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I. Introduction

When low-income families apply for public benefits in New York City, they confront a 
difficult process, and they typically go it alone.  Dedicated advocates at non-profit orga-
nizations are trained to answer questions, provide interpretation, track down key docu-
ments, and provide other essential help to public benefits clients.  These advocates can even 
explain how official rules render some people ineligible for assistance.  A sensible way for 
families to consult with these advocates is at “help desks” in the public areas of the public 
benefits offices.  But, unfortunately, the City refuses to allow families to do so.

Authorizing advocates to run help desks would be a smart change of policy for our City 
and it could be done without significant cost to taxpayers.  Help desks would enable ap-
plicants to better understand agency policies and would increase the accuracy and effi-
ciency of agency decision-making.  Advocate-run help desks would also provide important 
assistance to people with special needs, such as limited proficiency in English or mental 

health problems.  In other settings, such as 
in fair hearing offices run by the state, and in 
the family and housing courts, help desks are 
commonplace, and have proven to be invalu-
able.

This Brennan Center Strategic Fund1 Policy 
Proposal – which, if adopted, would enable 
families to consult with advocates at help 
desks in public benefits offices in New York 
City – sets forth the observations of advocates 
and of public benefits clients, as conveyed to 

the Brennan Center in interviews and focus groups that we conducted in 2007.  We de-
scribe a variety of ways in which help desks can substantially improve the public benefits 
system and the lives of many New Yorkers.  

It is time for the City to remove its ban on help desks in public benefits offices.

 

It is time for New York 

City to remove its ban 

on help desks in public 

benefits offices.
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 II. Problems with NYC’s Public Benefits System

New York City’s public benefits system is inefficient; its decisions are often inaccurate:  
these sentiments resounded through all the conversations we had with advocates and cli-
ents.  Many of the public benefits agencies in New York City – the Human Resources 
Administration (HRA), the Department of Homeless Services (DHS), the Department of 
Housing Preservation and Development (HPD), and the New York City Housing Author-
ity (NYCHA)2 – have complicated procedures, maintain imperfect records, demand docu-
ments from clients that are difficult to obtain, and have strained communication between 
caseworkers and clients.  People with limited English proficiency (LEP) and other special 
needs find it difficult to navigate the system.

We learned that clients are often unable to provide government agencies with requested in-
formation, either because they do not possess the information or do not understand what 
is needed.  Even when clients do provide proper information, another level of error can be 
introduced by the caseworkers.  The United States Government Accountability Office has 
found that, nationally, 65 percent of the mistakes in distributing Food Stamp benefits are 
caused by caseworkers, not clients.3 

Efficiency is as elusive as accuracy.  Advocates and clients told us that caseworkers conduct 
repeated meetings with clients where one would suffice, or hold meetings for longer periods 
of time than necessary.  Sometimes, public benefits offices make unreasonable demands on 
a client’s time.  For example, one public benefits recipient told us:  

They left me standing [in the office] since eight o’clock in the morning.  Fi-
nally, I went up there at almost five o’clock in the afternoon.  And the reso-
lution was that at a quarter to five they told me, when I went in I asked the 
[receptionist] again where’s the lady who told me to just stand here and wait, 
they said she just left so you have to take another number or come back to-
morrow.  

Inefficiency and inaccuracy define a system that routinely frustrates a vulnerable popula-
tion of New Yorkers.

The consequences are harsh.  Families can’t eat.  Children end up on the streets.  Ailing 
seniors don’t get the medical help they need.  One individual discussed the difficulties she 
faced when her health insurance, under the Medicaid program, was revoked improperly 
without her knowledge:  

My daughter was, I think, one and a half years old and [the government] 
didn’t send me a notice or anything.  They took away our [Medicaid] ben-
efits.  She had pus coming out her eyes.  Ear infections.  Fever up high.  And 
they didn’t even want to help me . . . .  [The government] didn’t send me a let-
ter.  I never changed my address, I’ve lived there for 10 years.  They wouldn’t 
help her and she already couldn’t see . . . .
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The problems go beyond harms to individuals.  When Food Stamps are improperly denied 
to New Yorkers eligible for the program, people go hungry, but the whole City also loses 
out.  Because Food Stamps is a federally funded program, program recipients draw federal 
dollars into the New York City economy.  Researchers have found that a $5 billion increase 
in federal spending on Food Stamps produces $9.2 billion of economic activity.4  But, in 
2003 alone, New Yorkers who were potentially eligible to receive Food Stamps did not 
claim $477 million in federal Food Stamp dollars, which meant the City lost out on more 
than $875 million in economic activity in its neighborhoods.  If more qualified individu-
als were able to secure Food Stamps with the support of advocates at help desks, the City 
would benefit from these additional resources. 

Inaccurate decisions and agency inefficiency hurt others too.  Employers suffer when indi-
viduals miss work to fulfill unnecessary agency requirements.  Children suffer when par-
ents, unable to obtain child care, drag them to unnecessary agency appointments.  Friends 
and relatives suffer when individuals are improperly denied benefits, and must rely on 
them for help.

