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Counties are the level of government that has been most responsive during this pandemic, the recession, and 

restarting economic activity. County leaders have been the boots on the ground, leading the response to the 

pandemic, and now leading us out.  

Counties are also seeing the largest economic losses from the pandemic as their reliance on sales tax as a significant 

source of revenue has left them vulnerable to massive disruptions due to the historic and unprecedented global 

economic shutdown. 

As with most state-imposed programs and initiatives, it is up to counties to provide most of the resources and 

non-state and federal financial support. Much of this county effort supports the most vulnerable members of our 

communities, the poor, aged, disabled, unemployed, those needing mental health and substance abuse services, 

youth at risk, veterans and more. These services and programs are in addition to providing public safety and 

maintaining vital infrastructure. Except for New York City, no other level of government in New York is called upon 

to do more at the behest of the state, residents, and local taxpayers.  

The following is an overview of the important, yet often unsung, services that counties provide to their communities 

every day. These services are increasingly in jeopardy as local revenues decline and the state considers massive cuts 

to localities. 

Public Health Departments 
County health departments, known as the local health department, provide the leadership for current and future 

public health initiatives. They are the front-line agency leading the COVID-19 response: conducting testing, contact 

tracing, monitoring quarantines, educating the public, and leading numerous efforts to stop the spread of the novel 

coronavirus.  

Additionally, local health departments provide Community Health Assessments, create the Community Health 

Improvement Plans, submit grant proposals, and develop and manage department budgets. 

Local health departments promote the public health by:  

• maintaining a workforce able to respond promptly to imminent/urgent public 

health emergencies,  

• conducting community-wide surveillance for communicable diseases,  

• providing diagnosis and medical treatment for sexually transmitted infections 

(STIs),

• providing vaccination against preventable disease,  

• maintaining a competent, resilient public health workforce by offering staff 

training and educational opportunities,  

• providing public education,   

• providing health care provider education,  

• mobilizing community partners to identify and address community-wide health 

issues; 

• and participating in Healthy Housing initiatives with other municipalities to 

reduce illness and promote health. 
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Social Services 
County Departments of Social Services (DSS) run a 

number of programs that touch the lives of community 

members and provide the most fundamental services – 

like food assistance and healthcare access – to our most 

vulnerable citizens. These programs can be grouped 

into two broad categories: Temporary Assistance and 

Children & Family Services. 

Children & Family 
Services  
• Child Welfare Services:

Counties are mandated to 

investigate all allegations of 

abuse and neglect and to 

provide appropriate service 

interventions to assure for the health, safety and 

well-being of children. The interventions include 

caseworker monitoring, coordination of services 

such as parental substance and/or mental health 

treatment, and therapeutic treatment for child 

victims dealing with the trauma of sexual and/or 

physical abuse or severe neglect. Foster home or 

institutional placement services are initiated when 

the safety or well-being of the child cannot be 

assured. The department also provides a strong 

adoption program to promote permanent and 

loving homes for children where parental rights 

have been terminated.  

• Day Care: The County provides income-eligible 

subsidized day care to low-income working 

families. 

• Juvenile Justice Center and Services:
Counties co-locate and integrate the operation 

of Juvenile Probation Officers with Department 

of Social Services caseworkers. This unique 

operation identifies and implements best practice 

programming targeted at the at-risk adolescent 

population that enters the Juvenile Justice System. 

• Special investigation unit: County DSS also 

have a Special Investigation Unit responsible for 

the investigation of fraud, waste, and abuse in the 

Temporary Assistance (FA-SN), SNAP, Medicaid 

and Day Care programs and  a Child Support 

Enforcement Division that identifies and locates 

financially responsible parents in order to establish 

and enforce child support orders, thus reducing a 

family’s dependence on public assistance. 

Temporary Assistance
The temporary assistance programs 
that county DSS offices administer 
include:

• SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program) enrollment;  

• Medical Assistance, which 

includes the County share of 

Medicaid charges; 

• Family Assistance and Emergency Assistance to 

Families programs;

• Safety Net assistance to needy persons who do 

not meet the requirements for Federal category 

programs;

• HEAP (Home Energy 

Assistance Program); and

• Emergency Aid to Adults 

assists Supplemental 

Security Income (SSI) 

recipients with emergency 

needs unmet by the basic 

SSI monthly benefit.  
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Nursing Homes 
County nursing homes offer long-term care services to 

county residents and play an important part of their 

county’s mission to serve those most in need in their 

communities. County nursing homes tend to serve 

residents that other non-public nursing homes are 

reluctant to serve, or residents who cannot afford other 

long-term-care options. The average county home 

serves more than 200 residents per day. 

