









[image: New Second Harvest Logo Small]

Benefits Connection 
Year #1 Review
July 2008 – June 2009


[image: ]




















Contents



I. Partners									     3

II. Executive Summary							     4

III. Dashboard Highlights						     5

IV. Zip Code Coverage, Denial Reasons and Demographics	   5-6

V. Media Coverage							      7

VI. Client Stories								      7

VII. Future Direction							   8-9

VIII. Benefits Connection Team Members				  9-11

IX. Application Sites							     12

X. Acknowledgement							     13





















I. Partners

The Benefits Connection program is a strong example of a public/private/non-profit partnership. In order to create, manage, support and sustain this effort, partnership and collaboration are essential.

Thanks and acknowledgements are due to our many partners who have made this program possible and successful. Special thanks go to Carrie and John Morgridge for believing in the vision of the program and their leadership in financial support.

Funding:
· The Morgridge Family Foundation
· Universal Orlando Foundation
· Winter Park Health Foundation
· Federal and State government
· Second Harvest Food Bank of Central Florida

Advisory Board:
· ACCESS Florida / Department of Children & Families 
· Heart of Florida United Way
· Jewish Family Services
· Dr. James Wright, University of Central Florida
· Jan Stratton, Universal Orlando Foundation
· Dawn Steward, Orange County Healthy Start

Policy and Expertise:
· Department of Children & Families, ACCESS – Local, Regional and State levels
· USDA, Department of Food and Nutritional Services
· Feeding America National Office
· Heart of Florida United Way
· Miami-Dade Human Services Coalition
· Feeding America Member Food Banks in Atlanta, San Antonio, Nevada, Illinois

Venues:
· Forty-five Second Harvest Partner Agencies 
· Ten Community and Neighborhood Centers
· Three Public Libraries







II. Executive Summary

Benefits Connection launched July 2008 and is designed to help capture a portion of the millions of unclaimed federal dollars for Food Stamps in Central Florida. This initiative is a public, private, non-profit partnership, highly collaborative in nature. As the State of Florida is challenged with cutting billions from the State budget, these untapped millions of dollars do not have to be raised or solicited, they are available now. These dollars are not claimed due to several reasons: eligible citizens may not have transportation to get them to locations where they can apply, lack of awareness of the benefits, disability, language issues, lack of understanding and too few application offices, stigma, etc. The demand for emergency food continues to grow due to the state of the economy. The gap between supply of food and demand is widening – Food Stamp dollars will help bridge this gap.

A key component of Benefits Connection are a team of nine that includes seven mobile Outreach Benefit Specialists that assist people at a variety of convenient locations and provide user-friendly advice and electronic, on-line benefit application assistance. Currently, Central Florida has a limited number of application sites and are limited in capacity and operating hours.

Resources secured for this program will be effectively utilized to leverage millions of other unclaimed federal dollars that this same population often qualifies for, such as Earned Income Tax Credits, KidCare, TANF and Medicaid.

· The original proposal for this program projected to deliver a Return On Investment of 638%. Actual results: 966% ROI

· The proposal projected that $1,837,440 worth of benefits will be accessed for Central Florida through this program. Actual results: $4,107,240.

· An additional $100,000 was received from the State/Federal governments due to the merit of the program and private funding.

· A Federal Demonstration Project was granted, one of two in the United States. This allows our Specialists to perform the final interview for applicants and has expedited receipt of benefits from what was previously weeks to a few days. This relieves the pressure DCF faces in returning calls. In addition, this has resulted in a downward trend in pending cases.

· Second Harvest Food Bank co-chairs DCF Secretary Sheldon’s State-wide group: Advisory Committee on Economic Security

· Benefits Connection is recognized as a national model and a Best Practice within the Feeding America Network.
III. Dashboard Highlights   

For the period July 2008 through June 2009:
Goal		Actual

Applications Processed		3,840	   	4,525

     Average Monthly Benefit	$87.00	 $166.15

     Dollar Value of Benefits 	$1,837,440    $4,107,240
        (Annualized)				

Return On Investment		638%		 996%

Added Value generated by the program:

· Applicants are automatically screened for Medicaid, KidCare and TANF. If the dollar value of these programs could be tracked, the benefit would be much higher than just Food Stamps.
     
· Total Benefits generated from approved Food Stamp applications were $11,212,765. This is based on a USDA study that states for every Food  Stamp dollar generated, an additional $1.73 worth of economic benefit is realized by the community.

· $100,000 was matched by the Federal government through the State of Florida because of the amount of non-governmental funding provided to Benefits Connection.