There is a flip side to the problem.  As a result of inaccurate decisions, some people receive 
more public support than they should.  Between October 2005 and August 2006, for ex-
ample, HRA overpaid people in nearly eight percent of all Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families cases.5  Promoting accurate decision-making in our agencies will help to ensure 
that the proper amount of taxpayer generated revenue goes exclusively to people who are 
qualified to receive it.

An inaccurate and inefficient public benefits system is bad for our agencies, our families, 
and for the city at large.  It doesn’t have to be this way.

 III. Help Desks Would IMprove the Public  
      Benefits System

Simple and cost-free, help desks would improve the accuracy, efficiency, and overall level 
of functioning of the public benefits system.  Help desks are used in many other business 
and government settings.  They can be found at tourist attractions, airports, and libraries, 
wherever customers require assistance to navigate a new city, find a proper terminal, or re-
search difficult topics.  In New York City, it is common to find them in our housing court, 
family court, and public benefits fair hearing offices.  They are staffed by people who are 
able to provide concrete support to those who need it.

Help desks work

Help desks are already used in certain public benefits settings, and they work.  Since 2001, 
New York State has authorized Project FAIR (the title stands for “Fair Hearing Assistance, 
Information & Referral”) to operate a help desk at the Brooklyn Office of Administrative 
Hearings, where the state’s Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA) holds 
fair hearings on claims for public assistance benefits.  Project FAIR helps to ensure the ac-
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curacy and efficiency of the fair hearing process by providing information and advice to 
clients.6   

In fact, government officials at the Office of Administrative Hearings frequently rely on 
Project FAIR, referring to them individuals who need advice or who are confused by the 
fair hearing process.  Advocates reported that this lightens the workload of the OTDA staff 
and also enables clients to participate more meaningfully in the fair hearing process.  As 
an advocate with Project FAIR notes, “What we see is when clients are represented at fair 
hearings or they get advice, they tend to break the cycle of multiple fair hearings.”

Communities elsewhere in the country have effectively deployed help desks.  In Los An-
geles, Philadelphia, Ann Arbor, Worcester (MA), and in counties throughout Colorado, 
government officials have authorized advocates to provide assistance within public benefits 

offices.7  In some communities, 
advocates operate help desks and 
in others they walk around wait-
ing rooms to answer questions and 
hand out flyers.  Advocates who 
participate in these programs re-
port that the agency personnel look 
to them for information, and refer 
clients to them when appropriate.

NYC’s Ban on Help desks is Counterproductive

The City’s current policy of banning help desks from government offices means that cer-
tain clients go without help.  If the City improperly refuses to allow a client to apply for 
benefits, the client must leave the office and locate an advocate’s office before the advocate 
can provide any kind of assistance.  If the advocate is located inside of the public benefits 
office, the client can obtain help immediately.  Likewise, clients with language access prob-
lems cannot obtain needed assistance without leaving the office and finding an advocate; 
predicatably this often precludes clients from applying for assistance immediately.  When 
someone is without food or shelter, a day is a long time to wait.

The City’s current policy also reduces the number of clients who are able to obtain help 
from advocates.  Although agencies authorize clients to bring individual advocates into 
public benefits offices with them, most advocacy groups lack sufficient staff to assign an 
advocate to each client who manages to request their assistance.  It is far more efficient 
for advocacy groups to operate help tables, at which a few staff members can consult with 
dozens of clients a day.  

Additionally, many of the clients who most need help are the least able to find an advocate 
on their own.  Authorizing advocates to operate help desks inside government offices

Help desks would improve 

the accuracy, efficiency, and 

overall functioning of the 

public benefits system.
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would enable those clients who cannot find an advocate on their own to obtain much 
needed support.

Response to government Concerns

New York City government officials have expressed concern that help desks could infringe 
on the privacy of clients who are asked by advocates to reveal personal information at help 
desks in government waiting rooms.8  We asked Project FAIR advocates how they might 
address such concerns.  One Project FAIR advocate commented:

Privacy hasn’t come up as an issue.  We’re conscious of it and try to create a 
sense of privacy . . . .  We try to deal as little as possible with personal infor-
mation.  For example, unless it’s entirely necessary, we only use the person’s 
first name out loud and we get their full name from the documents they have 
with them . . . .  We’ve never had a complaint or a problem in six years about 
people feeling that their privacy was being violated.

