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Introduction
	On September 21, 2020, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, will conduct an oversight hearing to examine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on SNAP administration, food pantries, and soup kitchens. Representatives from the Human Resources Administration (HRA), anti-hunger advocates, emergency food providers, and other interested parties were invited to testify. 

Background
Food Insecurity
[bookmark: _Ref431824]According to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), an estimated 1.2 million (14.4 percent) New York City residents were food insecure in 2017.[footnoteRef:1] New York City’s food insecurity rate is 12 percent higher than the national rate, and 21 percent higher than the New York State rate.[footnoteRef:2] According to Feeding America, the nation’s leading hunger-relief organization, 1 in 9 New Yorkers, or 2,166,060 people, struggle with hunger, and of them 685,500 are children.[footnoteRef:3] Nearly 1.2 million New Yorkers were food insecure even before the COVID-19 pandemic, with more than 201 million missing meals across the five boroughs, also known as “The Meal Gap.”[footnoteRef:4] Additionally, with average meal costs almost twice as high as the national average ($3.02) in New York, high food prices can make circumstances even more difficult for food-insecure households.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  NYC Food Policy, “Food Metrics Report 2019” at 9, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/foodpolicy/downloads/pdf/Food-Policy-Report-2019.pdf; data based on 2017 estimates, (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).]  [2:  Food Bank for New York City, “Fast Facts,” available at https://www.foodbanknyc.org/research-reports/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).]  [3:  Feeding America, “What Hunger Looks Like in New York,” available at https://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/new-york (last visited Sept. 16. 2020). Data from Feeding America’s Map the Meal Gap 2020 study.]  [4:  Id.]  [5:  Feeding America, “Map the Meal Gap 2019”, available at https://www.feedingamerica.org/sites/default/files/2019-05/2017-map-the-meal-gap-all-modules_0.pdf (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).] 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
[bookmark: _Ref433651]SNAP, formerly known as the Food Stamp Program, is the cornerstone of the nation’s safety net and nutrition assistance programs, providing assistance to millions of eligible low-income people.[footnoteRef:6] Benefit levels for SNAP are based on criteria including, but not limited to, household size and income levels.[footnoteRef:7] On average, SNAP households currently receive an estimated $246 a month.[footnoteRef:8] The average SNAP benefits per person is about $125 a month, which is an average of $1.39 per person, per meal.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  Center on Budget and Policy and Policy Priorities, “SNAP is Effective and Efficient,” available at   http://www.cbpp.org/research/snap-is-effective-and-efficient (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).]  [7:  Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance, “Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)” available at  https://otda.ny.gov/programs/snap/ /(last visited Sept. 16, 2020).]  [8:  Center on Budget and Policy and Policy Priorities, “A Quick Guide to SNAP Eligibility and Benefits,” (Updated September 2020) available at http://www.cbpp.org/research/a-quick-guide-to-snap-eligibility-and-benefits (last visited Sept. 15, 2020).]  [9:  Id] 

SNAP provides assistance to recipients by offering monthly electronic benefits that can be used to purchase food at authorized stores.[footnoteRef:10] According to research, spending by SNAP households “multiplies” throughout the national economy, as businesses supplying food and in turn, their employees, have additional funds to make purchases of their own.[footnoteRef:11] SNAP can also help lift people out of poverty. SNAP benefits lifted at least 3.4 million people out of poverty in 2017.[footnoteRef:12] As of June 2020, over 1.6 million people were receiving SNAP benefits in New York City.[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  Supra note 7, Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance.]  [11:  United States Department of Agriculture, “Quantifying the Impact of SNAP benefits on the U.S. Economy and Jobs,” (July 2019) available at https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2019/july/quantifying-the-impact-of-snap-benefits-on-the-us-economy-and-jobs/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).]  [12:  United States Census Bureau, “The Supplemental Poverty Measure: 2017.” available at https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/demo/p60-265.pdf (last visited Sept. 16, 2019).]  [13:  NYC Human Resources Administration, HRA Snapshot of Enrollment and Participation in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program in New York City, (January 2020) available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/2018/hra_facts_2018_12.pdf (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).] 

