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  NYC Council Investigation Division 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers may be going hungry because of 

substantial barriers to accessing food stamp applications.  A New York 

City Council Investigation Division (CID) investigation discovered that 

NYC residents have inadequate access food stamp applications when 

seeking enrollment in the Food Stamp Program (FSP) at Human Resource 

Administration (HRA) food stamp offices and job centers.  This is the 

second investigation in the past year to report on the inaccessibility of 

food stamp applications at HRA locations.   

 

In New York City, more than 880,000 New York City (NYC) residents are 

currently receiving food stamps.1  According to one estimate, another 

800,000 more New Yorkers may be eligible to receive FSP benefits.2  This 

means the City may be eligible to receive as much as an additional $900 

million in federal funding if HRA were to increase their enrollment of 

residents into the FSP.3 

 

                                                 
1 Human Resources Administration Fact Sheet. (July 2003). 
www.nyc.gov/html/hra/pdf/fs_new.pdf  
2 “Missing Millions/Missing Meals:  New York City’s Food Stamp Crisis” Report issued 
by Community Food Resource Center, 16 December 2002. 
3 USDA “Funding Overview.” (March 2004) available at 
http://www.usda.gov/agency/obpa/BudgetSummary/2004/03.FundingOverview.htm/ 
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______________________________________________________________________________________ 

The FSP is a federally funded program administered by the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture (USDA). Established in 1964, the FSP enables 

low-income households to buy nutritious food at approved retail food 

stores.4 In New York City, the FSP is administered by HRA.  

 

From June 9 to September 17, 2003, the New York City Council 

Investigation Division (CID) conducted an investigation to determine if 

HRA had made any improvements in the availability of food stamp 

applications at their food stamp offices and job centers across the City.  

This followed an initial investigation that took place in November and 

December 2002.  The results from the initial investigation were presented 

at an Oversight hearing of the Committee on General Welfare on 

December 16, 2002.  At this hearing, the Commissioner and Executive 

Deputy Commissioner of HRA told Council Members they would correct 

all of the addresses on their website that CID found to be incorrect. 

 

During the investigations, CID investigators attempted to visit all forty 

(40) locations listed as food stamp offices and/or job centers on HRA’ s 

website.  For the purposes of this investigation, investigators posed as 

single adults in a household of one who earned a gross salary of $900 

per month.    

 

                                                 
4 Food Stamp Act of 1964 (7 U.S.C.S. §§ 2011-2025).  
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______________________________________________________________________________________ 

The investigation’s findings include: 

• Seven (7) of the forty (40) sites listed on HRA’s website had 

incorrect listings.  

o Of the forty (40) sites, three (3) sites were duplicate listings – 

they had different names but the same address. 

o Of the remaining thirty-seven (37) exclusive sites: four (4) or 

eleven percent (11%) of the addresses listed on the website 

were found to have not existed when investigators attempted 

to visit them. 

• Of the remaining thirty-three (33) sites with correct address: Eight 

(8) or twenty-four percent (24%) of the time investigators weren’t 

able to obtain a food stamp application up on request.  All eight 

offices were job centers. 

• Of the remaining thirty-three (33) sites with correct addresses: 

nine (9) or twenty-seven percent (27%) did not have any written 

information about the FSP available on the site. 

• Seventeen (17) or fifty-two percent (52%) of the time investigators 

were asked personal information when attempting to secure a food 

stamp application. 

• Three (3) or twelve percent (12%) of the time investigators were 

given an application longer than four pages. 
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The City Council has developed the following recommendations in an 

effort to assure the increased availability of food stamp applications for 

the FSP: 

• Require HRA to regularly update and maintain its Internet site to 

ensure that correct information regarding their food stamp offices 

and job centers is provided. 

• Pass Intro 385, which requires that City and “City-Affiliated 

Agency” employees be informed of their potential rights to tax 

credits and social service benefits for which they may be elgible, 

including food stamps. 

