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Almost four years after the Office for Civil Rights of the
United States Department of Health and Human Services
issued a Letter of Findings stating that there were
widespread civil rights violations against limited English
proficient (LEP) and hearing-impaired New Yorkers within
New York City’s Human Resources Administration,
Make the Road by Walking interviewed 101 LEP Medicaid
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“MEDICAID EMERGENCY” - ABOUT THIS REPORT:

In October of 1999, the Office for Civil Rights of the United
States Department of Health and Human Services issued a Letter of
Findings that condemned widespread civil rights abuses within New
York City’s Human Resources Administration (HRA). The Letter of
Findings stated that:

1. Within HRA, limited-English proficient (LEP) welfare claimants
were “denied language interpreter assistance during visits to
public assistance offices;”

2. “Bilingual staff resources were insufficient” to serve LEP
clientele; and

3. “The lack of adequate translation or interpreter services imposes
significant barriers” on applicants and recipients of Public
Assistance.

Almost four years later, Make the Road by Walking investigated
whether or not city and state administrators had managed to correct
the civil rights violations identified by the federal government at HRA.

From July to August of 2003, Spanish-speaking members of
Make the Road by Walking visited the Central Medicaid Office in
Manhattan and interviewed one hundred and one LEP Medicaid
applicants and recipients. The results of those interviews are
summarized in this report.

Make the Road by Walking:

Make the Road by Walking is a membership-led organization.
We promote economic justice and participatory democracy by
increasing low-income people’s power to achieve self-determination
through collective action. Our multi-faceted approach includes:

Organizing and Activism to build a stronger community, to make
governing institutions subject to democratic community control, and to
mobilize resistance to oppression based on race, class, gender, age,
national origin, and sexual orientation.

Collaborative Learning to share ideas and experiences, to analyze
the root causes of the problems we face, and to strategize about how
we can take action together to resolve these problems in a way that
values the voice, perspective and contribution of every person.

A Community of Support to provide badly needed services to
members and leaders , to draw people into our educational and
organizing activities, and to affirm an ethic of cooperation, mutual
support, dignity and animo.






Summary of Surveys

Notwithstanding New York City and
State’s stated commitment to provide free
translation and interpretation services, and
their legal obligation under the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 to provide these services:

e 60% had not even been informed by their
caseworkers of their right to have interpretation
services provided by HRA.

e 80% had not even been informed of their right
to interpretation services by other Center
employees.

For LEP Medicaid claimants, there are
severe consequences of HRA's failure to
provide legally required translation and
interpretation services:

56% of limited proficient NYers reported suffering
inconvenience as a result of the lack of these legally
mandated services.

439 reported that either they did not receive benefits
or that their families benefits had been cut off as a
result.

289%o0 reported feeling humiliated by the lack of
appropriate interpretation services, and

199% reported feeling discriminated against.



The cost of Mayor Bloomberg’s Human
Resources Administration’s failure to
provide federally-mandated language
assistance services is high for hundreds of
thousands of vulnerable New York families:

I am Irania Sanchez and my daughters are named Gabriela and Aylin.
They were born in Brooklyn and they are citizens of the United States. I was
born in Managua, Nicaragua.

I have lived in the United States for many years. I have worked since I
arrived in this country and I have studied. I lived in Los Angeles, California for
almost two years. I arrived in New York in 1991 in order to be near my
grandmother and my family. Also, I came with the desire to make progress and
to be somebody important in this country. If you were to investigate my record
at all of the jobs that I have held in New York, you would see that I have left all
of my bosses smiling and very satisfied with my work. I am a person who works
hard.

When my marriage broke up, I was left by myself to care for my
daughters. Then it turned out that they both had a variety of bronchial problems
and asthma. As a result of these circumstances, I had no alternative but to seek
support from the government to be able to be available to help my daughters
comply with her medication regimen. I had to hook Gabriela up to a machine to
clean her lungs every six hours. When I went to apply for Medicaid, it was very
difficult for me to communicate with the social workers because they only spoke
English and I speak Spanish. My little bit of English is not enough to enable us to
understand each other.

I had many difficulties applying for benefits. These difficulties affected my
little daughter even more than they affected me. My social worker had no
interest in giving my daughter Emergency Medicaid even though I brought him
two letters, one from the general practitioner and another from a lung doctor.
The worker was not at all helpful and he treated me very badly, saying insulting
things about Hispanic people. I felt very badly because of him and was in a state
of desperation because he was so unconcerned about the health of my daughter
that I cried.

Thanks to the help of the organization Make the Road by Walking and the
Committee for Equality for our Community, I began to feel better because a
group of people and organizers is working to resolve problems like the one I had,
and to inform people about the rights that each of us have. Especially because
So many of us are unaware what the laws really are here in New York State.

I am seeing almost every day that the problems with accessing benefits for
immigrants are worsening and it breaks my heart to see so many people
desperate because their rights have been violated. How is it possible that the
rights of our children are being each day more disrespected. Remember that the
children are the future of this country. Do not forget that if there is not good
nurturing and learning available for the young, they can have a difficult time
achieving their dreams in this country.

I want the government to respect the civil rights of low-income people who
do not speak English. We are flesh and blood, just like everyone else.






SAMPLE SURVEY INSTRUMENT IN ENGLISH

| nterview
1. Are you applying for public assistance or are you currently receiving public
assistance?
APPLYING RECEIVING
2. Do you speak English? YES NO
3. Does your caseworker speak Spanish? YES NO
4. Do you need a caseworker that speaks Spanish? YES NO

5. If your caseworker does not speak your language, in the last three months has he/she
informed you of your right to translation services in the welfare center?

YES NO

6. In the last three months, when you’ve spoken to other employees at the welfare center
that are not caseworkers, have they spoken to you in your language or have looked
for a translator in order to understand you?

YES NO

7. If you did not received translation services at your welfare center, what were the
resulting consequences for your family?

Didn’t receive benefits Benefits were cut off
unjustly

Inconvenience Humiliation

Felt discriminated against Anything else:

Interviewed By Center: Date:




RECOMMENDATIONS:

In order to adequately serve New York City’s LEP welfare
applicants and recipients

New York State must:

e Sign a corrective action agreement with the Office for Civil
Rights of the Department of Health and Human Services to
ensure equal access to benefits for limited English proficient
(LEP) individuals.

HRA must:

e track primary language data of all LEP individuals who seek or
receive services at their offices

e inform all LEP individuals who enter their offices that they
have the right to free interpreter and translation services

e match all LEP Medicaid recipients with trained and certified
bilingual caseworkers who speak their language

e hire adequate bilingual caseworkers and interpreters to serve
LEP clients

e regularly train all HRA staff on their obligations under Title VI
of the Civil Rights Act to provide equal access to all services
for LEP individuals

The City Council should:

e pass Intro 38A:the Equal Access to Health and Human
Services Act. This bill will require the Human Resources
Administration, and agency contractors, to provide free
translation and interpretation services to LEP individuals.

The Mayor should:

e sign Intro 38A:the Equal Access to Health and Human Services
Act into law to ensure equal access to services at HRA and
other City agencies, and to protect immigrant families by
ending national origin discrimination against al/l New Yorkers.
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