Emergency Food
HRA, through the Emergency Food Assistance Program (EFAP), administers funding and coordinates the distribution of shelf-stable food to more than 500 food pantries and community kitchens citywide.[footnoteRef:14] About 1.4 million New Yorkers rely on emergency food assistance at food pantries and soup kitchens for basic nutrition.[footnoteRef:15] Emergency food assistance is an essential service that is often used to supplement SNAP benefits, since SNAP benefits supply, on average, approximately two weeks’ worth of food for most households.[footnoteRef:16] According to the most recent data, in Fiscal Year 2019, EFAP distributed more than 17.1 million pounds of shelf stable and frozen foods, serving over 13.1 million New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:17]  [14:  NYC Human Resources Administration, SNAP Benefits & Food Program, available at http://www1.nyc.gov/site/hra/help/emergency-food-assistance-program.page (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).]  [15:  Food Bank for New York City, “Research, Reports and Financials: Fast Facts,” available at https://www.foodbanknyc.org/research-reports/  (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).]  [16:  Food Bank for New York City, “Hunger Cannot Afford to Be Hidden,” Nov. 2019, available at https://www.foodbanknyc.org/research-reports/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).]  [17:  Supra note 1, NYC Food Policy at 10. ] 

According to a Food Bank for New York City survey in early 2018, pre-dating COVID-19, 80 percent of food pantries and soup kitchens in NYC had seen elevated traffic and 40 percent reported the number of visitors increased by more than half.[footnoteRef:18] Nearly half of food pantries and kitchens have an operating budget of under $25,000.[footnoteRef:19] Before the pandemic, over half of soup kitchens and food pantries reported running out of food and 29 percent reported turning people away because of lack of food.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Food Bank for NYC, “Reflections of Hunger,” Nov. 2018, available at https://www.foodbanknyc.org/state-of-hunger-in-nyc-new-data-from-food-bank-for-new-york-city/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020).]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id.] 

The Impact of COVID-19 on SNAP 

While food insecurity was widespread well before the COVID-19 pandemic, it has grown significantly during the economic upheaval and mass unemployment caused by the health crisis. As of mid-August, New York had distributed $40 billion in unemployment benefits to 3.3 million New Yorkers in over five months, up from $2.1 billion in benefits processed in all of 2019.[footnoteRef:21] According to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP), about 29 million adults (12 percent of all adults in the country) reported that their household sometimes or often did not have enough to eat during a one week period in July 2020. The rates were more than twice as high for Black and Latino respondents (21 percent for both groups) as for white respondents (eight percent). Additionally, 20 percent of adults with children reported that their children sometimes or often did not eat enough in the last seven days because they could not afford it, impacting up to 17 million children.[footnoteRef:22] In New York State, over 1.9 million adults (14 percent of adults) reported that their household sometimes or often did not have enough to eat in the last seven days and over 1 million adults with children (20 percent of adults with children) reported that their children sometimes or often did not eat enough in the last seven days because they could not afford it.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Marina Villeneuve, “NY Touts Unemployment System, Even as Some Still Face Issues,” NBC New York, Aug. 14, 2020,
https://www.nbcnewyork.com/news/local/ny-touts-unemployment-system-even-as-some-still-face-issues/2566249/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [22:  Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, “Tracking the COVID-19 Recession’s Effects on Food, Housing, and Employment Hardships,” Sept. 11, 2020, https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/tracking-the-covid-19-recessions-effects-on-food-housing-and (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [23:  Id.] 

To allow states to adapt SNAP to address critical food needs during the pandemic, Congress passed the Families First Coronavirus Response Act, which was signed into law on March 18, 2020.[footnoteRef:24] The law authorized the issuance of emergency supplemental benefits up to the maximum allowable SNAP benefit for a household’s size. New York is issuing the supplemental benefits for the months of March through September 2020.[footnoteRef:25] The law lifted work and work training requirements for the SNAP program beginning April 2020 through the end of the pandemic.[footnoteRef:26] The Families First Act also allowed the Secretary of Agriculture to grant flexibilities to States and localities in the issuing, application and reporting requirements of SNAP benefits.[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Kellie Moss, et al., “The Families First Coronavirus Response Act: Summary of Key Provisions,” Mar. 23, 2020,
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-families-first-coronavirus-response-act-summary-of-key-provisions/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [25:  Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance, SNAP COVID-19 Information: Frequently Asked Questions for the Emergency Allotment of SNAP Benefits, https://otda.ny.gov/SNAP-COVID-19/Frequently-Asked-Questions.asp (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [26:  Kellie Moss, et al., supra note 24]  [27:  Id.] 