• Increase the availability of the four page, food stamp only 

applications at job centers. 

• Comply with State requirements for shorter applications to be 

made available to all local districts. 

• Pass legislation requiring interactive food stamp applications on 

HRA’s website in conjuction with the Food Stamp Reauthorization 

Act of 2002.5 

• Allow applicants to mail their completed application to HRA. 

• Make applications available at other city social service agencies. 

 
5  7 USCS §2020 (2003). 
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BACKGROUND  

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) is a federally funded program 

administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). Established 

in 1964, the FSP enables low-income households to buy nutritious food 

at approved retail food stores.1   

 

Nationally, an estimated 21.6 million people are receiving food stamps.2  

The Food Stamp Act authorizes as much funding as necessary to fulfill 

the goals of the program.3  Appropriations for food and nutrition 

programs have now reached $42.9 billion.4  The USDA has proposed to 

increase FSP expenditures by $990 million from FY2003 to FY2004,5 

which anticipates an increased enrollment of 900,000 people 

nationwide.6   

 

In New York City (NYC), the Human Resources Administration (HRA) 

administers and manages the FSP.  As of July 2003, nearly 880,000 New 

                                                           
1 Food Stamp Act of 1964 (7 U.S.C.S. §§ 2011-2025).  
2 USDA Press Release. “USDA Budget Proposes Record Spending for Conservation, Food 
Safety, Nutrition, and Food Assistance Programs.” (February 2003) available at 
http://www.usda.gov/news/releases/2003/02/0040fs2.pdf/   
3 7 U.S.C 2027. 
4 Infra note 2. 
5 USDA “Funding Overview.” (March 2004) available at 
http://www.usda.gov/agency/obpa/BudgetSummary/2004/03.FundingOverview.htm/  
6 USDA “Mission Area Highlights.” (April 2004) available at 
http://www.usda.gov/agency/obpa/BudgetSummary/2004/04.ProgHilights%20by%20
Goals.htm/  
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York City residents were receiving food stamps.7  According to some 

reports, at least 800,000 more New Yorkers may be eligible, but do not 

receive food stamps.8  This could translate into as much as $900 million 

in federal food stamps funds annually flowing into New York City.9 

 

The FSP requires that participants meet income and other eligibility 

criteria. Table-1 shows the levels of income eligibility for food stamps.  

For example, a family of four must have a gross monthly income no 

greater than $1,961 or a net monthly income no greater than $1,509 to 

be eligible for food stamps.10  The maximum monthly food stamp 

allotment for a household of four is $465. 

Table – 1: Eligibility and Allotment for Fiscal Year 2003 (October 1, 2002 – September 30, 2003) 

Household Size Gross Monthly 
Income 

Net Monthly 
Income 

Max. Allotment 
Level 

1 $960 $739 $139 
2 $1,294 $995 $256 
3 $1,628 $1,252 $366 
4 $1,961 $1,509 $465 
5 $2,295 $1,765 $553 
6 $2,629 $2,022 $663 
(Source: USDA Food & Nutrition Service. FY2003 Income Eligibility Standards. Fact 
sheet on resources, income, and benefits.) 

                                                           
7 Human Resources Administration “Office of Program Reporting Analysis and 
Accountability Fact Sheet” (July 2003) available at 
www.nyc.gov/html/hra/pdf/fs_new.pdf  
8 “Missing Millions/Missing Meals:  New York City’s Food Stamp Crisis” Report issued 
by Community Food Resource Center, 16 December 2002. 
This figure is derived from the number of persons living under 125% of the poverty line, 
the closest figure provided by the Census Bureau to the 130% eligibility ceiling, but 
likely an understatement.  Figures from the Fiscal Policy Institute indicate that roughly 
18% of this population are ineligible for food stamps because of assets. 
9 Id. 
10 US Department of Agriculture Food & Nutrition Service “Applicants and Recipients: 
Fact Sheet on Resources, Income and Benefits” available at 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/applicant_recipients/fs_Res_Ben_Elig.htm 
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Availability of Applications in NYC 

• Individuals can apply for food stamps at any of the twenty-four (24) 

HRA food stamp offices throughout the five boroughs.  

