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Introduction
I am Joel Berg, Executive Director of the New York City Coalition Against Hunger.  I am testifying on behalf of the city’s more than 1,100 soup kitchens and food pantries – and the  nearly 1.5 million New Yorkers who live in households that can’t afford enough food.  I want to first thank General Welfare Committee Chair Palma for holding this hearing and for all your amazing leadership on hunger and poverty
As many soup kitchens and food pantries in New York City were forced to close or to cut back in the past few years, increases to the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (or “SNAP,” also known as the Food Stamp Program locally) provided critical nutrition support for hungry residents.  As of December 2011, 1.8 million New Yorkers received food stamp benefits.  The program will provide an estimated $3.4 billion worth of food to low-income city families in 2011 alone, a $1.5 billion jump over 2008.  It is important to emphasize that the average food stamp benefit in New York City as of December 2011 was $288 per month per household, which dwarfs what even the most generous amount that a food pantry or soup kitchen could distribute in a month to a family.  Food Stamp benefits are a vital lifeline for families.
Declining Food Stamps Rolls in the City

From 2008 – 2010, in response to the deep recession, Food Stamp Program participation skyrocketed in New York City, New York State, and the entire country. While most of the increase was due to factors beyond the control of the City, I will give the Bloomberg Administration and the City’s Human Resources Administration (HRA) some credit for maintaining mostly a level number of employees to handle this soaring caseload, in contrast to municipalities in other parts of the nation that have implemented short-sighted cuts in the number of employees at social service agencies even as the need for help has increased.

However, as the chart below demonstrates, in 2011, while the food stamps caseloads continued to increase significantly statewide outside of New York City, the increase ground to a virtual halt in New York City.
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In 2008, the caseload increased by 13 percent outside of the city and 14 percent in the city. In 2009, the caseload increased by 22 percent outside of the city and 20 percent in the city. In 2010, the caseload increased by 11 percent outside of the city and 9 percent in the city. Yet, in 2011, while the caseload increased by 7 percent outside the city, it increased by only 1% in the city.

Equally troubling is that the food stamps rolls in New York City actually declined in six of the last 12 months. There was even a more than 13,000- person decline in November, taking food away from hungry families just in time for the holidays.

When these statistics were revealed, the Bloomberg Administration offered two contradictory explanations. One hand, they claimed that the statistics were merely a statistical blip and that overall participation was still increasing. On the other hand, they claimed that the participation drops were good news, proof that the local economy was somehow improving. Of course, neither response is accurate. Given that huge discrepancy between the city and the rest of the state, and further given that there was a drop in six out of the last 12 months, the problem with the food stamps caseload in the city is no mere statistical blip. Given the soaring levels of poverty, unemployment, homelessness, and hunger in the city, it is clear that the drop in food stamps participation is not a sign of improvements in the local economy.

If the Bloomberg Administration is sincerely interested in governing purely based on data, then they would have to agree with us that something is now very wrong regarding the City’s management of the Food Stamp Program. 

I hope this hearing can determine the specific reasons for the drops, but I think a number of factors contribute:
1) There is some evidence that HRA has started enforcing food stamps work requirements they did not previously enforce for adults without dependents who are unemployed, and kicking people off the rolls who supposedly do not comply with work requirements. 
2) It is likely that HRA's staff simply hasn't been able to keep up with their increasing caseload, resulting in people being knocked off the rolls when it is time for them to re-certify for benefits.  This disrupts the supply of food for struggling families. Also, if such families are later returned to the food stamp rolls, that also results in extra spending of City and State dollars.

3) It is likely that the overcrowding and increased wait times at HRA offices leads to more people being denied benefits, or more people forced to leave HRA offices before they can get benefits.

But whatever the causes of the drops, it is clear that something is very, very wrong with food stamps management in New York City, and that the City seems to be in denial about this clear reality. 
Troubling Rhetoric Attacking Hungry New Yorkers
On John Gambling's radio show a few weeks ago, Mayor Bloomberg claimed that, just as we will never know how much terrorism was prevented by the New York Police Department, we will never know how much fraud was prevented by food stamps finger imaging. Comparing all food stamps recipients – the vast-majority of whom are law-abiding citizens – to terrorists, even indirectly, is a beyond the pale demonizing of people forced to live in poverty.  In another recent statement by the Mayor, he said that collecting DNA from criminals is essentially the same as collecting their finger prints. There is no question that finger imaging is an electronic stop-and-frisk, which assumes that low-income people are guilty until proven innocent.  In yet another recent interview, Bloomberg implied that all people who didn’t want to give their finger prints have something to hide.  This was another shocking statement that entirely ignores the Bill of Rights and shows a disregard for the civil liberties that prevent America from becoming a totalitarian society. It is truly heartbreaking that a Mayor with a reputation for non-ideological, data-based governing – who has taken fact-based, common sense, stands on issues like gun control, religious liberty, and marriage equity – descends into misinformed right-ring rants against low-income people that drag him down into the Newt Gingrich realm.  