The government has expressed concerns about the possibility that help desks could disturb 
clients in the public benefits offices.9  There is, however, no indication that help desks are 
in any way disruptive.  Project FAIR has not received complaints from OTDA about creat-
ing a disruption at the fair hearing facility.  In fact, OTDA even refers disruptive clients to 
Project FAIR because they can offer a level of attention that OTDA is not always able to 
provide.  Also, HRA’s General Counsel during the last few years in which HRA allowed 
advocates to enter the public benefits offices unaccompanied by a client, has said that 
the advocates did not disrupt the HRA offices during his tenure (approximately 1988 to 
1991).10 

The government has also expressed concern that the public benefits offices could become 
overcrowded with advocates and that some profit-seeking attorneys (or others) would use 
help desks to prey on vulnerable New Yorkers.11  These important concerns could be ad-
dressed, simply, through basic government regulation of the help desk process.  The gov-
ernment could limit the number of advocates at help desks each day by, for example, 
creating a rotating schedule that would afford advocates admission on particular days of 
the week.  To protect clients from profit-seeking ventures, the government could restrict 
access to non-profit organizations whose mission includes assisting people with the receipt 
of public benefits.

The main concerns of the government – client privacy, office disruption, overcrowding, 
and profit-seeking ventures – are also concerns of clients and advocates (as we discovered 
during the process of interviewing clients and advocates).  Help desks themselves, however,  
are not the source of these concerns, and simple steps could be taken to ensure that clients 
would be protected while taking advantage of the valuable services provided by advocates 
at help desks.
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 The Role for Help desks

Authorizing advocates to run help desks in government offices would help in a variety of 
ways.  Help desks can reduce confusion about procedures and policies, ensure that govern-
ment agency records are correct, enable clients to obtain required documentation, help 

people with special needs, 
improve communication be-
tween caseworkers and clients, 
and mitigate the negative con-
sequences of computer errors.  
As noted above, they can also 
perform an important role by 
helping clients to understand 
the rationales behind adverse 
decisions.  Help desks can 
improve the overall function-
ing of the public benefits sys-
tem by promoting accurate 
decision-making and general 
efficiency.  As one advocate 
states:

The more help that individuals are given at the outset of this process or the 
more help that they’re given along the way in terms of receiving their ben-
efits, managing their benefits, administering their benefits . . . the more help 
that the city or the state gets from a local bar or other volunteers, the easier 
the administration of those benefits is going to be for the city and it’s going 
to be a cost savings for the city and the state in the end. 

Here are some of the ways that help desks can improve the public benefits system:

1. Reduce Confusion About Procedures and Policies

Many of the people we spoke with identified, as a major problem, confusion among case-
workers and clients about the procedures, deadlines, and timelines associated with public 
benefits programs.12  One advocate told us that the staff who work at HRA’s Job Centers 
are often “poorly trained, they don’t even know the reg[ulation]s or the statutes [underly-
ing] what they’re doing.”  

Though public benefits applicants are entitled to file an application for assistance regardless 
of whether they will eventually be found eligible,13 many advocates told us of clients who 
should have been found eligible to receive benefits, but who were told by caseworkers that 
they could not apply.  In some instances, a caseworker erroneously tells an applicant that it 
is against the rules for her to apply.  According to one advocate:

“The more help that individuals 

are given in terms of receiving 

their benefits...the easier the ad-

ministration of those benefits is 

going to be for the city and it’s 

going to be a cost savings for 

the city and state in the end.”
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I had a woman who came in to an [advocacy] clinic in Queens a couple 
of weeks ago.  She had applied on four separate occasions at the same cen-
ter.  She saw different workers each time and each of the four workers told 
her that she wasn’t eligible and wouldn’t even let her fill out an application, 
wouldn’t even accept an application.  Which, right there, is just dead wrong.  
But, moreover, they were incorrect in their assessment of her ineligibility. 

Another problem is that 
agency personnel who un-
derstand the procedures may 
fail to explain them adequate-
ly.  Some agency notices tell 
people to attend meetings 
with caseworkers, but fail to 
communicate clearly which 
appointments (with third 
parties, such as physicians or 
landlords) to attend prior to 
the meetings, and which doc-
uments to bring to the meet-
ings.  “The notices [clients] 
receive, I mean it’s hard enough for lawyers to understand some of those notices.  They 
really could use somebody to help them interpret the notices because they’re very hard to 
understand.  They’re not written on a level of the average client’s education at all,” says one 
lawyer and advocate.  As a result, clients may be sanctioned because they failed to comply 
with agency requirements that they did not understand.  Many of the advocates we spoke 
with said their clients struggle to understand why benefits were reduced or terminated.  
Help desks would be a valuable resource for clients who are uncertain about why their cases 
have been closed or sanctioned.

Agency personnel also sometimes fail to inform clients about their eligibility for expe-
dited or emergency benefits.  “If somebody applies [for public benefits] and says, ‘I have 
nothing,’ the worker should help and fill out an application for expedited Food Stamps,” 
explains one advocate.  She continues:

Expedited Food Stamps should be made available to the client within a few 
days . . . .  If people don’t know that there’s this process, this informal relief 
process to force HRA to pay these expedited Food Stamps, then they’re not 
going to.  It’s not going to get done unless that client somehow meets an 
advocate somewhere.

