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Council Uncovers a Confined Effort in Mayor’s Poverty Reduction Plan
City approach is heavy on innovative models but thin on commitment and coordination
City Hall – In the context of a nationwide recession with high unemployment and 1 in 5 New Yorkers living in poverty, the City Council Committee on Community Development, chaired by Council Member Al Vann, held a hearing on Thursday to explore the effects of the economic recession on poor New Yorkers and to examine the mayor’s unsuccessful efforts to reduce poverty. 
The committee focused on the Center for Economic Opportunity (CEO), which was established by Mayor Bloomberg in 2006 following recommendations to reduce poverty made by the mayor’s Commission on Economic Opportunity. The Commission recommended “rethinking and redirecting existing programs and initiatives in order to replicate programs with a demonstrable record of success, test well-designed alternatives that have the potential to make a difference, and encourage a disciplined and coordinated approach to making investments that can deliver the greatest results.” They also proposed putting “in place a plan of action with clear standards for measuring progress and assigning accountability, and the resolve to follow through.”
Unfortunately, the Council found very little evidence that these recommendations were being followed. While representatives from CEO spoke of their more accurate poverty index, nationally-known programs, and in-depth evaluation, there was little evidence provided regarding program results or that any overall approach exists to reduce poverty in New York City. 

“The discovery at today’s hearing about the administration’s lack of a cohesive and comprehensive plan to address poverty was disappointing,” said Council Member Vann. While the mayor’s Center for Economic Opportunity has made some progress in creating result-oriented programs that have seen positive results, there appears to be more of a commitment to creating innovative models rather than reducing the poverty rate here in New York City. Poor New Yorkers are struggling, especially given these dire economic times, so they need relief more than just nationally-recognized models.”
The majority of the programs the administration purported as successes have not been replicated on a significantly larger scale. New York City Coalition Against Hunger Executive Director Joel Berg criticized CEO for this, claiming it serves less than 4% of impoverished New Yorkers with its programs. Through questioning, council members also exposed that CEO had virtually no role in influencing already existing policies within city agencies that serve the poor or in affecting the administration’s overall strategy. 
James A. Parrott of the Fiscal Policy Institute, whose recent analysis showed the poverty rate increased in 2009, warned of a further increase in the poverty rate for 2010. Citing the Commission on Economic Opportunity, he also testified that a substantial factor in New York City poverty is the increase in the numbers of working poor caused by stagnant wages. He recommended that the city rethink its economic and wage policies, especially regarding the living wage.
While the poverty rate has increased, there has also been a rise in wealth inequality, widening the gap between rich and poor. Since its conception several years ago, the Committee on Community Development has focused on poverty in New York City, as well as public policy issues affecting those New Yorkers living in poverty.
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