Because it is impossible to disprove a negative, it is also impossible disprove his administration’s false claim that finger imaging is the only way to prevent instances of fraud or duplication in the Food Stamp Program that never happened.  For instance, it would be impossible to disprove a claim that the Mayor’s kiss with Lady Gaga prevented a meteorite from hitting Times Square on New Year’s Eve.  

I laughed when the Mayor misquoted a famous Robert Frost’s poem, “Mending Wall” (which is about why walls are unnecessary and cause outdated divisions between neighbors), by interpreting it as a call for more divisions between people, such as those caused by finger imaging. 

But more seriously, the Mayor has never even attempted to even address the irrefutable fact that 48 other states detect duplication in the Food Stamp Program as well as, if not better than, New York City, using systems far less expensive and far less punitive than finger imaging. If he focused on the actual facts – instead of his biased prejudices against low-income New Yorkers – he would understand why so many other leading elected officials concluded that finger imaging is a waste of money that keeps food away hungry families.

The Bloomberg Administrations Fact-Free Defense of Finger Imaging 

Below if a point-by-point rebuttal to recent claims about food stamps finger imaging made by the Mayor and his appointees:

Bloomberg Administration Claim:
The Mayor recently said: “When you have fingerprinting, it detects fraud, which means it gives people incentive to not commit fraud.”
The Facts: 

The City’s HRA Commissioner ,Robert Doar, a Mayoral appointee, has been forced to admit to the City Council that HRA has not caught a single cause of prosecutable fraud with finger imaging. In a City Council hearing held on November 21, 2011, Doar made the following admission:  "I do want to caution against the use of the word fraud. The purpose is to prevent fraud, if we find somebody who is somehow having benefits somewhere else, some other part of the city, and the finger image catches that, they haven't committed fraud, in my judgment.  I don't think that would be worthy of a referral to a prosecutor."  

Commissioner Doar is factually wrong about the legal definition of fraud. Every food stamp applicant has to sign an application before it is submitted, legally attesting to its accuracy. The form clearly states that providing false information constitutes perjury and filing a false instrument, which are subject to prosecution. Indeed, people prosecuted for food stamp fraud (which is detected through means other than finger imaging) are often prosecuted for filing a false instrument. 

The average law-abiding food stamp household receives a few thousand dollars a year in food stamps benefits; I presume that any household that receives benefits fraudulently would receive at least a few thousand dollars in a year in benefits.  Given that the City routinely prosecutes a person for turnstile jumping - which steals $2.50 from the City - are we really expected to believe that they are so soft on crime they simply don't bother to prosecute people they find stealing thousands of dollars' worth of money?  Of course not. The reason they don't prosecute anyone for fraud is that they don't find any true fraud.

In the same November 21 hearing, Doar admitted that he does not know how many of the duplicate cases they claim to find through finger imaging are caused by attempts at fraud as opposed to administrative mistakes made by HRA.

After being forced to admit that finger imaging catches no actual fraud, the Administration falls back on the claim that the deterrent effect of finger imaging prevents people from even attempting fraud. But if denying people benefits is some deterrent, wouldn't prosecuting people for attempted fraud be a much bigger deterrent? Of course it would. The record is clear that they don't prosecute fraud because they don't find it.

As for administrative duplications, the City has not provided a shred of evidence that finger imagining finds such duplications more effectively than the less intrusive, less costly methods used in the other 48 states.

Bloomberg Administration Claim: 

The Administration claims that New York City, which finger images food stamps applicants, has a higher food stamps participation rate than the rest of the state, which hasn’t used the practice for years.

