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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

New York City’s inability to overcome homelessness ranks as one of the most glaring exceptions to the general im-
provement in city conditions during the past 30 years. Crime has declined, the local economy has expanded, and the
budget is balanced, but the sheltered homeless population is now several times what it was in the early 1980s, and
levels of street homelessness remain persistently high. A definitive solution to both these problems has eluded every
city administration going back to Mayor Koch. Under Mayor de Blasio, concerns over homelessness are once again

on the rise.

Both in its sheltered and street varieties, homelessness results from a complex interaction of social and economic
factors. The tendency to group all these features and causes under one term, “homelessness,” points in the direc-
tion of more government-subsidized housing as the solution. But to what degree is homelessness in NYC a housing
problem? This paper examines that question, as well as related questions. Findings include:

e Polls show that most New Yorkers believe that the street homelessness problem has increased under
Mayor de Blasio. The statistical evidence about the rise in street homeless citywide is ambiguous. It is pos-
sible that it has shifted to areas of higher visibility—mainly, the transit system.

e The market for low-rent apartments in NYC has contracted significantly in recent decades, even while
the number of poor New Yorkers has grown. But the notion that NYC's homeless problem is a housing
problem should be qualified for two reasons. First, there were times in NYC's history when the vacancy
rate was much lower and yet homelessness was practically nonexistent. Second, “doubling up,” normally
thought of as a transition phase into homelessness, has declined in recent years as a reason given for
homelessness. The neighborhoods and populations that have the highest rates of crowding are not those

that produce the most entries into homeless shelters.

e Most of Mayor de Blasio’s efforts on homelessness, as well as the structure of the Department of Home-
less Services (DHS) more generally, are devoted to addressing the sheltered homelessness problem. NYC
spends more than $1 billion addressing homelessness, with the vast majority of those funds devoted
toward maintaining the shelter system. Only a small fraction is devoted to outreach efforts focused on
moving homeless off the street.
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STREETS ARE

NOT SHELTERS
CLARIFYING NYC's DEBATE
OvER “HOMELESSNESS”

Stephen D. Eide | STREET HOMELESSNESS

ince Mayor Bill de Blasio took office in January 2014,

concern over homelessness has risen, driven mainly by the

real—or perceived—increase in individuals panhandling and

sleeping on city streets. In a poll conducted in July 2015 by
Quinnipiac University, a slight majority of New Yorkers claimed to
have “seen more ... homeless people on the streets, in parks and on
the subway.”! In another recent analysis, Dnainfo.com found that
311 complaints about homelessness have risen 60 percent under the
de Blasio administration.> A November poll conducted by the New
York Times and Siena College found that 62 percent of respondents
disapproved of “the way Bill de Blasio is addressing ... the problem
of homelessness in the city,” with 42 percent “strongly” disapprov-
ing.’> The number of single adults living in shelters, believed by some
to be a proxy for the street homeless population, has been growing
and is now at a record high (Figure 1).
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Figure I. Single Adults Living in NYC Shelters, 200615
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However, as Figure 2 shows, the Homeless Out-
reach Population Estimate, or HOPE Count, the
city’s official tally of street homelessness, does not
show a substantial increase under de Blasio. Though
New York and other cities have developed more reli-
able counts of their street homeless populations in
recent years, major doubts remain as to their pre-
cision. Between 2013 and 2015, Queens annual
HOPE Count figure went from 98 to 253 to 20.
It would be speculative to rest an argument about
a given policy’s effectiveness on HOPE Count data

alone, though many in homelessness debates do so
regularly. But one way that the HOPE Count does
mirror the public-opinion surveys is that it shows an
increased presence of NYC'’s street homeless popula-
tion in the subway system (Figure 3).