Advocates at help desks in the public benefits offices could advise clients with emergency 
needs of the availability of these important benefits, and could help enable clients to re-
ceive them if they are eligible.  

“There’s this huge miscommunication 

about explaining the way budgeting 

works and what the client is respon-

sible for. And lots of times clients 

are under the impression that things 

are being paid that aren’t.”
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The budgeting process – in which caseworkers determine the level of support people should 
receive from the government in light of their other existing resources – is another critical 
point at which incorrect information can interfere with benefits claims.  Advocates and 
clients told us that caseworkers sometimes misunderstand the budgeting process, and that 
even when caseworkers do understand it, some fail to explain it correctly.  The result is that 
clients do not understand how much money they are supposed to receive or how it should 
be allocated.  This may prevent them from paying the right amount of rent to the landlord 
or may hurt their finances in other ways.  One advocate summed up the problem, saying:   

[T]he workers themselves don’t understand the budgeting process or they 
don’t realize that their clients don’t understand.  There’s this huge miscom-
munication about explaining the way budgeting works and what the client is 
responsible for and what’s going where.  And lots of times clients are under 
the impression that things are being paid that aren’t.

Many of the advocates we spoke with said that frequent changes in the public benefits 
system exacerbate the confusion of caseworkers and clients about eligibility.  For instance, 
changes in the Medicaid rules are one source of confusion.  One advocate said, “Now, 

Medicaid applicants need to 
show their original birth cer-
tificates or original passport 
or original green card.  Before 
we just showed the copies and 
that’s it.  But, we just have to 
explain to clients that this is 
the rule and we have to go by 
the rules.”  

Court orders, legislative ac-
tion, and new agency officials 
will ensure that public ben-
efits programs will continue 
to change.  For example, the 

City recently replaced its Housing Stability Plus (HSP) program with a new program, 
called Work Advantage, which has different requirements.14  This change, and inevitable 
future changes, will confuse clients and caseworkers alike.  At help desks, advocates can 
educate clients about these important changes in public benefits programs.

When caseworkers give clients incomplete information about public benefits programs, 
and how to comply with official requirements, one result is that caseworkers must schedule, 
and clients must attend, unnecessary appointments.  One client described the problem: 

Welfare offices are known for, if you fill out the application and they’ll tell 
you well you need this [document], come back and bring it with you.  And

“While clients are running 

around and spending money to 

get to all of these documents 

on their limited income, often 

when they get them all they’re 

told it’s too late.”
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they’ll always leave one [document] off.  So you come back with all those 
and oh, didn’t I tell you that you have to bring this too.  So that’s another 
day lost. 

Another problem is that public benefits clients often must visit multiple offices, sometimes 
repeatedly.  These requirements take them away from employment and childcare obliga-
tions.  According to one client:  “Instead of telling you to go see A, B, and C, [caseworkers] 
tell you to see A and then E and then E tells you no you got to go back to B.  Then you 
have got to go to Z . . . .” 

At help desks, advocates can clear up confusion about eligibility requirements.  They can 
explain what notices actually mean, how to obtain necessary documentation, which ap-
pointments must be attended, where, and in what sequence.  They also can explain to 
clients precisely which benefits they are eligible for, or, importantly, ineligible for, and what 
procedural steps to take to ensure that necessary decisions are promptly made.

2. Ensure Accuracy of Agency Records

We heard repeatedly that clients’ benefits are reduced or terminated because public benefits 
records are inaccurate.  Most advocates said that the first thing they tell their clients is to 
make sure to get proof that they attend every appointment, in case the agency fails to keep 
a record.  However, obtaining documentation of appointments can be more difficult than 
one might expect.  One advocate explains:  

So often I’ve had clients who go and attend their appointments, but the 
computer system is down in a Job Center, so then within the system itself 
there’s no proof that my client attended the appointment and then they get 
a sanction or a discontinuance notice.  Even when they ask the worker or the 
supervisor at the job center for proof that they attended the meeting – some 
kind of paper proof like a receipt or a signature on a document – a lot of 
times they refuse.  And a lot of times if they did have a ticket when they first 
got to the job center, the caseworker takes the ticket away from them so they 
have no documented proof that they were there at their appointment.

When an agency has no record that a client attended a visit, and when the client has no 
proof, the result is that a sanction is imposed on the client, reducing or terminating the 
clients’ benefits, even though the sanction may be unwarranted.

Public benefits clients also report that many documents they present to caseworkers are 
not retained in agency files.  “I have had so many clients where their documents are lost 
and their documents are not inputted into the system,” says one advocate.  “I think there’s 
some glitch within the computer system . . . where the documents aren’t being scanned 
in or something is just not working.”  When documents are lost, people’s benefits can be 
improperly sanctioned.  At help desks, advocates can help clients whose documents have 
been lost and whose agency records are inaccurate.  Advocates can work with clients to 
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figure out options for quickly replacing the documents and can work with them and their 
caseworkers to find ways to minimize the impact of agency error on clients’ lives.