 

• Applications for food stamps are available at job centers, and 

applicants for temporary assistance may submit food stamp 

applications when they apply for other forms of assistance.11  

 

• Food stamp application information can be obtained by calling a 

toll free number (1-877-HRA-8411) listed on the HRA website, or 

by calling 311.  

 

• According to the New York State Office of Temporary and Disability 

Assistance website, food stamp offices must distribute applications 

on the same day they are requested.12 

 

In December of 2002, the New York City Council Investigation Division 

(CID) released a report about the availability of food stamp applications 

at forty (40) HRA food stamp office and job centers across New York City.  

The investigation found New Yorkers face several barriers in obtaining 

                                                           
11 Human Resources Administration “Welfare to Work Reform Program” Program 
Description available at http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/serv_welfarework.html 
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food stamp applications.  Eight (8) or thirty-four percent (34%) of the 

addresses listed on HRA’s website were incorrect.  At eleven (11) or thirty 

four percent (34%) of the sites with correct addresses, investigators were 

unable to access food stamp applications.  At thirty one percent (31%) of 

the sites, investigators were asked personal information upon receiving 

an application.   

 

Outreach 

Nationwide efforts are underway to increase food stamp availability.  

Both Washington13 and Pennsylvania14 have developed online food stamp 

application programs.  States such as Wisconsin, New Jersey, Virginia 

and Rhode Island have recently received federal funding to develop and 

implement online pre-screening programs or applications.15  Beginning 

November 12, 2003, federal law will require that FSP applications be 

available on the Internet, although the applications do not have to be 

interactive.16  In addition to increased accessibility, on-line applications 

eliminate the problem of excessive paperwork and provide a ‘cleaner’ 

application to the social service agency receiving them.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
12 NYS Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance “Food Stamps” available at 
http://www.otda.state.ny.us/otda/fs   
13 Washington State Department of Social and Health Services “Online Application for 
Services” available at https://wws2.wa.gov/dshs/onlineapp/introduction_1.asp 
14 Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Application for Social Services (COMPASS) “Online 
Application for Services” available at 
https://www.humanservices.state.pa.us/COMPASS/PGM/ASP/SC001.asp 
15 United States Department of Agriculture Press Release No. 0236.03, “USDA Awards 
Over $5 Million in Food Stamp Program Participation Grants”, 23 June 2003.  
16 7 USCS §2020 (2003). 
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New York State has taken initiatives to make the application process less 

arduous and increase food stamp accessibility.  The State Legislature 

recently passed legislation, effective June 30, 2003, that requires a short 

application to be made available to all local districts.17  

 

Organizations throughout New York City are also developing programs to 

broaden access to food stamps.   The Community Food Resource Center 

(CFRC) is an advocacy and direct services organization that helps New 

Yorkers in all five boroughs meet basic needs for food and nutrition, 

income support and decent housing.  CFRC, through an agreement with 

HRA, runs a multi-language, targeted food stamp media outreach 

campaign to deliver a positive message about the FSP.  Through a grant 

from the United Way of New York City, CFRC also leads a program called 

“Food Force.”18  The program includes a team of outreach staff who travel 

to sites, such as unemployment offices, senior centers, and utility 

payment centers, to speak with individuals about their potential 

eligibility and what they might expect when applying for food stamps.  

Through a computer program, staff pre-screen individuals and families 

for possible food stamp eligibility, assist people with applications, and 

refer people to government offices to complete the application process. 

