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Project Title: 
Re-Organization of the Food & Nutrition Services (FNS) Department
1. Project/Program Summary: Briefly summarize the project’s history, purpose, timeline and budget. 
The FNS staffing structure for serving participants of the Food & Nutrition Services Program was re-organized so that all Income Maintenance Caseworkers in the FNS Department performed both Intake and Redetermination functions. The previous structure consisted of 2 separate functions: One-third of the staff did ‘Intake’ (processing new applications), and the remaining two-thirds carried a ‘Redetermination’ caseload (processing recertifications, changes, and routine case maintenance).  A consolidation plan to create a generic food assistance department was implemented in March of 2009. Though the number of persons served would support an increase of 6 additional staff, the department has been able to manage productively the volume of cases without requesting additional staff, given the tough economic times for the county as a whole.
2. Innovation: Why is the program unique? How does your project differ from similar projects?  The needs within our community have changed.  Our County has one of the highest unemployment rates in the state. Many of our citizens are experiencing long-term unemployment. More people are applying for benefits and more people are remaining on the Food Assistance program for longer periods of time.  Our agency needed to develop a unique strategy that served not only our clients, but also our caseworkers. We needed to increase efficiency and productivity, without compromising the quality of our service delivery in the Food and Nutrition Services Department. This project is being submitted as a team effort which includes the entire Food and Nutrition Services Department. The FNS Management and Supervisors provided the lead role. Additionally, all eighteen (18) line staff caseworkers actively assisted with input, development of the conversion and training, and implementation of the project.  
3. Project Success and Impact: What were the objectives? How well were they met? How widespread is the impact of the project/program? What is the anticipated long-term impact? Did the project involve collaboration with other agencies, non-profits, businesses, etc.? Describe the outcome of the collaboration.   Beginning the last quarter of 2007, the number of families receiving Food & Nutrition Services increased dramatically and this increase continues today. Though several strategies were adopted to try to manage these high numbers, their success could not keep up with the growth. A critical management assessment identified the following issues: our intake workers were each processing 100-120 applications per month; our redetermination workers were each processing 120 recertifications each month, in addition to maintaining an average of 750 cases per worker (each of these figures represent 2 times what a single worker would normally handle).  There was insufficient time to work-up applications, reviews, changes. Client wait times were daily exceeding 1 hour, and often 2 hours. Client feedback was negative, which showed their frustration. We had to constantly pull Redetermination workers to help the Intake workers because the application lines stayed backed- up; then we would have to pull the Intake workers later to help the Redetermination workers complete the paperwork they got behind on when they were pulled to help Intake.  Everyone’s work flow was being interrupted, causing even more potential for errors and utilizing less efficiency.   Total overtime for the department was averaging between 450-500 hours per month. Overtime was accumulating, but the workers felt they could not take the time they had earned. Morale was low and signs of stress were evident. The stressful conditions had been in existence for over a year, and the economic forecast indicated things would not get better any time soon and were more likely to get even worse.  The county and agency had no funds to hire additional staff.
4. Project Effort and Difficulty: How well did the program use limited resources? What obstacles or challenges did you overcome? How was this done?  By July 2009, overtime was reduced to less than 100 hours per month for the department. Client wait times were reduced on average from 90 minutes to 15-20 minutes. This time savings has resulted in a more efficient application processing time and improved client satisfaction. The average number of days to process an application has decreased from 16 days to 6 days. By the summer of 2009, the workers were able to take ‘guilt-free’ vacations. Worker morale has improved.  Productivity has increased since the workers are no longer being pulled away from their own work to help in other areas. 
5. Ability to Replicate Project: Can this project be duplicated in other counties? What could counties do to minimize obstacles and problems?  This project can be duplicated in other counties. Changing from specialized to blended caseloads was not originally a popular proposition. It actually was something the majority of the caseworkers feared. However, by providing accurate information and being honest about the overall situation, the staff was able to recognize and embrace this endeavor as an effective solution.  This was the true key to the success of the Re-Organization of the Food and Nutrition Services Department.
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