IV. Zip Code Coverage, Denial Reasons and Demographics

· A total of 167 zip codes were covered by the Specialists

· 43% of the total applications came from eight zip codes
· These zips are primarily the Downtown Orlando area, northeast of the City and parts of eastern Orange County.
· The Specialist covering East Orange County is booked three weeks in advance due to overwhelming need. A high percentage of the need in this area is among the Hispanic population.
· The top zip code area generated 484 applications:
· 32805 – Area around Christian Service Center, Coalition For The Homeless, Salvation Army.
  
· Approx. 25% of all applications were filed by the homeless population.


Denial Reasons:

· The approval rate for applications is at 60% and increasing with the use of the Demonstration Project. (higher than the State average)

· Our tracking of reasons for denials is somewhat limited because of the lack of detail available to us through our portal on the ACCESS system, however, here are the basic reasons for denials:

· No Follow Through by Applicant	38%[footnoteRef:2] [2:  This percentage may include the fact that an applicant did not provide information or had trouble getting through on the phone, etc. Or, in a few cases, DCF may have not followed through.] 

· Interview					19%[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Applicant did not call for final interview or could not get through to DCF. We cannot gauge the breakdown.] 

· Withdrawn				18%[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Withdrawn by DCF] 

· Income					15%[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Income exceeded allowable limit] 

· Assets					  4%[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Assets exceeded allowable limits] 

· WorkForce Sanction			  3%[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Applicant did not meet requirements of job search, training, etc.] 

· Child Support Sanction			  2%[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Applicant did not meet with DCF or did not provide proper or complete information] 

· Immigration				  1%[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Not in country required time to become eligible, not under sponsorship, illegal] 


Demographics:
· Race
· White/Caucasian				42%
· Black/African American			35%
· Hispanic/Latin				21%
· Other					  2%
· Ages within households
· 19 – 59 years				63%
· 5 – 18					22%
· 0 – 4					  9%
· 60 +					  6%





V.    Media Coverage

Coverage of the Benefits Connection program at the time of the launch was strong. Four television station’s covered the story as well as online articles on various media websites. In addition, The Orlando Sentinel, East Orlando Sun and New York Times ran stories about the program. A booklet containing all stories along with a CD of television coverage is available upon request.

VI.   Client Stories

These will give you a glimpse of the people helped. Our Specialists captured these while on the road. Here are a couple examples of many stories:

One of the successes is that of Mrs. V. Campbell. This is a family of six that the father had lost his job due to bad economy and jobs in the construction area. They moved to Florida in hopes to find some kind of a job that would help them provide for the family. Unfortunately time has gone by and they were left with an empty pantry at home and little ones to feed. They came to a local church, they actually walked over, there was no gas in their car and they have been assisted with food and came in to inquire of a possibility of applying for Food Stamps. I was more than glad to assist them and I am happy to say they receive expedited food stamps and have been approved for the next six months for the amount of $830.00 ....per month ..............There were tears of joy and they could not thank enough for the prompt reply and smoothness of the process. They say it would have not been possible without the help of the Benefits Outreach Program because neither one of them know how to use a computer. 

*
 
He is elderly now, born in 1932.  He had been a Hollywood extra for years, in a number of popular dramas (Starsky & Hutch, Kojak - even the first Godfather film!)  He showed me old photos of himself with Telly Savalas, the cast of the Godfather, and his old "stills".  He looked the part of a gangster!  Very proud of his history, and very proud in general.  A veteran, too, by the way.  It took a lot for him to ask for help.  
 
He is now of retirement age and is struggling to get by on a $465 Social Security check and $400 in military pensions (about $900 a month in total).  He was on the verge of losing his apartment because his rent alone is $750.  Between medical bills & medications, his Medicare premiums, electric, phone, etc...His bank account was down to 29 cents.  He was desperate & finally asked for help.  He now gets food assistance from a local food pantry and our Benefits Connection program secured him $166 in Food Stamps - AND the state now covers his Medicare premiums.  Hopefully he will be able to keep the apartment he has lived in for years.  







VII. Future Direction

A lot has been learned during the first year and that learning is constantly being applied to shape the program. Listed below are the key items for the coming year:

· The current size of program will be maintained. The team consists of nine people: a Manager, Administrative Assistant and seven mobile Outreach Specialists. A six-County area is covered including Orange, Osceola, Seminole, Lake, Volusia and Brevard. Expanding the program with paid staff would create a big challenge in keeping the program sustainable.