CBPP estimates that 6-7 million more people have applied and been approved for SNAP benefits in the United States from February to August, a 17 percent increase nationally.[footnoteRef:28] It took 17 months after the start of the Great Recession to add this number of people to SNAP.[footnoteRef:29] New York State experienced a seven percent increase in SNAP enrollees from February to May 2020.[footnoteRef:30] In a May 2020 Executive Budget hearing, Department of Social Services (DSS) Commissioner Steve Banks testified that HRA had received three times as many SNAP applications than usual during the beginning of the pandemic.[footnoteRef:31] Commissioner Banks stated that DSS redeployed and retrained nearly 1,400 staff from across the agency to process cases to meet the demand of increased applications and “built a new remote access platform and deployed technology to enable as many staff as possible to process applications and interview clients from their homes.”[footnoteRef:32]  [28:  Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, supra note 22]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  DSS Executive Budget Testimony, May 18, 2020, available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4429902&GUID=7B980040-0F74-410A-9680-D3EC2DE9FF5F (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [32:  DSS Commissioner Steve Banks, Executive Budget Transcript, May 18, 2020, p. 22, available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4429902&GUID=7B980040-0F74-410A-9680-D3EC2DE9FF5F (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)] 

From the beginning of the crisis, DSS took steps to ensure that clients could apply and manage cases either online or over the telephone to limit exposure to the coronavirus. DSS received approval from the New York State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA) on March 15 to eliminate all requirements for HRA in-person appointments so as to reduce in-center foot traffic and implement social distancing.[footnoteRef:33] On March 24, 2020, DSS consolidated the physical Job Center and SNAP Center locations across the city, maintaining at least one in every borough.[footnoteRef:34] Fortunately, DSS had implemented a benefits access reform in 2015 to enable SNAP clients to apply, recertify, and submit documents online using ACCESS HRA, as well as on demand telephone access starting in 2016, eliminating the need to come into a SNAP Center.[footnoteRef:35] By December 2019, 96% of application interviews and 87% of recertification interviews were held via telephone.[footnoteRef:36] By May, in the middle of the pandemic, 99 percent of all SNAP business was conducted online and outside of centers.[footnoteRef:37] During the pandemic, DSS also requested and received a waiver to automatically extend SNAP recertifications, a waiver to eliminate SNAP interviews in most cases, and a signature waiver, allowing HRA staff to use verbal signatures for phone applications for those who were unable to submit their signature online.[footnoteRef:38] Some waivers, such as the authority to allow prepared meals to be purchased with SNAP benefits, were denied by the USDA.[footnoteRef:39] [33:  DSS Executive Budget Testimony, supra note 31 ]  [34:  Id.]  [35:  Id.]  [36:  Id.]  [37:  Id.]  [38:  DSS Email Correspondence to NYC Council, Aug. 30, 2020]  [39:  Id.] 

Despite DSS’s efforts to reduce the need to contact the office and redirect staff to handle the extra caseloads, reports of ACCESS HRA crashing, long wait times on the phones, clerical errors, and general unresponsiveness continued throughout the pandemic.[footnoteRef:40] A report by the Urban Justice Center Safety Net Project found that in a small sample size from the end of June to the beginning of August, the overall rate of calls dropped was over 58 percent.[footnoteRef:41] The study also found significant issues with language access, uninformed workers, and confusing menus.[footnoteRef:42] [40:  Shant Shahrigian, “‘I’ve tried everything’: NYC residents struggle for food stamps amid historic unemployment levels,” New York Daily News, May 22, 2020, 
https://www.nydailynews.com/coronavirus/ny-coronavirus-food-stamps-cash-benefits-hra-bill-de-blasio-20200521-qdjlnrfo6ja3lngf3fn5h6mgha-story.html (last visited Sept. 16, 2020); Urban Justice Center Safety Net Project, “Failing Phones: City Infoline Leaves New Yorkers in Need Without Help,” Aug. 2020,
https://snp.urbanjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/12/2020/08/HRA-Infoline-Report.pdf (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [41:  Id.]  [42:  Id.] 

