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Message from the Public Advocate
October, 2004
Dear Friend:

This annual report summarizes my activities dutinglast fiscal year. It is a record of
helping working families, seniors, and children nadiking sure that City government
works for them. In fiscal year 2004, my Ombudsr8anvices Unit resolved the
complaints for -- people. These New Yorkers hdficdity navigating the complicated
and reorganized public education system, accesgsiblic benefits such as food stamps,
and securing decent living conditions. Not onlyreviheir problems solved, their
concerns inspired reports that focused on the mgsdrtant issues facing City residents.

When | took office in 2002, | pledged to focus arefmain areas: hunger, housing, child
welfare, education, and women’s issues. These anesstill my focus today. | am
pleased to say that New York City is thriving, bhre is room for improvement. As
long as senior citizens are going hungry, as leangéldren with special needs are not
receiving the education they deserve and womenwnerable to abuse, my office will
have significant work to do.

| spend much of my time on the job in neighborhaibaisughout the five boroughs,
talking to members of the community, to businesst@me owners, to church-goers and
nursing home residents, school principals and paditicers. | listen to what they tell
me, analyze data from my Ombudsman Services Umit, @long with my staff, decide

on a course of action. That course of action maglive issuing reports and
informational guides, proposing legislation, orliogl on the Bloomberg administration

to make changes to its procedures. Whether l#ddigby or behind the scenes, my
single goal is always to improve the lives of mystituents, the people of New York.

In the pages that follow, you will find informati@mn my accomplishments in relation to
not only the five areas | mentioned above but athrross-section of issues that matter
to New Yorkers. | encourage you to think of thegadas more than just statistics. Each
number represents an individual whom the OfficéhefPublic Advocate was able to
assist. The daily work of resolving problems euvatly adds up to a better New York for
everyone. | fully expect that the best is yetdme.

Betsy Gotbaum, Public Advocate



A Year in Review

Based on complaints from, and conversations wittstituents about city-related
concerns, Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum has corduntestigations, called for
reforms in the way government functipasid spoken out when her constituents asked.
Following are some of the issues that Gotbaum fedws during the 2004 fiscal year.
She also spoke out in support of additional ses/ioe women with AIDS, civil unions
for same sex couples, fairer wages for city workérs dangers of buying drugs on line,
and unfair transit fare hikes and poor bus serac€ity residents, among many other
issues.

On Education: Mayor’s School Reforms neec

Since the announcement of the largest reforms teibuschools in the last 30 years,
Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum has been closely tmong schools to ensure that all
students, parents, teachers, and school admioisrate well served by our educational
system.

Starting in August, Gotbaum toured schools and hiegrSupport Centers throughout
New York City and listened to the concerns of ptaemd teachers. Across the board,
Gotbaum has found confusion caused by the changesluced by Mayor Bloomberg
and Chancellor Klein.

At the end of the school year, Public Advocate @oth gave Mayor Bloomberg and
Chancellor Klein a C- overall for their first yearcharge of the public school system but
failing grades for their handling of the overcronglicrisis and their relationship with
parents, teachers, and principals.

Gotbaum finds Department of Education not HelpingaRents: Gotbaum Steps in to fill
the void

A survey conducted by the Office of the Public Adate released before the start of
school found staff at the City’s new Learning Supienters, which are meant to serve
as a walk-in resource for parents, unable to answmgple questions.

Gotbaum found that parents had difficulty obtainimigrmation on how to sign up their
children for free tutoring to which they are emttiunder the federal No Child Left
Behind Act.

Public Advocate Helps Students and Parents

Public Advocate Gotbaum has taken steps to hegnpgamake sense of the newly
restructured system. To help parents get the assvey need, she published a guide
entitled_Educators Helping Parentghich explains the ins and outs of the new system
Gotbaum has already distributed 125,000 guidesitenjis and educators across the city.
Additionally, Gotbaum established a helpline tddfiealls from parents with school-
related questions. Since the start of school, th#i®Advocate’s office has helped
hundreds of parents and students.




