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Executive Summary

Monroe County’s Department of Human Services plays a pivotal role in supporting thousands of our
community’s children and families. The Children’s Agenda pays close attention to County spending and
policy making to ensure the best outcomes for kids, especially our most vulnerable. In this document
we lay out recommendations to improve the Child Care Assistance Program and Child Protective
Services through budgetary and policy changes for the upcoming 2026 Monroe County Budget.

Child Care Assistance

Child care assistance leads to parents’ stable employment and safe, nurturing environments for
Monroe County’s young children. Changes in the federal and state funding in recent years have
allowed more families to receive assistance, but trouble is looming in 2026 and 2027.

To prevent worst-case scenarios, The Children’s Agenda recommends that the County include the
following in its 2026 Budget:

» Priority 1: Establish a Child Care Assistance Program Contingency Fund

» Priority 2: Adopt Two-Year Continuous Eligibility for Child Care Assistance

» Priority 3: Process Child Care Assistance Program applications in a timely manner by
increasing/boosting department staffing.

The recently released 2026 Monroe County Proposed Budget includes an increase of $11.2M in unspent funds
(rollover) from past years to supplement the Child Care Assistance Program, but no additional local dollars
(contingency fund) in case the County exceeds its projected enrollment. There is no mention of two-year
continuous eligibility for child care assistance in the proposed budget. Staffing also remains flat in the
Department of Human Services which oversees the Child Care Assistance Program.

Child Protective Services

Monroe County must improve data sharing, to ensure Child Protective Services investigations are not
causing more harm than they are preventing.

» Priority 4: Improve Child Welfare Data Transparency by modeling data reporting on the
Administration for Children’s Services in New York City (Monthly Flash Reports)
The proposed budget does not mention any initiatives to improve child welfare data transparency.

By offering these budget recommendations,

we want both programs to do the most good
for the most children.
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The Importance of County Spending in Supporting Children

Monroe County’s Department of Human Services plays a pivotal role in supporting thousands of our
community’s children and families. The Children’s Agenda pays close attention to County spending and
policy making, to ensure the best outcomes for kids, especially our most vulnerable. For 2026, we
recommend targeted improvements to the Child Care Assistance Program and Child Protective Services
through budgetary and policy changes for the upcoming 2026 Monroe County Budget.

The cost of child care is prohibitive for families with modest means, and the lack of affordable care
pushes parents out of the workforce. New York State’s Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) is
designed to support working families by subsidizing child care costs for families who meet eligibility
requirements. It is administered and partially funded by counties. Monroe County is a leader among
New York’s counties on child care policy, currently enrolling more children in the CCAP than any other
county outside New York City. Thanks to changes in state-set eligibility and funding, more children and
families receive help affording the cost of child care in Monroe County today than at any point in the
past 15 years. The Child Care Assistance Program is critical for families throughout our community
and helps make Monroe County a more affordable place to raise a family.

Monroe County’s Child Protective Services (CPS) also plays an important role in protecting children in
our community from abuse and neglect. Unfortunately, much like the rest of New York State, most CPS
investigations are unfounded and the overwhelming majority of neglect cases target families living in
poverty. Suspected abuse must always be taken seriously, and at the same time many unfounded
neglect cases are inflicting harm on families living in poverty, rather than offering material support. The
right balance must be struck so that CPS investigations are not causing more harm than they are
preventing.

While there are funding and policy considerations at both the state and local level for child care
assistance and child protective services, ultimately the County is responsible for running these
programs. By offering these budget recommendations, we want both programs to do the most good
for the most children.

Monroe County’s History of Investment in Child Care

Monroe County receives the third largest allocation of Child Care Block Grant funds from New York
State, in part because the County has a history of enrolling more families and more fully spending
state and federal funds on the Child Care Assistance Program than most other counties in the State.

Children’s
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New York State Child Care Block Grant Funding Received
by Monroe County
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The Child Care Assistance Program in New York State is primarily funded by federal and state
resources, though counties are required under state law to contribute as well. Monroe County is
obligated to spend $4.2 million in local dollars on the program annually, an amount that has been fixed
since the mid 1990’s. While Monroe County has not contributed more than that level over the past few
years due to sufficient state funding, the County at times exceeded that total in the past.

Priority 1: Establish a Child Care Assistance Program
Contingency Fund

State funding for the Child Care Assistance Program has more than doubled over the past several
years, but spending on the program has also increased dramatically and now threatens to exceed the
available resources for the program. This increased spending was primarily driven by state-level
reforms that allow more working families to receive help affording the cost of child care.!

Monroe County has enough state and local funds to serve approximately 8,000 children per month. If
the current trends in program enrollment continue, the program will surpass that threshold in
December 2025 or January 2026. Based on projections from the 2026 Monroe County Proposed
Budget, the County anticipates an average monthly enroliment of 8,452 children in 2026.

1 Over the past several years, New York State dramatically expanded eligibility from 200% of the Federal Poverty Level
(555,500 for a family of 4) to 85% of state median income ($113,568 for a family of 4).
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Monroe County Child Care Assistance Program Monthly Enroliment
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The County does have a sizable Child Care Block Grant fund balance that rolled over from prior years.?
The fund balance will allow the county to continue enrolling families for some length of time beyond
the start of 2026. The County recently announced it would use $11.2M in rollover funds to supplement
the Child Care Assistance Program. However, those resources may eventually run out.

Monroe County should establish a contingency fund in the 2026 budget to ensure that its child care
program does not close enroliment during 2026. We estimate that this fund would need up to
$5 million to safely allow the county to continue enrolling families.