The Impact of COVID-19 on EFAP

For those who must supplement their SNAP benefits or who do not qualify for SNAP, many have relied on soup kitchens and food pantries for emergency food during the pandemic. Unfortunately, economic pressures created by the pandemic and the need for social distancing to mitigate the spread of the virus caused a number of food pantries and soup kitchens to close. By mid-April, closures peaked at more than one-third citywide.[footnoteRef:43] Food Bank for New York City found that nearly 3 in 4 (73 percent) of closed emergency food providers are in communities with the largest Meal Gap.[footnoteRef:44] These closures led to the remaining pantries being inundated.[footnoteRef:45] Reports of lines around the block have flooded news cycles during the crisis.[footnoteRef:46] Pantries and soup kitchens had to adapt to meet demand by increasing the portions they serve, expanding their hours of operation and delivering food to homes.[footnoteRef:47] [43:  Food Bank for NYC, “Fighting More than COVID-19: Unmasking the State of Hunger in New York City During a Pandemic,” June 2020, https://www.foodbanknyc.org/fighting-more-than-covid-19/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [44:  Id.]  [45:  George Joseph, A Third Of NYC Food Pantries Have Closed, Swelling Bread Lines During Coronavirus Lockdown, Gothamist, Apr. 27, 2020, https://gothamist.com/food/third-nyc-food-pantries-have-closed-swelling-bread-lines-during-coronavirus-lockdown (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [46:  Id.; CBSNewYork, Thousands Line Up Outside Queens Food Pantry Hours Before Opening, May 15, 2020, https://newyork.cbslocal.com/2020/05/15/elmhurst-food-pantry-line/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [47:  Food Bank for NYC, supra note 43] 

The City Council recognized the additional burden that was being placed on food pantries and soup kitchens early in the pandemic and successfully petitioned both the de Blasio administration and New York State to each designate $25 million in emergency funds for food programs in early April.[footnoteRef:48] With these additional resources, the Council focused on high-need, low-income, food-insecure areas, and included providers serving immigrant communities. Of the $25 million in State funding, $11 million went to New York City organizations through the States’ Nourish New York initiative, which helped ensure that food banks and providers were able to meet a critical need.[footnoteRef:49] Additionally, the Council preserved the food initiative funding at the Fiscal Year 2020 level despite a $9 billion budget deficit.[footnoteRef:50]  [48:  NYC Council Press Release, “Speaker Johnson and Mayor de Blasio Announce $25 Million in Emergency Funding for Food Providers,” Apr. 10, 2020, https://council.nyc.gov/press/2020/04/10/1933/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [49:  NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets, “New York State Provides Additional Details on $25 Million in Funding for Food Banks Through Nourish New York Initiative,” May 3, 2020, https://agriculture.ny.gov/news/new-york-state-provides-additional-details-25-million-funding-food-banks-through-nourish-new (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [50:  Corey Johnson, Vanessa Gibson, and Mark Treyger, Op-Ed, “Hunger remains a problem for New Yorkers amid COVID-19 pandemic,” AMNY, Aug. 31, 2020,
https://www.amny.com/oped/op-ed-hunger-remains-a-problem-for-new-yorkers-amid-covid-19-pandemic/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)] 

 City Harvest, New York City’s largest food rescue organization, reported rescuing and delivering 56 million pounds of food during the pandemic so far, a 79 percent increase from the same period last year.[footnoteRef:51] Food Bank, the city’s largest hunger relief organization, also ramped up its food distribution with new programs, including drive-thru pantry bag pick-ups, seniors-only distribution hours, and home deliveries.[footnoteRef:52] Food Bank for New York City also organized pop-up food distributions citywide to provide emergency food, fresh produce, and household supplies for vulnerable families and partnered with the NYC Health + Hospitals network to provide food and emergency grocery bags for more than 30,000 healthcare workers.[footnoteRef:53] [51:  City Harvest, Always Here for NYC: Feeding Our Neighbors Through COVID-19, https://www.cityharvest.org/2020/03/covid-19/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [52:  Food Bank for NYC, COVID-19 Information, https://www.foodbanknyc.org/covid-19/ (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)]  [53:  Id.] 

Recognizing not only the increased demand, but also the increase in those who wish to help during the pandemic, HRA updated the eligibility criteria for EFAP providers[footnoteRef:54] to allow additional organizations to meet eligibility requirements by reducing the required amount of months of pantry operation from six months to four months.[footnoteRef:55] This loosening of eligibility requirements will allow those pantries and soup kitchens which started operating in response to the pandemic to be eligible for EFAP membership more quickly. [54:  DSS Email Correspondence to NYC Council, Aug. 30, 2020]  [55:  The application and eligibility criteria to operate a food pantry can be accessed at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/services/efap/EFAPApplication.pdf (last visited Sept. 16, 2020)] 

Conclusion
At today’s hearing, the Committee will seek an overview of SNAP and EFAP changes during the pandemic as well as identifying areas for improvement when planning for future emergencies. The Committee will additionally seek information about collaboration with the Food Czar team and other City agencies during the last six months. In addition, the Committee would like to learn how DSS evaluates its customer service performance during the pandemic, whether everyone who has sought assistance has been served, and how the City can support emergency food programs in future emergencies. 
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