Gotbaum ldentifies Massive Overcrowding Plaguingreols

On her school visits, Public Advocate Gotbaum fomassive overcrowding,

particularly in city high schools. She charged that Department of Education (DOE)
should have been better prepared since it receivpterous warnings from her office

and from advocates throughout the city. Two repreteased by Gotbaum'’s office last
year forecasted overcrowding increases citywideéb@&am continued to visit schools
throughout the year to listen to the concerns oéps and teachers, and she continued to
exert pressure on the DOE to fulfill their respdiigies to New York City parents and
children.

Gotbaum Identifies Major Backlogs in Special Edudan

In February 2004, Public advocate Gotbaum calletherDepartment of Education to
reform their reforms to the special education syst&arlier in the school year, the DOE
fired 969 special education evaluators and dumpetdear work on to school
psychologists, who were not sufficiently trainedabte to manage the additional
workload. As a result there was a backlog of @ftrousands of children awaiting
special education evaluations and 14,000 studeshtsad receive the special education
services.

After Gotbaum identified the problem and suppotiedassertions, through a survey of
teachers and school psychologists, that the DO&texighis backlog, the DOE admitted
to the problem and promised to address the problems

Other Initiatives
Gotbaum also released the following reports reltdeztiucation:

All Work and No Play: A Survey of Physical Education Classes in NYC Schools

All Work and No Play blew the whistle on the Depaent of Education (DOE) for
depriving New York City public school kids of theight to gym classes. The Office of
the Public Advocate found that out of 100 NYC palgiementary schools surveyed, 14
schools did not even have a gym teacher, whilef20eoschools either had no gym
classes at all or had them infrequently.

Waiting For Your Call: A Survey of DOE Parent Coordinators

Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum released the restiissurvey of the Department of
Education (DOE)’s new school-based parent coordrsat The purpose of the random
telephone survey was to determine the availalolifgarent coordinators after school
hours when parents are likely to call, as wellresrtability to answer questions. Of the
103 parent coordinators surveyed across the fiveughs, two-thirds were unreachable
after hours, and over half did not return calls.

On City Agencies:Services Fall Short for Many New Yorker

Since coming into office, Public Advocate Betsy atm has focused her attentions on
the way city agencies serve New Yorkers. During20@4, Gotbaum addressed many
issues of concern to New Yorkers, including thédchielfare system and hunger.



Putting Kids First

In fiscal year 2004, the Office of the Public Adate ran the Child Welfare Project
(CWP), which advocated for New York City’s childrand families in the child welfare
system. Thousands of problems had been reportie tGhild Welfare Hotline over the
course of its existence.

Annual Child Fatality Review

Every year, CWP analyzed child fatality reportswadl as the complaints made to the
Help Line, to identify ways of ensuring the safefychildren in foster care and
promoting improvements in casework and servicevdgh

The Public Advocate’s 2004 annual report on chalclifties analyzed the City’s own
records of fatalities that occurred in the Citytsld welfare system. According to the
report, more than one in three children who dierdpor after an investigation by the
Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) dig feasons that could have been
prevented.

Child Welfare and the City’s Shelter System

Office of the Public Advocate to investigated thelfare of children living in shelters
after several reporter incidence of child fataditign all, since 2000, 33 children have died
while living in, or registered at, a City shelt€hese deaths represent a disproportionate
share of all child fatalities in New York City. Tiublic Advocate believes that some of
these deaths may have resulted from a lack of awatrdn between ACS , the primary
agency responsible for child welfare, and the Diepant of Homeless Services (DHS).

Gotbaum made several recommendations for bettedic@tion and information sharing
between the agencies, which ACS and DHS have agpessibpt.

Before It's Too Late: Adolescent Relationship AbuseNYC

Although public awareness of domestic violence ssraus social problem has
increased dramatically in the last twenty-five wedinere is still a common misperception
that domestic violence occurs only in the adultysagon. Yet recent studies have
revealed that an alarming number of young peo@eviatimized by violence in dating
relationships.

In 2004, Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum releasexzpart that showed that nearly one-
in-five teenage girls is a victim of dating violenand that teenage girls were more likely
to be in an abusive relationship than femalesdenoage groups. Gotbaum
recommended several measures the city can takeeffat to reduce the incidences of
abuse.