WIC Administration and 
Coordination 
Counties administer the special supplemental nutrition 

program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC), which 

provides a host of benefits including nutritious foods for 

expectant and new mothers, and their children, nutrition 

education, breastfeeding support, and referrals. 

Healthy Families Program  
The Healthy Families New York Program is a voluntary 

home visiting program, delivered by counties, that 

offers systematic assessment of pregnant women and 

new parents for risks that may lead to child abuse and 

poor health/development outcomes. Families identified 

with high risk factors are offered long-term home 

visiting services until the child is in school or Head Start. 

The home visiting services focus on supporting parents 

and building on the inherent strength of families. 

Senior & Long-Term Care 
Services 
County Departments of Senior and Long Term Care 

Services (SLTCS) promote the long-term health and 

wellbeing of residents and assure that they receive 

the necessary community based services that they are 

entitled to in order to remain safely in the community. 

Examples of county senior services include:  

• Meals on Wheels 

• Housing assistance 

• Transportation 

• Chronic Disease Management 

• Elder Abuse Prevention 

Community Services/ 
Mental Health 
County Offices of Community Services/Mental Health 

plan, develop, coordinate, monitor and provide (by 

contractual arrangement) a wide array of community-

based mental hygiene programs for mental illness, 

developmental disabilities and substance abuse. The 

Office of Community Services helps residents access 

County behavioral health services through cross-system 

collaboration, an integrated treatment philosophy, and a 

“no wrong door” approach to engaging in treatment. 
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Pre-School Special 
Education 
The Preschool Special Education Program is 

administered by county Children with Special Needs 

departments. The program is mandated by the 

State of New York and serves children ages 3-5 with 

identified developmental disabilities. Counties are 

required to coordinate services, contract for services, 

and fund the program, including working with 

preschool providers and accessing Medicaid. 

Early Intervention 

The Children with Special Needs (CWSN) program 

assures that children with developmental disabilities 

aged 0-5 and their families are provided with 

opportunities to access assessment, diagnostic, 

medical, therapeutic, and educational services.  

The CWSN Program administers three distinct 

programs:  

• The Early Intervention (EI) Program provides 

screenings and developmental evaluations for 

infants and toddlers up to 3 years old suspected 

of having a developmental delay and provides 

services for children eligible due to delay or 

confirmed medical diagnosis.  

• The Special Education Program serves children 

ages 3-5 who are approved by their local school 

district’s Committee on Preschool Special 

Education.  

• The Children with Special Health Care Needs 

Program utilizes a referral-linkage system to 

provide assistance for children birth to 21 years 

old with serious chronic physical, developmental, 

behavioral or emotional conditions. 

Job Training Agencies 
County and local job training agencies provide 

comprehensive employment and training organization 

with a mission to engage jobseekers/businesses in the 

community, enhance employment opportunities for 

people, and supply a quality workforce for businesses. 

Probation Services 

County Departments of Probation play a significant 

role in the criminal and juvenile justice systems working 

towards maintaining safer communities. Staff conducts 

daily interviews, assessments, and supervision of 

numerous individuals and families in an effort to reduce 

reoffending behaviors and minimize harm to the public. 

Agency services also include the preparation of pre-

sentence investigations and reports for the criminal 

courts, as well as discretionary services for pretrial and 

alternative sentencing.  

Indigent Legal Defense 
County public defenders, conflict defenders, and 

assigned council provide legal representation for 

individuals who are unable to pay for private defense. 

They receive assignments from all the courts located in 

the county. Criminal cases on the felony, misdemeanor, 

and violation level are assigned in city and town courts. 

Family Court cases are assigned by judges, support 

magistrates and sometimes a judicial hearing officer. 

The offices also receive assignments from other specialty 

courts throughout the county including felony and 

misdemeanor Drug Court, Alternative Treatment Court, 

Integrated Domestic Violence Court. Counties are 

also now planning and implementing Counsel at First 

Appearance (CAFA). 
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