Monroe County’s budget picture for this upcoming year is challenging and 2027 threatens to be much
worse due to expected Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Medicaid cost-shifts
from the federal government to New York State. However, the consequences of closing enroliment to
the Child Care Assistance Program are also dire:

e Parents will struggle to afford the high cost of care and will be forced to reduce hours or leave
the workforce.

e More families will turn to unreliable and patched-together care.

e Child care providers will suffer from lower enrollment and decreased revenues.

e Employers throughout the community will have a harder time recruiting and retaining
employees with young children.

2This fund balance was established by low enrollment during the COVID-19 pandemic and from additional funds provided to
the county through the American Rescue Plan Act.
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Priority 2: Adopt Two-Year Continuous Eligibility for Child
Care Assistance

The number of families seeking and receiving help affording the cost of child care has increased
substantially over the past few years. This strains the ability of DHS staff to process applications in a
timely manner and to fully support families through the often-confusing application process. The
Children’s Agenda has obtained data from Monroe County through a Freedom of Information Law
request revealing that the average monthly number of CCAP applications taking more than 30 days to
process increased from 16 applications in 2021 to 119 in the first 9 months of 2024. Delays in
processing applications can result in families losing job opportunities or leaving jobs. Providers lose
income by caring for children under the expectation that retroactive reimbursement will be available,
only to find that the parent has lost the new job because child care subsidy approval took too long. It
also puts Monroe County out of compliance with State regulations.
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This is exacerbated by the fact that the County’s Department of Human Services is facing an increased
workload from federally mandated changes to Medicaid and SNAP. In July, the federal government
made significant cuts to those two critical programs, shifted considerable costs of operating the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program to states and localities, and increased paperwork
requirements for families seeking health insurance and food assistance.

One solution to these delays is to reduce the demand on Department of Human Services workers’
time. Several years ago, New York State changed state law to allow counties to certify families in the
Child Care Assistance Program for either one or two years. Prior to this change, counties were
required to certify families every year.
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If Monroe County opted to recertify families every two years, it would drastically reduce the volume of
CCAP applications processed in 2027, when most of the increased federal requirements go into effect.
Families approved for assistance in 2026 would not need to recertify until 2028, freeing up staff to
handle new Child Care Assistance Program applications in 2027 and support other work in the
Department of Human Services.

This change would also free families from having to apply for child care assistance each year.
Recipients of child care assistance would still be obligated to report changes in employment and
income to the Department of Human Services but would not be subject to the routine and
burdensome application process more than once every other year.

Adopting this change would require flexible staffing in the Department of Human Services in 2026 and
2027 as families’ recertification deadlines shifted, but the reduced demands on staff workloads would
produce long-term gains.

Priority 3: Timely Processing of Applications for Child Care
Assistance

As previously stated, the time it takes the County to process applications has steadily increased over
the last few years based on data The Children’s Agenda received through a Freedom of Information
Law request. We have also heard anecdotal evidence from providers and caregivers that applications
for child care assistance are not being processed in a timely manner, leading to losses of income for
both.

Adopting two-year continuous eligibility for the Child Care Assistance Program would relieve the
paperwork burden for families and the County in the long run. However, the County should also take
a holistic look at its current staffing to ensure families have access to child care when they need it, and
providers are being paid on time.

Child Protective Services

The child welfare system across New York State is facing a “crisis of over-surveillance and over-
reporting” according to HOPE585, an advocacy organization based in Rochester, NY.

According to data compiled by HOPE585, Monroe County conducted 6,768 Child Protective Services
(CPS) investigations in 2024, and 76% of those cases were unfounded. Thousands of unnecessary
investigations were conducted, which often inflicts emotional and psychological harm on children and
their caregivers.

Children’s
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Nearly every investigation (97%) included neglect or deprivation of necessities as one of the
allegations. However, what looks like child neglect may often be a consequence of poverty or a lack of
resources. Monroe County should adopt clear county guidance, distinguishing poverty-related need
from neglect.

Monroe County should work with groups like HOPE585 and The Children’s Agenda to reduce the
number of unnecessary investigations with targeted reforms.

Priority 4: Improve Data Transparency in the Child Welfare
System

Monroe County lags behind other jurisdictions in New York State when it comes to child welfare data
transparency. The only source of publicly available data on Monroe County’s handling of Child
Protective Services investigations is from the NYS Office of Children and Family Services. However,
State data takes time to be compiled and released, making it often two years out of date. We can’t
reform what we don’t understand.

New York City provides far more detailed information to the community about how children and
families are interacting with the child welfare system. The Administration for Children’s Services (ACS)
in New York City publishes monthly reports that include information such as: Statewide Central
Register (SCR) intakes, Consolidated investigations, Family Assessment Response (FAR) cases,
investigation indication rates, average Child Protection Caseloads, Article 10 filings and initial hearings,
and essential data around prevention services and foster care.3

Monroe County should track and publish at least quarterly (if not monthly) metrics, including: percent
of Child Protective Services cases unfounded, median case days open, referrals to voluntary supports
(social services, etc.), and data on families’ experiences with Child Protective Services. With access to
detailed and timely information, the community will be able to carefully monitor progress in reducing
unfounded investigations.

Conclusion

The 2026 Monroe County Budget is set to be voted on in December of 2025. We call on the County
Executive and members of the County Legislature to include these recommendations in the final
budget for next year. Investing in families through accessible and affordable child care will strengthen
our entire community. Improving data transparency for the child welfare system will help reduce
unnecessary investigations that harm families, rather than support them.

3 ACS publishes the flash report on its website each month, accessible at
https://www.nyc.gov/site/acs/about/flashindicators.page
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