Ending Hunger in New York City
During fiscal year 2003, Public Advocate Betsy Gafim identified that %2 of all New

Yorkers who qualify for food stamps — some 800,086ple — do not get them. In 2004,
Gotbaum both continued her investigation into readwehind why so few access food



stamps and she promoted the program along witlalitioo of organizations. Her
efforts to make food stamps more easy to accesbhedd 00,000 people.

Locked Out: NYC Working Families Unlawfully Deniediccess to Food Stamps

Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum released a repodtlae the Human Resources
Administration (HRA)’s failure to make the food stps application process accessible to
working people. Investigators from the Public Adste’s office found that some

centers with extended hours locked their doorshang early, and some centers refused
working people federally mandated application apio

As a result of the Public Advocate’s efforts, HR&wnposts and maintains extended
office hours.

New York City Hunger Hotline: Service Leaves Cakdfmpty Handed

An investigation by the Office of the Public Adveealetermined that the New York City
Hunger Hotline, which the Human Resources Admiaigin (HRA) took over from City
Harvest and automated in April 2003, provides inaate and insufficient information
much of the time. Gotbaum recommended that tlyeagiain staff the hotline with live
operators so that hungry New Yorkers can be bsttiered.

Human Resource Administration Shortchanges New Yor&rs and Leaves Them Out
in the Cold

Public Advocate ldentifies Billions of Dollars in bclaimed State and Federal Aid

Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum released a repoitatidg that New Yorkers are
eligible for an estimated 2.3 billion dollars iratt and federal aid to help pay for food,
utilities, prescription drugs, and health care. édrding to Gotbaum, much of the money
goes unclaimed because the City agencies do naigdod enough job of making New
Yorkers aware of the programs or of dispellingstigma attached to government aid.

Out in the Cold: New Yorkers Miss Out on Heating gistance

According to a Public Advocate report, a minimun66#,000 households are eligible
for Home Energy Assistance Program (HEAP) assista@f these, the City’s Human
Resources Administration (HRA) fails to reach 28D,@t a loss of $11.9 million to low-
income families in the five boroughs.

Another report issued by the Public Advocate fotivat while New York City is home to

62 percent of the State’s low-income populatiort,dmcause of an unfair policy, it
receives only 18 percent of its HEAP funding.

Helping Seniors

Meals on Wheels Cuts Threaten Seniors



Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum is concerned thatitlyess Meals on Wheels program
may be in jeopardy. For years, Meals on Wheelgeseas a trusted and dependable
food-delivery service for homebound seniors. Urtberguise of cost savings for the
City, the Meals on Wheels program in the Bronx segerely cut. The proposed are part
of a pilot-program in the Bronx, but Gotbaum bedisthe remaining boroughs could be
next.

Gotbaum strongly advocated against the cuts. dpase to opposition, the City agreed
to scale back the amount of their cuts, but Gotbeamains concerned about the well-
being of the seniors who count on these meals.

Gotbaum Finds One-Third of Senior Centers Unprepard to Protect Seniors from
Summer Heat

According to a report released by Public Advocatési Gotbaum, as many as one-third
of the City's senior centers do not have sufficentonditioning. Of the 60 senior
centers surveyed 10 centers had non-functioningoaiditioners, seven centers had
inadequate air conditioners, and one center hadrraonditioners.

The sweltering heat and humidity characteristitletv York City summers forces many
people who cannot afford air conditioning to sesllef at local centers in order to avoid
heat-related illnesses that could ultimately leaddath. In 1999, 38 New Yorkers died
from heat exposure; more than two-thirds were tiverage of 55.

Gotbaum called on the Department of Aging to previighding for air conditioners at
senior centers.

Gotbaum Finds Senior Centers Don’'t Have Back-Up Poer in Case of Emergency

The office of the Public Advocate conducted thersuyrof City senior centers to
determine what problems and difficulties they fadedng the blackout of August 2003.
Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum released the reetiis investigation indicating that
87% of the City senior centers surveyed (65 outxfdo not have the back-up
generators they need to maintain power in casenefgency.

Gotbaum Called on the Department for the Agingrtmv/lle emergency back-up
generators at all senior centers; Make emergenmlies available at all senior centers;
Develop emergency evacuation plans for senior cgntindertake regular maintenance
of emergency back-up generators at senior centers.



