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HEALTH & HUMAN SERVICES COMMITTEE MINUTES – FEBRUARY 21, 2023 

COLLEEN GUNNIP, CHAIR 
 

MEMBERS PRESENT:  Dr. Chase, Ms. Kuhn, Mr. Kelly, Mr. Bush 

ALSO ATTENDING:  Mr. Garland, also see attached 
 

Chair Gunnip called the meeting to order at 10:31 a.m.  The minutes of the previous meeting have been distributed. 

There are no corrections to the minutes, and the minutes are approved. 
 

1. HEALTH DEPARTMENT:  Michele Mignano, Deputy Commissioner 

 a. 2022 Transfer Resolution 
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Questions/Comments from committee: 

 With amount of work done for our county and other counties, this is reasonable dead care; have seen all that is needed 

in that department 

o Some of the cost will be offset by revenue as it will benefit Oneida, i.e. radiography equipment 

 

 Where is the money coming from for 2022 transfer resolution? 

o Money coming from 2022 budget and putting into 2023 grant fund 

 

 “Medical payment by State MMIS”, what account is that? 

o Medicaid 

Comments from Mr. Morgan: 

o 2022 financials will close in the black again this year 

o Similar to last year, departments were scanned for items that the budget cycle was not able to deliver 

o Undelivered budget items from Health, Social Services, Emergency Management, and Planning requested use of 

known surplus to be reviewed with Executive’s Office 

 Most or all items will be taken from Medicaid account as a result of the Federal Health Emergency 

 Did not anticipate the Federal Health Emergency would extend throughout the entire year of 2022, where 

surplus funds came from 

 Enhanced federal reimbursement for Medicaid is tied to the declaration of the Federal Health Emergency; 

ending in May 2023 

 

Questions/Comments from committee: 

 What is being done with old x-ray machine, sometimes there could be bonuses if donated someplace? 

o Beyond use; no one else will be able to use it 

o Vendor is going to take out equipment and install 

o Includes training, a standard cost, not an add on 

o Forensics file server is a 432 terabyte hard drive system, it is going up in terabyte storage 

o Maxing it out right now; 10 years old 

 

 What is the time line? 

o Have a vendor; go through purchasing, have to use FREDC (Forensic Recovery Evidence Data Center) 

 

 Is this something that syncs with the District Attorney’s computers? (i.e. inputting information, specific to this 

department or can it be shared) 

o Not shared, but can be submitted to DA’s office for cases 

o NYS discovery has made it another added layer to get information in/out 

 

 What is the timeline after March Legislative Session for approval? 

o Keeping vendors on standby for final approval; will not take much time 

 

 Are machines readily available? 

o Yes, federal government supports this; 

 Hoping to have installed within two months; includes Lodox and finger printing 
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Pesticide Sprayers 

 Sprays around swamp 

 Two sprayers, truck mounted 

 25+ years old; functioning but can no longer get parts 

 Needing to replace them both; cannot be sold 
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Tick surveillance 

 If a person has a tick with bulls eye, take it out the same way, talk to doctor, and consider antibiotics 

 Knowing what pathogens ticks are carrying is increasingly important 

 State tests 30 ticks from Onondaga County 

o Dr. Saravanan Thangamani (SUNY Upstate) tests thousands of ticks from Onondaga County per year 

 Testing is imperative to local community; seeking continued support for local tick surveillance 

 

Request:  Onondaga County Health Department to report on tick data collected in 2022 at a later H&HS 

Committee Meeting 
o Dr. Anderson is the expert and can provide this 

 

Questions/Comments from committee: 

 How did the department arrive at $50,000? 

o Needed for testing done locally 

 Donated to Upstate? 

o Contracted to support the testing 

 As an outdoor enthusiastic this is great 
 

A motion was made by Dr. Chase, seconded by Ms. Kuhn to approve this item.  Passed unanimously; MOTION 

CARRIED 

 

2. DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL SERVICES – ECONOMIC SECURITY:  Sara Merrick, Commissioner 

 a. 2022 Transfer Resolution 
 

One transfer – 2 components: 

(1) Fully convert phone system to Amazon Web Services (AWS) 