                                                           
17 N.Y. Soc. Serv. Law §95(11) (2002). 
18 Community Food Resource Center, “Food Force Program Description” by Carlos 
Rodriguez, Executive Director (July 2003). 
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METHODOLOGY 

From June 9 to September 17, 2003, the New York City Council 

Investigation Division (CID) conducted an anonymous investigation to 

determine the availability of food stamp applications at HRA food stamp 

offices and job centers across New York City.  This investigation was a 

follow up to an initial investigation conducted during the weeks of 

November 25 and December 2, 2002.   

 

In both investigations, CID investigators attempted to visit all sites that 

were listed as food stamp offices and/or job centers on HRA’ s website.  

Investigators requested applications and attempted to retrieve written 

information about food stamps.  For the purposes of this investigation, 

investigators posed as single adults in a household of one who earned a 

gross salary of $900 per month.   After each site visit, investigators 

completed a survey to provide information on several factors, including: 

• Accuracy of location information 

• Availability of written food stamp information  

• Ability to obtain food stamp applications  
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FINDINGS  

The following results were attained from CID’s first investigation 

(Nov. - Dec. 2002): 

 

• Thirty-two (32) or eighty percent  (80%) of the sites listed on the 

HRA website had correct addresses. Eight (8) or twenty percent 

(20%) of the addresses listed on the website were incorrect.  One 

(1) of these eight (8) sites were listed twice on HRA’s website. 

 

• The following results are based on the thirty-two (32) sites with 

correct addresses: 

o In twenty-one (21) instances, or sixty-six percent (66%) of 

the time, investigators were able to obtain a food stamp 

application upon request. In eleven (11) instances, or thirty-

four percent (34%) of the time, investigators were not able to 

obtain a food stamp application upon request.  

 

o Twenty-one (21) or sixty-six percent (66%) of the sites had 

food stamp information available on display. Eleven (11) or 

thirty-four percent (34%) did not have any information about 

food stamps available on display. 
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o Before being given an application, in ten (10) instances, or 

thirty-one percent (31%) of the time, investigators who 

requested food stamp applications were asked personal 

information such as marital status, working status, and zip 

code.  In twenty-two (22) instances, or sixty-nine percent 

(69%) of the time, investigators were not asked for any 

personal information. 
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The following results were attained from CID’s follow-up 

investigation (June – Sept 2003): 

Of the forty (40) sites, twelve (12) were food stamp only offices, fifteen (15) 

were job centers, and thirteen (13) were listed as both a food stamp office 

and a job center on HRA’ s website.19    

 

• Six (6) addresses from the first investigation were not on HRA’ s 

website during the second investigation: 

1. 434 East 147th St., Bronx 

2. 2547 Bainbridge Ave., Bronx 

3. 185 Marcy St, Brooklyn 

4. 1776 New Utrecht Ave., Brooklyn 

5. 17 Hindsdale St., Brooklyn 

6. 136-56 39th Ave., Queens 

 

Of these six addresses, two (2) had the correct address and at one (1), 

investigators could receive a food stamp application during the first 

investigation. 

 

                                                           
19 HRA “Food stamp offices in NYC” available at  
http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/serv_foodstamps.html last visited on 9/19/03. 
and “Job centers in NYC” available at 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/serv_welfarework.html last visited on 9/19/03. 
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• Out of the forty (40) sites, three (3) sites were duplicate listings -- 

they had different names but the same address.  (For example, the 

“Brighton Food Stamp Center”: 2865 West 8th Street, Brooklyn, NY 

11224 (718) 265-5612 and the “Coney Island Food Stamp Center”:  

2865 West 8th Street, Brooklyn, NY 11224 (718) 265-7680). 

   

Out of the remaining thirty-seven (37) sites: 

• Thirty-three (33) or eighty-nine percent (89%) of the sites listed on 

the HRA websites had correct addresses. Four (4) or eleven percent 

(11%) of the addresses listed on the website were incorrect. These 

sites were 1716 Southern Boulevard, Bronx; 227 Schermerhorn 

Street, Brooklyn;  151 Lawrence St, Brooklyn;  165 East 126th St., 

Manhattan.   

