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Good morning.  Thank you, Chair Gallivan and Chair Savino for the opportunity to testify.  My name is Nancy Wackstein.  I am the executive director of United Neighborhood Houses (UNH).  UNH, founded in 1919, is the membership organization of New York City settlement houses and community centers. Rooted in the history and values of the settlement house movement, UNH promotes and strengthens the neighborhood-based, multi-service approach to improving the lives of New Yorkers in need and the communities in which they live.  UNH’s membership comprises one of the largest human service systems in New York City, with 37 agencies working at more than 400 sites in all five boroughs to provide high quality services and activities to a half million New Yorkers each year. UNH supports its members through policy development, advocacy and capacity-building activities.  Services provided by our members include: early childhood education, after-school programs, teen centers, English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes, immigration legal services, GED classes, job training, tutoring, recreation, meals and supportive services for the elderly, mental health counseling, drug prevention, and art, music and drama programs.  

As you know well, New York’s not-for-profit human service providers face a challenging new reality of decreased public and philanthropic support for services for people in need coupled with a growing need for our services. It is clear that the safety net is shrinking while the demands on it grow. 

Many of our programs have long waiting lists of eligible participants.  This summer, for example, fewer than 24% of the teenagers who entered the lottery for summer jobs through the Summer Youth Employment Program got SYEP placements.  Last year, many of our services faced cuts of as much as 50%, with services for youth such as after-school hit the hardest.  Despite some notable successes, such as defeating a proposal that would have likely led to the closure of 105 senior centers in New York City, we believe that we are going to face another difficult budget year as a result of deficit -closing measures by both the City and State.  It is clear that our services will be at risk again in this budget cycle and we are counting on you and your colleagues in the Legislature and the Governor’s Office to work to protect funding for crucial human services including summer jobs for teenagers, after-school programs for children and youth, homelessness prevention, adult education, senior services, early childhood education and child welfare preventive services.  

While much of the current policy debate in the State and nationally focuses on the need to create more jobs, what is rarely recognized is that human services like child care, afterschool, job training  and English and GED classes are essential supports that help New Yorkers obtain and retain jobs.  Moreover, UNH member agencies together employ over 10,000 staff, and often we are the employers who give community residents their first entry-level jobs.  Our agencies are much more likely to hire from their local communities than other businesses; indeed, some of our former program participants are now current employees. 
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Our agencies partner with the State, the City and the Federal government to maximize limited resources running effective and efficient programs of demonstrable value. They raise over $50 million in private donations from foundations and individuals to leverage the impact of their government-funded programs. 

The State government’s first priority must be to preserve the core services that support the communities we serve.  Below are several proposals we offer to help New York State use its resources well to provide for low-income communities:  


· Allow Flexibility in Universal Pre-Kindergarten UPK Funding

New York State funded Universal Pre-Kindergarten provides critical educational benefits, especially in the areas of early literacy and basic math to four year old children throughout the State.  However, UPK classes are not accessible for many children from working families because the State only allows UPK funds to be used for 2.5 hours a day.  

To ensure that high-quality pre-kindergarten is available to all children in need, school districts must have the flexibility to adequately fund both full-day and part-day programs in schools and community-based organizations.  Allowing districts the flexibility to fund full day programs will help them to create pre-kindergarten classes that working families can more readily use.  


· Modify the Welfare to Work Requirements for Parents of Children under 1 year of age

UNH supports Senator Savino’s legislation (sponsored in the Assembly by Assemblymember Michelle Titus) A.8101/S.5586 that would amend the social services law, modifying the exemption from welfare work requirements for a parent or relative of a child up to age one.  The exemption would protect non-TANF child care subsidies from cuts and allow the working poor to remain in their jobs.  This is consistent with New York’s position on helping the working poor and protecting safety-net programs.  
A.8101/S.5586 would save about $16.4 million if households with children under age 1 are exempted, allowing child care subsidies for the working poor to be supported.

· Allow YDDP Funded After-school Programs to Collect Fees

UNH supports Proposed Amendment to 9 NYCRR § 165-1.2(b). With this amendment a youth program that charges a fee for participation in a recreational services program is no longer deemed ineligible to receive Youth Development and Delinquency Prevention (YDDP) funds. The proposed amendment provides greater discretion over youth program financing to localities while still protecting access to services through the provision that youth programs accommodate any youth who is unable to pay the fee by offering scholarships, a tiered fee schedule or by waiving the fee. 
Considering the current fiscal climate and the increasing number of children on waitlists, it is critical these families have the option for quality after-school programs which enable families to continue to work and provides children a safe and secure place after school.  

· Explore alternate pathways to a high school equivalency diploma.  

The recent merger of the American Council on Education’s GED Testing Service and Pearson places the development and delivery of the GED exam in the hands of a for-profit entity.  This raises many questions related to cost, access, instruction, and the interplay with state education policies.  Passing the GED exam is the most common but not the only way to earn a high school equivalency diploma.  UNH supports efforts to explore, strengthen, and develop multiple pathways to earn a high school equivalency diploma in New York State.

· Permanently Establish a Set Percentage of Discretionary Funding within New York State’s Portion of the Federal Title XX Block Grant
New York City has used the discretionary portion of the Title XX Block Grant to fund senior centers for more than three decades.  These Senior Centers are not only anchors in their community, but they are also a vital part of the support system that enables New Yorkers to age in place in the communities they helped to build.
Currently, New York State designates thirty-three percent of the federal Title XX Social Services Block Grant for discretionary use by counties.  For the past two budget cycles, the executive has targeted the discretionary portion of the block grant for mandated programs. While this would have produced a small cost savings to the State, it would have devastated the fragile infrastructure of New York City's senior center network.  We urge you to make permanent, the "local discretionary" portion of the Title XX Social Service Block Grant funding in the Office of Children and Families. 
This is not a call for increased funding-  this simply would allow centers in New York City to plan for the year ahead in a timely, thoughtful manner; and allow other counties to do the same with their portion of discretionary funding. 


Thank you again for convening this hearing and the opportunity to share some of our ideas.   We look forward to continuing to work with you to support human services in New York State.  
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