 470 employees when fully staffed 

 Currently using AWS in SNAP, successfully used throughout COVID; needed technology for people to work remotely 

as well as working on site 

 Product is more superior than current Cisco product 

 Converting entire department to AWS will allow department to expand number of calls centers in other program areas 

as well as allow staff to reliably transfer calls between areas 

 Being on two different systems, is not good customer service or helpful to staff 

 AWS has better reporting features 

 Supervisors can monitor, listen and jump on calls if needed; answer questions better than current staff person; temper 

down the tone of the conversation 

 With these dollars – can move whole department to this system, end contract with Cisco 

 Save $160,000/year – savings would go to ongoing operation next year; have to pay for actual calls with Amazon 

 Unlike other phone systems where one has to pay for a service, does not matter how many calls one makes 

 Better buy; once system is in place, Amazon only charges for calls made, saving down the road; a better system 

 Ability for staff to work remotely; and/or better for on site 

 

(2) Replace 250 computers 

 10 years ago the Department of Social Services was broken up into 4 different areas of the county 

o DSS, Fiscal Ops, Social Services, and Adult Long Term Care 

o Social Services district staff (~1,000) must use State Information System (SIS) - state computers to access all state 

programs 

o State Information Technology Systems (ITS) will not support computers older than 4 years 

o Need to find a way to replenish computers regularly to interface and use state system/platform or will be completely 

shut down 

 Important to get 250 old computers that sunset in May bought and deployed in department to meet first deadline 

 

 

 



HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES COMMITTEE – February 21, 2023 8 
 

Question/Comments from committee: 

 Is Amazon something that all departments should be using? 

o Health Department is different, there is high call volume, call centers  

 SNAP alone deals with 15-2,000 calls per day, not sure of other departments 

 911 is different, has its own platform 

o Currently 70,000 people getting SNAP benefits 

o Allows department to take workforce, supervisors will monitor call volumes and be able to deploy more people in 

call center 

o Technology will help maximize staffing in SNAP department 

 

 Does Health Department have personnel assigned to answer calls? 

o Yes, a small call center of people that answer calls 

 People that deal with incoming applications and have to do eligibility 

 Other side deals with recertification’s 

o If needed, bring others into the call center to deal with the volume of calls 

o Art/Science but need the technology needed for this 

o Fluctuation on different days; 1st and 3rd week of month is high volume; there are call patterns 

 

 Beyond some of the micro fluctuations within a month, with new pay per call system under Amazon what is budgetary 

impacts of a high vs. low call volume per year, something needed to budget for? 

o $160,000 max $200,000, will see once fully operational 

o In that window where Cisco costs will save annually will cover vast majority of Amazon calls; it may run higher 

 

 Now that COVID is winding down, how are the numbers for people applying for SNAP, Medicaid or any benefits? 

o Having COVID over did not make a difference 

 

 Have you seen more over the phone verses than in person? 

 Some procedures do not require in person, can you explain? 

o Yes, COVID allowed us to do all by phone, state has allowed us to continue applications and recertification’s via 

phone 

o Phone is #1 vehicle to do business; encourage people not to come to 2nd floor; still seeing uptick of people in person 

o Starting this year there has been a change, seeing 200+ a day, sometimes 800 on the 2nd floor; depends on month, 

time of month; some new folks, some struggling with certification 

 

 Any thought of having a satellite office so people from the northern suburbs do not have to come downtown, find a 

place to park, etc.? 

o That would be a county expense that would need to be entertained on whether or not it is worth it 

o Currently better to have all staff centralized in two buildings 

o Operationally is better for consumers, maybe not the best option 

o Being on a state network, not implementing or installing hard fiber optics anymore 

o Civic Center and County Office building are one of the few two buildings that have the physical hard wiring to 

connect into the state system 

o Unless technology changes, it would be very hard to have a satellite office 

 

 In looking at kiosks, the state would not allow that without the technology; paperwork could be taken in to bring back 

to the office to process 

o State working on a replacement for the Welfare Management System (WMS); built in late 60’s early 70’s, program 

is called Cobalt (old, on verge of extinction) 

o State looking to replace platform with new system to allow more flexibility i.e. remote operations, but until then 

locked into old technology 

o County will never not be integrated with the state 

 

 State system vs county system - Is there any plan to repurpose 250 computers that are sun setting in May for county 

purposes? 

o Can talk to systems director and or county IT, not sure 
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Comment from Mr. Morgan 

o Yes, would look at machines to see if can be redeployed 

o In the 2023 budget, the Legislature approved half million for replacement plan for county machines; going forward 

this year 

 

