September 7, 2011

To: Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors Health and Human Needs Committee

From: Sherrie Tussler, Executive Director, Hunger Task Force

Re: FoodShare Program Report 

The FoodShare Program continues to undergo changes that have an impact for your constituents. Hunger Task Force monitors program operation, conducts legislative advocacy and provides direct application assistance at the Coggs Center, the Robles Center and UMOS. 

The State Department of Health Services continues to be responsible for program administration in Wisconsin. (The Governor’s budget proposed moving the program to the Department of Children and Families and ultimately this did not occur.)   Instead, the legislature approved a plan to create geographic consortiums where multiple counties work in partnership to decrease program costs by reducing duplication of services. Milwaukee County remained untouched in this process and the State will continue to operate FoodShare here. 
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) oversees State administration of the FoodShare Program. The USDA measures state performance by looking at timeliness of case processing, overpayments, underpayments and accuracy of files containing applications. This data is measured retrospectively so 6-12 month time lags are commonplace in the data measured by the USDA. This can explain why the state receives awards for good program management. 
The USDA meets 50% of Wisconsin’s FoodShare administrative costs and 100% of its benefit costs. The State failed to inform the USDA of fraud in excess of $300,000 perpetrated by employees of the welfare office. 

The USDA determines approvals of any proposed changes to standard operating procedures within FoodShare. In January 2010 the state was placed on notice for employing private sector employees. Federal law requires that benefit issuance and determination be conducted by merit employees. The state continued to hire private sector employees, effectively privatizing FoodShare. This is illegal and creates a situation where the state can be penalized financially for all of the federal funding it spent on administration of the program for the privatized period. In May 2011 the USDA warned the State to stop privatization and to create a Corrective Action Plan to return FoodShare administration to the public sector. In August 2011 the State submitted an approvable plan that included monthly benchmarks for hiring staff. By January 2012 private sector employees are supposed to be used for document processing only. Private sector employees generally provided lower quality service and made more mistakes in managing applicants, so if your constituents lost benefits recently or had their application ignored, encourage them to reapply.
The state has not been reasonable or transparent in sharing data or operational plans. FOIA requests are ignored. Constituents have not been properly informed of changes in telephone numbers or the web address for the online application (ACCESS - www.access.wisconsin.gov).  The Civil Rights Complaint filed by Hunger Task Force in October 2009 remains unresolved. People with limited English proficiency continue to suffer disparate treatment.  

FoodShare Program participation in Milwaukee County has increased by 54% in the last 5 years. In June Milwaukee County had 222,633 participants in the FoodShare Program. Milwaukee is now 94% enrolled in FoodShare. Increasing program enrollment in FoodShare has caused concern at the federal level. Into the future the program will be the subject of scrutiny as over 45 million Americans (including over 820,000 people in Wisconsin) rely on it to put food on the table during economically challenging times. 
The state legislature’s Joint Audit Committee requested an audit into FoodShare fraud in March 2011. Leadership of the committee believes that fraud is rampant in the program. And although 100% of FoodShare benefits are federal funds the state seeks to reduce and eliminate fraud in public benefit programs. We anticipate further measures from the legislature to curb program participation. The media has contributed by improperly informing the public about the facts of FoodShare. 
If you have constituents who need help getting or keeping FoodShare benefits, Hunger Task Force can help. We work in room 105 at the Coggs Center (1220 W. Vliet St.).  And we operate a self-service center at the Robles site (910 W. Mitchell St.).   Our staff are bi-lingual (Spanish, Hmong and Lao) and culturally competent. Hunger Task Force also provides application advocacy at UMOS and for seniors at senior centers and subsidized housing.  
If you receive calls about FoodShare fraud Hunger Task Force can help constituents understand the program and its operation. Feel free to share our number with them, or in your newsletter—414-777-0483. 