 

The following results are based on the thirty-three (33) sites that had 

correct addresses: 

• Twenty-five (25) or seventy-six percent (76%) of the time 

investigators were able to obtain a food stamp application upon 

request.  Eight (8) or twenty-four percent (24%) of the time 

investigators weren’t able to obtain a food stamp application upon 

request.  All eight offices were job centers.  
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• Twenty-four (24) or seventy-three percent (73%) of the sites had 

written food stamp information available on site, including posters 

and informational packets. Nine (9) or twenty-seven percent (27%) 

didn’t have any written information available on site. 

 

• Seventeen (17) or fifty-two percent (52%) of the time investigators 

were asked personal information, such as income or zip code, 

when requesting a food stamp application. Sixteen (16) or forty-

eight percent (48%) of the time investigators weren’t asked for any 

personal information. 

 

 

• Of the twenty-five (25) sites where investigators were able to obtain 

a food stamp application, three (8) or twelve percent (12%) of the 

time the application was more than four pages. 
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Comparative Findings 
 
 
The following is a calculation of the percentage increase or decrease 

between CID’s first and second investigations:  

  

• There was a nine percent (9%) increase in the listing of correct 

addresses on HRA’ s website. 

• There was a seven percent (7%) increase in the written information 

available at food stamp office and job centers. 

• There was a twenty-one percent (21%) increase in staff asking for 

personal information from the investigator applying for a food 

stamp application. 

• There was a ten percent (10%) increase in the availability of an 

application at food stamp offices and job centers. 

 

The following is a detailed look at the different findings between the 

initial investigation and the follow-up investigation: 

 

• Three (3) Addresses from the second investigation were not on 

HRA’ s website during the first investigation: 

1. 98 Flatbush Ave., Brooklyn 

2. 2322 Third Ave., Manhattan 
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3. 1209 Colgate Ave., Bronx 

 

• One (1) address that was found to be incorrect during the initial 

investigation was still listed on HRA’ s website during the follow-up 

investigation: 

1. 151 Lawrence St., Brooklyn 

 

• Two (2) food stamp offices that had the correct address during the 

first investigation had been closed since the second investigation. 

1. 1716 Southern Blvd., Bronx 

2. 227 Schermerhorn St., Brooklyn 

 

Food Stamp Application Investigation Dec. 2002 vs. Sept. 2003
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CONCLUSION 

CID’s initial and follow-up investigations show that NYC residents may 

be going hungry because of substantial barriers to accessing food stamp 

applications.  The following conclusions are based on CID’s findings: 

 
• Incorrect information makes a difficult process more 

challenging. 

HRA is still listing incorrect addresses on its website.  CID’s investigation 

found there are fewer sites to obtain a food stamp application than listed 

on HRA’ s website due to duplicate listings and incorrect addresses.   

 

On December 16, 2002 the City Council Committee on General Welfare 

held a hearing on access to food stamps.  At the hearing, possible 

solutions to CID’s initial investigation findings were discussed.  The 

Commissioner and Executive Deputy Commissioner of HRA told Council 

Members they had corrected all of the addresses on the Internet site that 

were noted as being incorrect.  After the hearing, investigators re-visited 

HRA’ s website. More information about each food stamp office or job 

center was added (including the center’s name, zip code and phone 

number).  However, investigators noted that one incorrect address was 

not removed because the address was again noted as incorrect during 

the second investigation.  In addition, there are sites currently listed on 

the website that are closed or do not exist.  Only eighty-nine percent 
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(89%) of the addresses remain correct, even though there was a nine 

percent (9%) increase in the listing of correct addresses on HRA’s website 

from the initial investigation to the follow-up investigation. 

  

• Some job centers are not providing food stamp applications. 

Food stamp applications are not available at twenty-four percent (24%) of 

job centers. 

 

• Food stamp offices and job centers are not complying with 

State legislation that requires food stamp applications to be 

no longer than four pages. 