3. make it Easier to get Necessary documents

Proper documentation is necessary to apply and to recertify eligibility for public benefits.  
However, clients are frequently unaware of what documents they need and how to obtain 
them.  Many of the advocates we spoke with identified the task of obtaining documents 
as a common problem for clients.  When asked about this, one advocate said:  “Yeah, es-
pecially if they’re in [rent] arrears or they don’t have a current lease.  I understand that the 
offices need to see something, but it’s difficult.”  Another advocate responded:

For recertification and to maintain eligibility and for applying for public as-
sistance require many specific documents that take a while to get . . . .  While 
[clients] are running around and spending money to get to all of these docu-
ments on their limited income, often when they get them all they’re told it’s 
too late.

Advocates can guide clients through the process of securing documents in the most ef-
ficient manner.  When necessary, advocates can request documents from employers, land-
lords and others.

4. Support Populations with Special Needs

Victims of domestic violence, immigrants and others with limited English proficiency, 
people with disabilities, and parents of young children all face particular obstacles when 
applying for or renewing public benefits, a situation exacerbated by the fact that they are 
often under great stress. Help desks would provide needed assistance for these applicants.

The eligibility rules for immigrants and members of other specific populations are compli-
cated, and caseworkers are often unfamiliar with the particularities of those rules.  Many 
advocates develop expertise through their ongoing connection to these populations, which 
means that they may know as much, or even more, about the relevant eligibility rules than 
do caseworkers who are responsible for serving a general population of clients.  Conse-
quently, having advocates on site is even more important for members of particular popu-
lations.15  

Domestic Violence Victims  

Victims of domestic violence face specific barriers to obtaining public benefits, such as be-
ing unable to comply with work requirements.16  HRA has acknowledged this by placing 
domestic violence liaisons – who are experienced and trained staff members – at Job Cen-
ters, and assigning them the task of helping domestic violence victims to obtain needed 
public benefits.  However, many clients do not know to ask for support from a liaison, or 
even to tell their caseworkers that they are victims of domestic violence.  As a result, they 
do not receive assistance.  According to one advocate:  “Oftentimes clients don’t know who 
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the domestic violence liaison is, or even that the domestic violence liaison exists.”  Help 
desks could ensure that victims of domestic violence are connected to a domestic violence 
liaison.

Immigrants and Others with Limited English Proficiency

Eligibility determinations can be particularly challenging in cases involving immigrants.  
Many of the advocates noted that language barriers make it difficult for their LEP clients 
to interact with agencies.  The frequency with which problems arise is unsurprising, be-
cause 20 percent of all low-income households nationally are headed by an immigrant.17  
Advocates’ descriptions of barriers facing their clients are corroborated by the fact that 
qualified immigrants receive public benefits at far lower rates than citizens.  In 2001, only 
forty percent of qualified non-citizens and 34 percent of children living with non-citizen 
adults participated in the Food Stamp Program, while 62 percent of the entire qualified 
population in the U.S. received such benefits.18   

The low participation rate seems to be a function of several factors:  misperceptions about 
the potential adverse immigration consequences of receiving public benefits, the difficulty 
of knowing in advance whether a claim for benefits is permissible in light of a person’s 
immigration status, and communication problems resulting from the language barrier.  
Studies have found that many immigrants are unaware that they are qualified to receive 
benefits, and many of those who are aware worry that they will suffer adverse consequences 
if they apply.19  Some immigrants worry, often inaccurately, that “public charge” and spon-
sor liability rules will render them ineligible should they receive public benefits and subse-
quently apply for citizenship.20  An advocate reports:  

Sometimes [my clients] are really qualified for public assistance or for some-
thing and they are scared to apply for it.  Even though they come [to me] to 
apply for health insurance, they make sure it has nothing to do with immi-
gration.  We assure them there is no relationship between immigration and 
[public] health insurance.

Also, many immigrants are scared that if they disclose their immigration status to a public 
benefits agency they will be deported.21  Even U.S. citizen children with non-citizen par-
ents frequently are not enrolled in Medicaid, the State Children’s Health Insurance Pro-
gram (SCHIP), and other benefit programs due to their parents’ fear of deportation.22   

For immigrants who do apply for benefits, complicated guidelines governing immigrant 
eligibility and the convoluted nature of the immigration system itself pose additional ob-
stacles to eligibility determinations.  One advocate told us:  “Because cases with immi-
grants, especially undocumented immigrants, or immigrants that have been in the country 
for less than five years are so complicated, it will take forever to open their case or the 
worker will just tell them they’re not eligible.”
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Language difficulties are another obstacle for many seeking public benefits.  In New York 
City, almost two thirds of immigrant adults, constituting 1.1 million people, are LEP, and 
34 percent of LEP immigrants in NYC live below the federal poverty line.23  It is unsur-
prising that previous reports have found that language inaccessibility is a major barrier for 
immigrants trying to obtain public benefits.24  Our interviews and focus groups confirmed 

that this continues to be the 
case:  according to one advo-
cate, “Language is definitely 
the number one barrier for 
[immigrants].”  