· Trained volunteers will be implemented as a pilot in Brevard County in partnership with the Brevard United Way by the fourth quarter of 2009. In addition, collaboration with the Alzheimer’s Foundation, Community Services Council and Brevard United Way will provide funding for another Outreach Specialist in that County.

· We are currently investigating the use of VISTA workers to supplement our team. This could be an excellent way to scale up our efforts while minimizing expenses.

· The Federal Demonstration Project was granted, one of two in the United States. This allows our Specialists to perform the final interview for applicants and has expedited receipt of benefits. This relieves the pressure DCF faces in returning calls and breaks a logjam for our cases. In addition, this has resulted in a downward trend in pending cases. 

Great attention will remain on executing this demonstration project; applicants are now being approved in a day or two vs. weeks in many cases. We are required to provide detailed reporting to the federal government because they are monitoring activities closely for further consideration in the United States. This demonstration project is one of the big highlights of the initial year.

· Second Harvest Food Bank Co-Chairs DFC Secretary Sheldon’s State-wide group: Advisory Committee on Economic Security. This committee’s charge is to investigate how public benefits can be made more accessible to those who qualify. The group is now working on different aspects of the issue and will be active for at least the next year. Three sub-committees have been formed and are addressing:
· Barriers to application and communication
· Multi-benefit platform and increased common eligibility
· Collaboration among providers
The learning achieved during these sessions will be applied to the Benefits Connection program. In addition, the program will be one model for the State.

· Funding: Year #2 - generous commitments have been made by:
· The Morgridge Family Foundation
· Winter Park Health Foundation
· The Dr. P. Phillips Foundation dollar-for-dollar matching grant 
· The Martin Andersen & Gracia Andersen Foundation

Second Harvest Food Bank of Central Florida is still seeking $35,000 for the program’s budget and is awaiting a response from the Winn-Dixie Foundation by the end of this summer.



VIII. Benefits Connection Team Members

As part of this report, we believe it’s important to feature the remarkable team that makes this program so successful. Their dedication and focus on a daily basis is special. Beyond having the professional and technical ability to get the job done, they all possess a strong passion to help people in need. 

Nitza Colon, Benefits Connection Manager

Nitza brings many years of experience in outreach activities to her role as the point person for the Food Bank's Benefits Connection program.  She works with a staff of seven mobile field staff and an administrative assistant who help people across the community to apply for food stamps and other important benefits.
Nitza moved to Orlando from Puerto Rico 17 years ago, and has many years of experience working with government, universities and non-profit organizations.

Vangie Bonet, Program Assistant

Vangie brings many years of experience in the corporate world of sales, accounting, business administration and health benefits management to her role as Assistant in the Benefits Connection Program.  Vangie feels very blessed to partake in a program where she is able to see the direct impact it has on the hungry in this community.
Vangie is a semi-native to Florida having lived in Central Florida for the past 33 years.  She has two grown children one just graduated from UF and the other one finishing up at UTI.  Her favorite down time activities are any spent on the shores of our many beautiful Florida beaches.



Kesha Brown, Food Stamp Outreach Specialist
As a Food Stamp Outreach Specialist, Kesha works throughout the community at food programs and neighborhood centers, signing up eligible individuals and families for food stamps, Medicaid, and TANF.
Kesha has a B.S. degree in Psychology and a M.A. degree in Management and Administration.  She enjoys working in the community and feels through her unique style of compassion many lives are being impacted.  Kesha depends on her faith in God to overcome any obstacles and achieve success.

Eula Davis, Food Stamp Outreach Specialist
Eula is Second Harvest Food Bank's most deeply tenured staff person, having served the community as a food banker for more than twenty years.  In her current role as a Food Stamp Outreach Specialist, Eula works throughout the community at food programs and neighborhood centers, signing up eligible individuals and families for food stamps, Medicaid, and TANF.
Eula is a married, the mother of eight wonderful children and nineteen grandchildren.

 Sugery Oppenheimer, Food Stamp Outreach Specialist
As a Food Stamp Outreach Specialist, Sugery works throughout the community at food programs and neighborhood centers, signing up eligible individuals and families for food stamps, Medicaid, and TANF.
Sugery has been with Second Harvest Food Bank since 2004, serving as the Office Assistant prior to joining the Benefits Connection team. 

Liz Soto, Food Stamp Outreach Specialist
As a Food Stamp Outreach Specialist, Liz works throughout the community at food programs and neighborhood centers, signing up eligible individuals and families for food stamps, Medicaid, and TANF.
Liz lives in Orlando and is the mother of three children.  She loves to watch movies, listen to music and spend time with her friends and family by the beach.