The length of a food stamp application is an obstacle in applying for 

food stamps.  New York State recently passed legislation that would 

require a shorter application to be made available to all local districts 

by June 30, 200320.  Investigators documented the number of food 

stamp offices and job centers that distributed short applications.  Of 

sites where investigators could obtain an application, twelve percent 

(12%) of the time the application was longer than four pages. 

 

 

 

                                                           
20 See N.Y. Soc. Serv. Law §95(11) (2002). 
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• Staff at HRA food stamp offices and job centers are asking for 

unnecessary and personal information from applicants. 

Fifty-two percent (52%) of the time investigators were asked for personal 

information such as marital status, income and zip code.  This is a 

twenty-one percent (21%) increase from the first investigation.  Asking a 

potential applicant for personal information is an unnecessary 

bureaucratic obstacle that can be a barrier in obtaining food stamp 

applications. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

To help maximize the potential of eligible recipients of food stamps, the 

Council has developed the following recomendations: 

 

• Require HRA to update and maintain its Internet site so that 

it provides the correct addresses of functioning food stamp 

office and job centers. 

HRA should be held accountable for providing correct information to 

individuals seeking sites to obtain a food stamp application.  Since NYC’s 

FSP is already underutilized, it is important to make the process of 

obtaining a food stamp application as easy as possible.  Providing 

incorrect information makes a difficult process more challenging. 

 

• Pass Intro 385, which requires that City and “City-Affiliated 

Agency” employees be informed of their potential rights to tax 

credits and social service benefits for which they may be 

eligible, including food stamps. 

Legislation that would notify potential FSP participants would further 

increase access and outreach. 
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• Increase the availability of the four page, food stamp only 

applications at job centers. 

CID’s investigation found that not all job centers are providing food 

stamp only applications.  In 1998, HRA began converting welfare offices 

in NYC into job centers.  Job centers are supposed to provide access to 

job search and placement services, childcare information, vocational, 

educational and training services, as well as referrals for Medicaid, food 

stamp and other emergency assistance benefits.21  Ensuring that job 

centers have access to food stamp only applications further increases 

outreach to eligible participants. 

 

• Enforce State legislation that requires shorter applications to 

be made available to all local districts. 

New York State recently passed legislation required a shorter application 

to be made available to all local districts by June 30, 200322.  However, 

investigators received long applications at sites after June 30, 2003.  In 

compliance with the law, this legislation must be implemented and 

enforced by HRA.  Shorter applications alleviate unncecessary confusion 

and frustration from the applicant and may also increase FSP 

participation.  

 

                                                           
21 Infra note 11 
 
22 N.Y.S.  Soc. Serv. Law §95(11) (2002). 
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• Pass legislation that would require interactive applications for 

New York State in conjuction with the Food Stamp 

Reauthorization Act of 2002.23 

Effective November 13, 2003, the federal government requires the 

availability of FSP Applications on the Internet.  However, the law does 

not require interactive applications.  Applicants should be able to submit 

their completed applications electronically to HRA, creating a more 

straightforward application process. 

 

• Allow applicants to mail their completed application to HRA. 

Applicants should be able to mail their completed applications directly to 

HRA.  Applications could then be distributed at more outreach locations, 

increasing accessiblilty to more than just food stamp offices or job 

centers.  

 

 

• Make applications available at such social service agencies as 

the following: 

1. Housing Preservation and Development Neighborhood 

Planning Offices 

2. Medicaid Offices 

3. City Welfare Agencies 

                                                           
23 Infra note 17. 
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4. HIV/AIDS Services Administration drop in centers 

5. State Deptartment of Labor Unemployment Offices 

6. Public Schools (during registration) 

7. Community Board Offices 

8. Workforce1 Career Centers and One Stops 

Food stamp outreach at agencies that already provide social services  

would give more people access to food stamp applications and further 

increase participation. 
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APPENDIX A: 
Example of Long Food Stamp 

Application 
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APPENDIX B: 
Example of Short Food Stamp 

Application 
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