Though federal and local law 
requires agencies to provide 
interpretation in the languag-
es spoken by clients,25 one of 
the most common problems 
faced by LEP individuals is a 
lack of adequate interpreta-

tion services, or of any interpretation at all.  A Spanish-speaking client told us:  

In one public benefits office, there’s no translator available and they tell you 
to either go find your own translator or to go learn the language.  They’re not 
making any effort at all to provide any kind of translator or to make it easier 
for people . . . .  After I was here for six months, I finally went back and told 
them that by law I deserved an interpreter.  They told me that basically they’d 
provide an interpreter but that I’d have to pay 20 dollars.

An agency cannot accurately determine the eligibility of an applicant with whom it can-
not communicate.  One advocate recounts:  “I had a client who went to a Medicaid office 
. . . and the worker just told her just go back, go back home, go to learn English and then 
come back here.”

In addition to interpretation obstacles faced by people who are LEP, application forms and 
notices that are written in English can present challenges.   In general, New York City agen-
cies try to ensure that applications and notices they send out are in a language the recipient 
can understand.  After a settlement in a lawsuit in 2002, HRA must translate all docu-
ments into Spanish, Arabic, Chinese and Russian and must staff its offices with employees 
who speak the languages most commonly spoken in the communities they serve.26  

However, people still have language access problems with application forms for benefits.  A 
recent study by Legal Services for New York City found that 46 out of the 69 HRA offices 
surveyed for compliance with language access laws were not able to provide translated ap-
plications for public benefits in the six most commonly spoken languages in New York
City.27  The many forms and documents that must be submitted to maintain eligibility for 

“In one public benefits office, 

there’s no translator available 

and they tell you to either go 

find your own translator or to 

go learn the language.”
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public benefits also present challenges for LEP individuals.  As one advocate states: 
 

For [one of my clients] who speaks Spanish, the notice that they have [from 
the government agency] saying what documents to bring is in Spanish.  But 
then [the caseworker wrote] in the part of the notice saying what [documents 
to bring].  So it says “bring this documentation” in Spanish and then the 
[caseworker] writes “employment notice,” but that part’s in English.  There 
are tons of language barriers.  

In this instance, the key document required by the agency – an “employment notice”– was 
described in English, rather than in the client’s language, creating an obstacle for the recipi-
ent, and undercutting the agency’s goal of accurately determining whether the individual 
was eligible for benefits.  

When agency personnel do not inform a client of their right to an interpreter or do not 
supply an interpreter, an advocate can make all the difference.  Operating from a help desk, 
an advocate can supply the missing information, urge the agency to provide an interpreter, 
and, if necessary, provide the needed interpretation.  As one advocate notes:

Even if there are caseworkers that are bilingual, you know, oftentimes the 
first person that [a client] encounters isn’t.  So you know, I think that if 
somebody’s with them, if there’s an advocate on-site who is able to provide 
translation, that’s really critical every step of the way that they can do that.

Advocates can also allay some immigrants’ concerns about applying for and receiving pub-
lic benefits by clearly explaining eligibility requirements and any consequences of applying 
for benefits.

People with Disabilities

A large segment of the public assistance population in New York City is comprised of 
people with disabilities.28  Agency determinations for these individuals can be especially 
complicated.  Errors can arise because of obstacles posed by the disabilities themselves, and 
because of complexity in the benefits programs geared toward people with disabilities.  At 
help desks, knowledgeable advocates can perform an important role in supporting indi-
viduals with mental health problems and other disabilities as they apply for benefits.

In early 2005, HRA implemented its WeCARE program to help special needs clients by 
offering services not previously available.29  Implementation of WeCARE has been com-
plicated and observers have asserted that many people with disabilities have not received 
essential assistance.  According to a March 2007 report by Community Voices Heard, 
many clients with mental health issues found that WeCARE staff lack the expertise needed 
to provide support.30  Indeed, the stress facing clients who try to fulfill requirements of the 
WeCARE program can exacerbate existing mental health problems.31  As one advocate has 
said:  “For a lot of WeCARE participants that we talk to at the Job Centers, a lot of issues 
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revolve around sensitivity to disabilities or to their limitations and workers not having ad-
equate training in areas to deal with mental health or even just basic medical understand-
ing.”  Advocates have also reported that mental disabilities are not accurately assessed dur-
ing WeCARE screening, and that clients therefore end up without the specialized support 
they require.  For example, some clients go without specialized skill development and job 
training, proactive case management where caseworkers visit clients in their homes, and 
assistance in applying for federal disability benefits.