The Facts: 
USDA recently issued this report on program participation:

http://www.fns.usda.gov/ora/MENU/Published/snap/FILES/Participation/Reaching2009.pdf
According to this official USDA report, in 2009, 42% of all working families eligible for food stamps in New York State and 32% of all eligible families in New York State, failed to receive the benefits.  In contrast, in Maine, nearly all eligible families, including nearly all eligible, working families, received benefits. Even in Pennsylvania (a state that is more similar to New York than is Maine), only 28% of eligible working families and only 17% of families overall, failed to receive the benefits. Neither state finger images applicants. 
USDA does not publish official participation data at anything lower than the state-wide level. Yet given that NYC is 60% of the state caseload, it is mathematically impossible that the participation rate in the City is that much better than the rest of the state. The supposedly higher rate cited by the Mayor and Commissioner Doar comes from what USDA calls a "Program Access Index" (PAI).  This measurement tool is a far less accurate estimate than the than the official figures.  According to the USDA: “The PAI is not, strictly speaking, a measure of participation among people eligible for benefits. For most purposes, the participation rate among people for eligible benefits is a better measure of program performance."  In other words, the lower participation rates I cite above are the more accurate ones recommended by USDA. Similarly, the USDA does not recommend use of the PAI measurement used by the City for accurately determining food stamp participation rates.
Nationwide, food stamps participation in urban areas is usually higher than in suburbs and rural areas. So comparing New York City to the rest of the entire state is comparing apples to oranges. The only city for which USDA publishes official participation rates is the District of Columbia, which does not fingerprint its applicants, where the rate is 86%, far higher than the rate claimed by New York City. Participation has increased dramatically in the rest of the state this year while remaining flat in New York City. However, even if New York City previously had a higher participation rate than the rest of the state, that advantage has surely been significantly reduced in the last year.  Finally, before California and Texas eliminated finger imaging, they had lower rates of participation and higher program error rates than the 46 states without it.

Yet even if the statistics cited by the City were accurate, that still means that one in five of the people in the city eligible   – at least 600,000 eligible New Yorkers – fail to receive benefits. Would the City brag if the police or fire departments failed to respond to one in five calls for help? Of course not.
Bloomberg Administration Claim: 

Since finger imaging is used in City offices and on Wall Street, it has no stigma.

The Facts: 

The Urban Institute, which the City has hired for other research, has published a study indicating that the stigma associated with finger imaging does indeed keep eligible families from applying. Its absurd to compare government employees and Wall Street employees who may be finger imaged with low-income applicants for nutrition benefits. One of the greatest reasons that finger imaging creates stigma is fear of government, obviously not a problem for government employees and little problem for Wall Street employees.  Additionally, the type of employees cited by Bloomberg get finger imaged at work, while food stamps applicants have to travel to a government office and wait on lines for hours to provide their image.  Government employees and Wall Street workers get finger imaged on work time, and thus are paid to do so.  Many food stamps applicants work in jobs in which they are paid by the hour, and thus have to lose hours worth of wages, or maybe risk losing their job completely, to provide finger images. 
Bloomberg Administrative Claim: 

Finger imaging reduces the City’s food stamps error rate, which proves that it helps reduce fraud

The Facts: 

Just a few days before November's City Council hunger hearing, HRA posted on its web site a document which made the following claim:  "For the first half of the 2011 fiscal year, the City's cumulative food stamps error rate was only 4.32 percent. One of the ways that HRA has managed to maintain a higher accuracy rating is by finger imaging clients when they apply for food stamps." http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/downloads/pdf/Food_Stamp_Performance_2011.pdf
Aside from the fact that the error rate that they bragged about is actually higher than the error rate in states that don't finger image, HRA is clearly claiming that finger imaging is one key reason that the quality control error rate isn't higher.

Yet at the November 21, 2011, City Council hearing (see page 26 of hearing transcript, lines 11 - 15), Commissioner Doar, when pressed, admitted that precisely the opposite is true, saying: "The finger imaging process is not intended, necessarily, to prevent quality control errors, which are really about how the caseworker and client work out what the appropriate budget is." 

Even more incredibly (see transcript page 27, lines 1-17), responding to a question about the link between duplication prevented by finger imaging and the error rate, Commissioner Doar rectifies: "They're really two different measurements, they're unrelated in many respects. … So I don't really feel, I never felt that the two were as directly related as some other have thought.”
In other words, after claiming for years that finger imaging reduced the error rate and thus reduced fraud, HRA was forced to admit that error rates have nothing to do with either fraud or finger imaging.

That’s a bait and switch.  Merits of City policies aside, I do think the citizens of New York City deserve a more candid discussion of true facts then they are being provided in this instance by the Bloomberg Administration.
I do hope the Mayor and his appointees commit to ensuring better customer service for low-income families (most of which pay income and sales taxes) who are in need of government assistance. Every family that is turned away from benefits to which they are eligible is a family at greater risk of hunger. The City can – and should – do better. 

Thank you.
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