Longer-term trends in street homelessness dating
before the HOPE Count are even more difficult to
assess because of homeless advocates’ long-standing
propensity to exaggerate the scope of the problem,’
as well as varying definitions of who should qualify

Figure 2. Unsheltered Homeless Individuals in NYC, 2005—15
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Figure 3. Concentration of Citywide Unsheltered Homeless
Population in Subway System, 2005—15
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as “homeless.” In past decades, residents of “skid
row” neighborhoods, such as the Bowery, were con-
sidered “vagrants” and “tramps”—though many of
them slept each night in a private hotel room. Press
reports during the early 1980s conjecture that thou-
sands® of people were sleeping and panhandling on
NYC streets. The street population likely exceeded
the sheltered population at that time. By the 1990s,
the city’s sheltered population had passed its street
population; by any estimation, it has stayed fair-

ly high ever since. Using the HOPE Count data,
NYC’s sheltered homeless population currently out-
numbers its street homeless population by roughly
18 to 1.

Though reliable demographic data on the street
homeless are even more difficult to come by than
data on the sheltered homeless, the qualitative dif-
ferences between premodern and modern homeless-
ness are fairly clear. Compared with the skid-row
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Figure 4. Chronically Homeless Individuals Placed into
Permanent and Temporary Housing, FYO9—-FY 15
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population, the current street homeless are under-
stood to be disproportionately minority and suffer-
ing from higher rates of mental illness and drug ad-
diction compared with the population as a whole.”

Whereas the challenges with the sheltered homeless
population consist in how to prevent them from en-
tering in the first place and settling on a sustainable
exit strategy, the main challenge with the street pop-
ulation is how to coax them into temporary hous-
ing. According to data derived from the Mayor’s
Management Report, the Department of Homeless
Services (DHS), in partnership with the Metropoli-
tan Transportation Authority (MTA), has increased
its rate of success on homeless outreach, focusing on
individuals inhabiting the transit system (Figure 4).

[I. SHELTERED HOMELESSNESS

Whereas the street homeless population consists of
individuals, members of families compose 77 per-
cent of NYC’s sheltered homeless population; the
share has increased over time (Figure 5).

Currently, around 30 percent—40 percent of ap-
plicants (single adults and families) to shelters are
found eligible. During 2014, Mayor de Blasio’s first
year in office, the eligibility rate increased to as high
as 60 percent, but it has since declined to where it

was under Mayor Bloomberg (Figure 6).

Over 90 percent of sheltered homeless families with
children are headed by single mothers.® If street
homelessness arose because of social factors, such as
deinstitutionalization and the availability of cheap
street drugs, the sheltered homeless challenge devel-
oped partly because of high rates of single-parent
families. A married couple with one income and
children stands a very low chance of winding up in
a shelter.

It is important to appreciate the housing dimension
of NYC’s challenge with sheltered homelessness.
Though sheltered homelessness is clearly related
to social ills, it is not clear that those factors have
worsened in recent years. For instance, NYC now
has fewer single-mother families living in poverty
than in decades past. According to census data, poor
families in poverty that were headed by single moth-
ers stood at 169,422 in 1980, 155,912 in 1990,
165,691 in 2000, and 138,780 in 2013.°

The city’s housing market has certainly tightened,
especially among low-rent units. Between the early
1950s and 2002, the number of single-room oc-
cupancy units in NYC fell, from over 200,000 to
about 35,000." On an inflation-adjusted basis, the
1994 New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey
(NYCHYVS) reported about 9,300 rental units that

were vacant and rented at $800 a month or less. In
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Figure 5. Families’ Share of NYC Sheltered Population, 1983-2015
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2014, the figure was 6,658. The 2011 NYCHVS
referred to the shortage of units renting at below
$800/month as “appallingly acute.”"" As supply
has decreased, demand has increased—in that the
number of poor New Yorkers has grown. The pov-
erty rate has inched up slightly, from 19.3 percent
in 1990 to 21 percent today. In absolute terms, the
number of poor New Yorkers has grown, too: from
1.4 million in 1990 to 1.7 million today.

The decline in low-rent units is, in part, a function
of the failure of supply to keep pace with population
growth in general,’” but also city housing policy’s
longterm focus on improving housing quality. The
2014 NYCHYVS reported finding only 0.4 percent
of all occupied units in a “dilapidated” building.'
The incidence of “physically poor” renter-occupied
units declined, from 16.8 percent in 1991 to 10.7
percent in 2011." Compared with 40 years ago,
poor New Yorkers are likely to be better housed but
less likely to be housed at all.