The cases of people with mental disabilities can be especially complicated.  Although some 
individuals with mental illness are able to work, people also can be inaccurately determined 
able to work when in fact they cannot.  And clients may not understand what is required 
of them.  As one advocate notes:  “There are people who are in WeCARE or have mental 
or psychiatric disabilities . . . and the caseworker said that they couldn’t work, [but] all of a 
sudden their benefits get cut off . . . . They don’t even know if they got a notice saying they 
didn’t do what they were told.”

Many people with mental health problems would benefit from consulting with advocates 
at help desks.  On-site advocates could serve as a crucial support system, helping individu-
als to apply, despite their disabilities.  One advocate explains:

With the example of mental health I think it’s very clear.  I think if somebody 
had a support system with them then it would be less likely that they would 
get turned away.  You know I actually had a woman come in here the other 
day who had been arrested at HRA four times.  She’s a really nice woman 
who suffers from post traumatic stress disorder and depression and she can’t 
deal with it when the workers yell at her.  The receptionist yells at her or 
makes her wait for hours, so she freaks out, you know?  And then she gets 
arrested.  So it’s just like the cycle of inefficiency.

Parents

Parents of young children also face particular obstacles to obtaining accurate agency deci-
sions when applying for public benefits.  With young children in tow, traveling to appoint-
ments and waiting in offices for hours (often without food because some offices bar it) is 
arduous at best, and sometimes impossible.  One public benefits recipient says:  “I actually 
sat in there one day and saw at least 20 people walk out just from being tired of waiting.  
Mothers with kids, you know, mainly, the kid’s been complaining for five or six hours, they 
still didn’t get to their number.  They are number A213, and the office is at A79, and you 
been sitting there for five hours.”  Nor is it efficient from the agency’s perspective when 
delay in the office prevents individuals from meeting with caseworkers – instead of making 
decisions on claims, second and subsequent appointments must be scheduled. 

Many advocates said that long wait times in the public benefits offices were difficult for 
their clients, and many emphasized that wait times were especially difficult for their clients 
with children.  Many applicants and recipients fear leaving Job Centers and missing their 
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turn to speak with caseworkers.32  For clients who are forced to leave because of caretaking 
responsibilities, no record of their attempt to see a caseworker exists, which can result in 
penalties.  Even though these clients may be qualified to receive benefits, their need to act 
as parents – by feeding their children or taking them home for a nap – can prevent them 
from establishing their eligibility.  By confirming a parent’s presence in the office, advo-
cates at help desks could, at least, ensure that parents with children who need to leave the 
government office before an official meeting are not unduly sanctioned.  Advocates could 
also work with caseworkers and agency staff to provide needed information, and to thereby 
limit the number of times that parents need to return to the office.

5. improve Communication Between Caseworkers 
    and Clients

Often, a quick conversation with a caseworker is all that is necessary to resolve problems.  
But, many advocates told us that their clients are unable to reach caseworkers over the 
phone.  As a result, already overworked caseworkers hold many unnecessary and time-
consuming meetings with clients who have to take time away from work or childcare 
responsibilities to attend those extra meetings.  One advocate states:  

HRA is notorious for not answering the phone and not returning phone 
calls.  People explain how it’s impossible to call to reschedule an appointment 
and then they go to their center just to reschedule their appointment because 
they can’t get through on the phone.  Then they need to have an appoint-
ment with their caseworker to reschedule their appointment.

One source of the problem is that cli-
ents often do not have a specific case-
worker assigned to their case.  As one 
advocate puts it, for those without a 
caseworker “it’s just whoever picks up 
the paperwork that afternoon.”

Help desks could improve communi-
cation and interaction between case-
workers and their clients.  Advocates 
can provide individuals with essential 
information before they meet with 
caseworkers, which can both speed up 
meetings and ensure that those meet-
ings are productive.  Improved preparation would also reduce clients’ needs to consult with 
caseworkers between meetings.  Advocates described multiple ways this could occur.  One 
said:  “Having an advocate at the office just asking for the correct form and making sure 
they see the client give it to the caseworker . . . would make a huge difference.”  According 
to another, advocates at help desks could “help prepare applicants with the questions that 

“I’ve been working with one 

woman who has been sanc-

tioned five times in error 

because her caseworker 

doesn’t change her address 

in the computer system.”
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they need to ask, with the points that they need to make during the application process.”  
A third said:

When something bad happens, people can go [to an advocate] and say, “I 
don’t understand, can you just explain it to me?  Will you just tell me what 
I need to do specifically and write it down so I can go to the caseworker and 
say A, B, C, D and they can say oh yeah, ok.”  

And a fourth explained, “For people who are new to the system, to save them all this time 
and agony, it would be great for someone to be there and just be saying get some proof for 
your appointment.”

Additionally, if a client receives inaccurate information during a meeting with a casework-
er, an advocate at a help desk could provide clarification or accurate information to ensure 
the client knows what he or she needs to do.

