. Not upon intake, nor for the 5 days it took to get the Director

of Social Services to notify his staff to allow me to exercise my religious rights – which by the

way, was the last day of Ramadan.

I also witnessed the security guards allowing other individuals into the shelter with food. These

individuals were not fasting and were not engaged in any religious observances. They were

allowed to bring in fast food meals and sit inside, past the security check-in, in the very location I

was finally allowed to sit and eat on the last day of Ramadan.

The second and related issue is the SNAP food benefits that are supposed to be a supplement for

shelter residents are used exclusively for all of my meals. In addition, on average, I spend at least

30% of the under $200 per month cash assistance that is supposed to cover all of my cash as the

supplement. EBT benefit cards can’t be used for salad, perishable food is easily wasted because

there is no way to store it, save it, eat it later, it was impossible for me to save anything

perishable for later when I was at the 2 previous facilities. You do the math. How many $8 salads

(and I’m being generous with that cost) can you buy with under $200? How many healthy salads

would you be able to eat in a month? I can be moved to another shelter at any time, where I

won’t be able to bring in any food again.

In the 3 shelters I have been, there has been a “diverse” set of meal options ranging from pre-

packaged, seemingly gourmet, but tiny-portioned meals to substandard institutional meals from

poor quality vendors.



Other testifiers will discuss the quality. I am here to discuss the inappropriateness of the food for

people with religious or ethical dietary restrictions. I eat halal or kosher animal proteins, none of

which is available. I do not consume alcohol. So although a vendor may provide a gourmet pre-

packaged meal, if it is a meal made with wine sauce, as has happened, I can’t eat it. Also, I have

to assume a cheese is made with animal, particularly pig, rennet unless I know otherwise. So, I

rarely eat food provided by the shelter.

Being in a NYC DHS shelter does not negate any of our human – including religious -- rights.

You have an obligation to provide appropriate food and appropriate access to food to everyone in

your care.



Testimony of Cee-Cee B. on Food Access, Quality, and Inspections at DHS Shelters

Presented before The New York City Council’s Committee on General Welfare

November 21, 2019

To Members of the City Council:

Staff members serve food that is not heated properly and the vegetables are often frozen. Staff
has their favorite clients that they give food and when I ask, they say I’m late and give me a hard
time.

We have been given milk that is four days past expiration and spoiled. The meat is frozen and
the string beans are not cooked properly.

Meats are frozen, not thawed and cold; string beans are not cooked properly.



Testimony of Kevin Jones on Food Access, Quality, and Inspections at DHS Shelters
Presented before The New York City Council’s Committee on General Welfare

November 21, 2019

To Members of the City Council:

I have been in three shelters. The food at the Salvation Army shelter was outsourced and always
cold, poor quality, and they always ran out. At Project Renewal, the food was shameful and they
were always running out of food. The quality was poor and it was really shameful because they
have a culinary institute in the building! At the Fordham Road shelter, the food was outsourced
and, again, they often ran out of food. It was always cold and of poor quality.

I lost 80 pounds while in shelter because of the poor quality of the food served by DHS.

Sincerely,

Kevin Jones



Testimony of Dustin Jones on Food Access, Quality, and Inspections at DHS Shelters

Presented before The New York City Council’s Committee on General Welfare

November 21, 2019

My name is Dustin Jones. I'm a Disability Rights Activist age 31. In September 2017, I had the

unfortunate pleasure of living in the shelter system for 20 months. Now, although there’s a long list

of problems with accessible and improper training of staff and especially DHS Police, I will keep

my comments to food issues.

With my time in shelter, most of it was spent in Clarke Thomas Men’s Shelter on Randall’s Island .

To my knowledge, it’s a no-cook shelter and I believe the food was from vendors of some sort (and

I have seen Fresh Direct come by a lot). The food was terrible and insufficient for children, yet

alone grown men. We had the same thing on various days for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, with

almost no changes. For example, for at least Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays, for breakfast we

had one pack of Farina coffee, a banana, one milk, and if we were lucky some type of juice. You

could not have seconds. I would skip breakfast most of the time because it wasn’t worth waking up

for. I used to spend my money a lot and buy food throughout the day, but that becomes very

expensive especially if you’re supposed to be in a place providing you decent meals.

Lunch would get somehow worse. I used to make a joke that Clarke Thomas had an aquarium in the

backyard because it seemed like every day they would have fish for lunch – very undercooked, from

what I noticed. On two occasions when I actually ate the fish because it looked the most cooked, I

got food poisoning severely and was rushed to the emergency room via ambulance. Although I am

allergic to shellfish, at one point I had to lie and tell them I’m allergic to all fish just so they would

give me something else in return for the fish on the days they had it. Sometimes they had it for

lunch and dinner.

Lunch on Sundays was very unappetizing: cold sandwiches, tuna wrapped up or turkey and cheese,

mayonnaise packs and mustard packs, one fruit, coleslaw or potato salad, milk – and that’s it. I will

admit dinner was better most of the time, but when they did have something decent, it felt like if

you weren’t the first 30-40 person to eat, you were left with leftovers from God knows when. Some

things were obviously expired and smelled horrible, but when you brought it to the attention of

staff, they would think the problem was us. Or, for the really undeniably smelly stuff, they threw it

away quickly before anyone made a scene.

In a nutshell, the only time I ate decently in shelter that wasn’t afforded with my own money is

when the nuns came on Tuesday nights and fed us (if I got to them in time), and the two

Thanksgivings, two Christmases, and one of the two New Year’s in 2017-2018 I spent there. One

other problem particularly at Clarke Thomas is those of us who had money or were lucky enough to

work and buy our own food were strictly prohibited from bringing outside food into the building via

DHS Officers, and it wasn’t fair because we were forced to eat the nothing they had there or go

hungry altogether. They would make us toss it out, and for those who refused, they would arrest

them on trumped-up charges of disorderly conduct and even send some guys to the hospital and

charge them as an EDP (Emotionally Disturbed Person).



In conclusion, I would like to see changes to the food service and the shelter system. Although I am

not there anymore, based on the time I did spend there, I sympathize so much and care for the

people who I have left behind. It is not fair to kick a man or a person when they are down on their

luck, to make them throw away their food and settle for nothing, and the food that is provided isn’t

even enough to give to the average 5-year-old child. Being in the shelter system for me was

mentally abusing on so many levels. I felt like I was in jail for 20 months, and I never want to go

back, but with the housing system in this city being so poor, God knows. But even if I never return,

let’s think about those people who are in there suffering from diabetes and other health

complications, who need a balanced diet to take their medication or even just to survive.

Dustin Jones

President & Founder Of United For Equal Access NY

Twitter = @EqualAccessNy2



Testimony of Gary M. Blanker on Food Access, Quality, and Inspections at DHS Shelters

Presented before The New York City Council’s Committee on General Welfare

November 21, 2019

To Members of the City Council:

I have been living at the Blake Avenue Men’s shelter, which is run by S.U.S in East New York,
for several months. In this time, I have experienced a short stock of food. They don’t prepare
enough for the population they have. I have been refused a meal for that reason. Also, they give
child-sized servings and we are all grown men. The cafeteria is only open for 60 to 90 minutes.
At my previous shelter, they kept the food for up to two hours per meal. Also, vending machines
where provided on the premises. Further, there is only one water fountain available, which is on
the ground floor and is in poor condition.

We are not allowed to bring in food from outside to supplement our diets. I feel it is wrong that
we cannot bring our own food to the cafeteria.

Thank You,

Gary M. Blanker

Shelter Resident