A motion was made by Ms. Gunnip, seconded by Ms. Kuhn to approve this item.  Passed unanimously; 

MOTION CARRIED 
 

 b. Informational:  2GEN – Sarah Merrick, Commissioner 
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 What is it for housing, that it is only available for so many months or are they living with someone else? 

o Trying to find affordable housing on temporary assistance benefits; those benefits have not increased for 20 years, 

rent up 30% since COVID, they are living in terrible conditions 

 

 Any thought to putting the family into controlled housing and using the money spent to upkeep that housing rather than 

making them responsible for paying rent? 

o Temporary Assistance is a benefit to the client, client owns that benefit and their right to choose where to live 

o How can community grow more affordable housing options, state needs to think about raising the benefit 

o Trying to pilot a program that works with current conditions, deal with private sector; housing is key 

 

 
 

 Is there any movement on the state to address the CLIFF issue? 

o No, hoping the county’s pilot can show this 

o Few communities doing the basic income idea, giving $500/month to family; no other support, ends in a year; flaws 

to that approach 

 The state has looked at trying to address the CLIFF issue 
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Questions/Comments: 

 Are the fathers resistant to this program or not trusting this program or just related? 

o It is all, the county has to find another way to reach the father, may have to work with another not for profit that 

fathers can trust 

 

A lot of changes in two areas: 

 SNAP 

o 2 solid years had enhanced SNAP benefits due to COVID, federal government ended that 

o 70,000 individuals on SNAP in Onondaga County that had the maximum benefit; ending in March 

o Federal decision–pandemic benefit ended, 30% cut in most households; seniors get lower amount - most on social 

security which went up, income higher which is lowering SNAP benefits 

 Federal Public Health Emergency 

o Ends May 11, 2023 

o All Medicaid eligibility goes into effect July 1st 

o 45,000 cases to be re-determined if still eligible, to occur within a 12 month period 

o State is working with federal government, trying to give us the rules; do not have clarity yet 

 Please encourage people to apply for child care; millions available 

 If applied before have them reapply 

 Family of 4 making $83,000/year is eligible and with one or more kids in child care, will cost $555 a year (does 

not matter how many kids) 

 

 Will eligibility be in person? 

o No, by phone (SNAP and Medicaid) 

o Lack of information, confusing; will continue to be clear on what is expected 

o 45,000 cases of Medicaid 5,000 of them are over income but eligible because of COVID 

 

 What is staffing level? 

o Down about 47, doing recruitment campaign; brought in 20 new employees in January  

o DSS – 75% of vacancies due to retirement; 25% due to not a good fit or they are just not understanding our program 

 

 Are Civil Service test lists back up? 

o No, not run very often; waiting 6-8 months to get test results 

o Hiring provisionally, but a barrier for those not interested in provisional employment 

 

 Is part of coming into department teaching them how to take the test? 

o Yes, running help sessions to help people get over the angst of taking the test; working with Personnel Department 

 

 Sounds like component of new the phone system as well, quality control aspect, making sure people have information 

available to help them communicate effectively 

o Have call monitoring process, allows it to be live which is better 
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o Recorded “x” number of calls per person 

 Checking on customer service; is staff giving right information 

 Asking if any changes in household is important; quality control on everything 

o Can bring supervisor into call 

 

 Zip codes were mentioned, where are they located? (Pilot Group Demographics, pg. 11) 

o Mostly downtown; one in Baldwinsville 

o Small area being used to prove it works; then expand to rest of TA clients 

 

 This would be a staffing change for DSS to be trained differently when they walk in the door; not a pilot, but a new 

process 

o Integrated eligibility system from the state will allow us to new approach 

o Focus on staff being facilitators; getting a sense of what is going on for the entire person; what services for 

eligibility; and refer to other community services 

o Technology will allow DSS to do aligning 

 

Request:  Would like to have Dr. Anderson come in for the Health Advisory Committee – maybe in May 

or June. 

 

A motion was made by Ms. Kuhn, seconded by Ms. Gunnip, to adjourn the meeting.  Passed unanimously; 

MOTION CARRIED 
 

The meeting was adjourned at 11:40 a.m. 
 

Respectfully submitted, 

 
DEBBIE KAMINSKI, Assistant Clerk 

Onondaga County Legislature 
 

 