6. limit Problems Resulting from Computer Error

Computer-generated notices often do not reach clients, either because a worker entered 
the address incorrectly, or because a computer failed to generate the document.  Many ad-
vocates said problems with the automated computer system are a major issue.  According 
to one advocate:  

For people who are already receiving public assistance, it’s a huge challenge 
just to keep cases open and active.  And, a lot of these problems seem to have 
to do with the automated computer systems in the different Job Centers that 
generate notices for appointments.  For whatever reason, the client doesn’t 
get the appointment notice and misses an appointment, they automatically 
get sanctioned.

When computer problems lead to clients not receiving crucial notices, clients often end 
up receiving a sanction.  If the client requests a fair hearing, the sanction may be lifted.33 

But, the resulting inefficiency is tremendous:  agency personnel and clients must prepare 
for and attend wholly unnecessary hearings.  An advocate described the experience of one 
of her clients:  

I’ve been working with one woman who has been sanctioned five times in 
error because her worker doesn’t change her address in the computer system.  
And then when she doesn’t get the notice and says, “That’s not where I live, 
remember I told you and I brought you my lease,” her worker says, “Ok 
you’re fine,” and doesn’t delete the sanction fully or change the address . . . .  And 
so we finally got the sanctions lifted through fair hearings and now they’re 
all removed.
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If there had been a help desk in the public benefits office where this occurred, the advocates 
staffing the help desk could have met with the caseworker and client and fixed the com-
puter error without going through the fair hearing process.
  
Additionally, computer problems can prevent documents from being placed in the agency’s 
electronic files.  As a result, the client is forced to spend time securing replacement docu-
ments and presenting them to a 
caseworker again, and the case-
worker is forced to spend extra 
time in additional meetings with 
the client to process the docu-
ments.  By working with case-
workers, advocates at help desks 
could promptly address the prob-
lems caused by computer errors 
and incorrect records.

 IV. Conclusion

The process of applying for public 
benefits is complicated.  Mistakes are inevitable.  Clear communication is difficult.  And 
the stakes are high.  But, the good news is that help is available – advocates at non-profit 
organizations are dedicated to providing assistance.  Unfortunately, such assistance is cur-
rently prohibited within public benefits offices, where it could do a lot of good, including 
for the government agencies themselves.  New York City’s policy, barring advocates from 
public benefits offices except where they have been retained personally by individual cli-
ents, does not make sense. 

But the solution is simple.  Without spending taxpayer dollars, the City could authorize 
advocates to operate help desks inside government offices.  At help desks, advocates could 
reduce confusion about agency policies and procedures, ensure accuracy of agency records, 
assist clients obtain required documents, improve communication between caseworkers 
and clients, limit the problems resulting from computer errors, and lend much-needed 
support to people with limited proficiency in English or other special needs.  

In a variety of settings, and in communities across the country, officials rely on help desks 
to provide assistance to people who need it.  It is time for New York City to follow suit.

 

Help desks can provide people 

with essential information 

before they meet with case-

workers, which can both 

speed up meetings and ensure 

that they are productive.
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 Methodology

To write this report, the Brennan Center conducted interviews with 18 advocates from 13 
non-profit organizations based in New York City:  1) City Bar Justice Center, 2) Com-
munity Service Society, 3) Community Voices Heard, 4) Cooper Square Committee, 5) 
Genesis Transitional Housing Ministries, 6) Legal Aid Society of New York, 7) The New 
York Immigration Coalition, 8) New York Legal Assistance Group, 9) Partnership for the 
Homeless, 10) Project FAIR, 11) Sanctuary for Families, 12) TAMKEEN: The Center for 
Arab American Empowerment, and 13) Urban Justice Center.  We asked each advocate a 
standard set of questions about his or her clients, the role advocates play in assisting clients, 
and the nature of clients’ interactions with public benefits agencies.  

We also conducted focus groups on two dates in July 2007 with a total of 15 clients.  We 
were referred to these clients by two non-profit, community-based organizations that work 
extensively with public benefits clients:  Make the Road New York and New York City 
AIDS Housing Network.  Each organization invited public benefits clients that they have 
worked with in the past and who they thought would be willing to participate in the focus 
group.  Our focus group participants included both men and women, within an age range 
of 20 to 62.  They were in various stages of applying for or receiving public benefits from 
New York City, through one or more of the following programs:  1) public assistance, 2) 
Food Stamps, 3) Medicaid, 4) SSI, 5) Section 8, 6) Housing Stability Plus, 7) SSD, and 
8) Social Security.  We asked these individuals a set of open-ended questions to elicit full 
descriptions of their experiences with public benefits and their observations of the role that 
advocates play.  

Additionally, we posted a set of questions about help desks on heavily trafficked listserves 
used by public benefits advocates throughout the nation.  Our questions asked whether 
help desks or other modes of communication, such as distributing flyers, were allowed in 
public benefits offices in other parts of the country.  We received responses from advocates 
in 15 different communities, the majority of whom reported that in their communities 
they were permitted by local officials to enter public benefits offices unaccompanied by a 
client.

All of this work was conducted during the months of May through July in 2007.
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