     


 Gade Duerksen, Food Stamp Outreach Specialist

As a Benefits Connection Specialist, Gade works throughout the community at food programs and neighborhood centers, signing up eligible individuals and families for Food Stamps, Medicaid, and TANF.
 
Gade lives in Orlando with his wife, two dogs and a cat. He is currently working toward a MA in Mental Health Counseling at UCF. In his spare time he is up for anything that does not involve studying. 



Deneida Paltrow, Food Stamp Outreach Specialist

 Deneida is a woman of great faith, with a willingness to work, a determination to succeed, a          thirst for knowledge, a curiosity for life and a strong desire to use her talents to assist her community.  A proud mother of four boys and a grandmother of 4.  She has held positions as a teacher, an Addictions Counselor and a case manager for the One Stops in Seminole and Volusia Counties.  Deneida is presently the Specialist for the Benefits Connection Program for Volusia County. She is an avid world traveler and her motto is "Bloom where you are planted."



Donna Peters, Food Stamp Outreach Specialist

Donna is the Food Stamp Outreach Specialist for Brevard County, Florida. Donna works throughout Brevard County at food programs and neighborhood centers, signing up eligible individuals and families for food stamps, Medicaid, and TANF.
Donna joined Second Harvest Food Bank in February 2009.  She holds degrees in both Communication and Special Education.  Donna lives in south Brevard County and is the proud mother of one child.  

		
											
	


             Brady Koch, Director of Agency Relations & Programs
As the Director of Agency Relations & Programs, Brady coordinates all food and services outreach to our partner feeding programs and the Central Florida community. He oversees a team of 9 staff involved in training partner agencies, feeding children, and helping low-income people apply for food stamps and other important benefits available to them.  
Prior to working with the Food Bank, Brady worked in corporate training and the entertainment industry.  He lives in Sanford with his wife and three dogs.
	



IX.      Application Sites

Dozens of sites have been utilized; some remain constant while others rotate. Here are the most recent locations:

Tri-County Area 
Winter Park Christian Service Center
Brother’s Keeper
Mustard Seed
Winter Park Neighborhood Center
Calvary Outreach Center
Maxwell Terrace Apartments
Christian Service Center Downtown Orlando
Hal Marston Community Center
St. Mary of the Lakes
Willow Street Community Center
Maxey Community Center 
Maxwell Gardens Apartments
Catholic Charities
The Sharing Center, Longwood
Pine Hills Neighborhood Center
Christian Service Center, Ocoee
The Sanford Sharing Center 
Oak Level Baptist Church
Union Park Neighborhood Center
Taft Neighborhood Center
Council On Aging
Center For Drug Free Living
St. Francis Assisi Church
Englewood Neighborhood Center
East Orange Community Center
Wilks Avenue Community Service Center
Bithlo Neighborhood Center
Woodbury Presbyterian Church
Joy Metropolitan Church

Volusia County
Gifts Of Love
Epiphany Outreach Ministries
Daytona Presbyterian Church
Community Live Center
Volusia County Library – City Island
Deland Area Public Library
New Smyrna Beach Regional Library

Brevard County
First Baptist Church of Merritt Island
South Brevard Sharing Center – Melbourne
Central Brevard Sharing Center – Cocoa
South Brevard Sharing Center – Palm Bay
Our Lady of Grace/St. Vincent Parish Hall
Grace UMC Pantry
The Tabernacle Food Pantry
Emmanuel IMC
Catholic Charities




X. Acknowledgement
This program’s success is due to a highly collaborative approach with many partners across our community. The Second Harvest Food Bank takes this opportunity to make special mention and acknowledgement of Zella Reid. 

Zella passed away July 2009. Zella was the Community Partner Liaison for Access Florida (DCF) and was involved in the initial planning of the Benefits Connection program. She was on our advisory board with a number of other key community leaders. It is without a doubt that we can attribute a good part of our level of success to Zella’s contributions. 

Here are a few excerpts of Zella’s accomplishments from John Cooper, Central Region Director, Department of Children and Families:

In her tenure, Zella had dedicated more than 35 years to public service, working primarily in public assistance.  In Zella's initial 1986 agency application a personal reference reads: "She is wonderful; she is marvelous; you just don't know how lucky you are to get her.” I believe those of us who knew her, truly understood just how lucky we were to have her in our lives. Zella was not just a model employee, but she was an outstanding person, incredible friend, horticulturist, jewelry designer and chocolatier who we will truly miss.
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