However, vacancy rates have never correspond-
ed precisely with growth in sheltered homeless.
Throughout the 1980s, as NYC’s street- and shel-
tered-homeless problems both escalated, the va-
cancy rate actually increased.”” In 1970, the city-

wide vacancy rate was 1.5 percent, the number of
sheltered families was below 1,000, and the DHS
did not exist.'® In 2014, the citywide rental vacancy
rate was 3.45 percent,” and the sheltered homeless
population was above 50,000.

A still more important difficulty with the notion
of classifying sheltered homelessness as a straight-
forward housing problem relates to trends in over-
crowding, or “doubling up.” Becoming homeless is
not an abrupt occurrence but rather a gradual pro-
cess, during which the penultimate stage is frequent-
ly living with friends or family. Some government
agencies even classify the doubled-up as homeless.'
In recent years, overcrowding has increased citywide
as the sheltered population has grown.'” One might
therefore expect neighborhoods with high crowding
rates to produce more homelessness, but that ap-
pears not to be the case in NYC (Figure 7). There are
also significant demographic disparities between the
doubled-up and sheltered populations. Whereas the
sheltered population is disproportionately black,*
crowding rates for rental units tend to be highest
among immigrant households and among Asian
and non—Puerto Rican Hispanic populations.?' The
“severely crowded” rate among Asian households
is roughly three times that of black households.**

Streets Are Not Shelters
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Crowding

Figure 7. Top Five Most Crowded Neighborhoods vs.
Top Five Neighborhoods Struggling with Sheltered Homelessness

Entries to Shelter

Entries to Family

Neighborhood Crowding Rate, 2011 Neighborhood Shelter, 2002-12
Elmhurst/Corona 31.6% Crown Heights North 2,483
Borough Park 27.4% East New York 2,356
Jackson Heights 26.1% Stuyvesant Heights 2,025
Sunset Park 24.9% East Concourse—Concourse Village 1,824
Jamaica 21.1% Brownsville 1,692

Source: IBO and NYCHVS

Figure 8. Changes in Levels of Dependency on Various Government Programs, 2006—15

Total Sheltered

SSI SNAP Cash Assistance (July) Population (July)
2006 189,100 1,095,200 388,692 32,374
2015 265,600 1,706,700 362,264 58,270
# Change 76,500 611,500 -26,428 25,996
% Change 40.5 55.8 -6.8 80.5

Source: New York Clty

Yet studies of the shelter population’s demographics
don’t even mention the presence of Asians.”

A 2014 Independent Budget Office study found that
doubling up has declined as a cause cited for entry into
shelter.?* It has been suggested that rental-subsidy pro-
grams—such as Section 8, which the New York City
Housing Authority (NYCHA) administers on behalf
of the federal government, or the Bloomberg admin-
istration’s now-discontinued Advantage program—
deincentivize doubling up.” According to the Furman
Center, crowding has generally declined during the era
of “modern homelessness”: from 1970 to 2010, the av-
erage number of people-per-unit fell, from 2.7 t0 2.4.%

The increase in the sheltered population is also some-
times attributed to an inadequate safety net. It is true
that the decline in welfare rolls, from roughly 1.2 mil-
lion in 1995 to 340,000 today, has corresponded with
the shelter census’s increase. But what defenders and
critics of this development both tend to overlook is

December 2015

that, as cash-welfare dependency declined, enrollment
in all other major government-assistance programs in-
creased (Figure 8). At least 2.8 million New Yorkers,
or a third of the city’s population, are on Medicaid.”
Even at the height of the era of welfare dependency,
the city’s public-assistance rolls never came close to
2.8 million.

[ll. DE BLASIO'S HOMELESS POLICY

Many city agencies contribute to NYC’s anti-home-
lessness efforts, including the NYPD, the Administra-
tion for Children’s Services, the Department of Health
and Mental Hygiene, the Department of Housing
Preservation and Development, and the Human
Resources Administration (HRA). But the DHS
has chief responsibility. Its $1.2 billion budget
(Figure 9 and Figure 10) exceeds that of the
Department of Parks and Recreation ($450 million),
Department of Transportation ($880 million), and
public libraries ($363 million).



Figure 9. DHS Expenditures, FY[5*
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Figure 10. DHS Revenues, FY15*
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To exaggerate slightly, the DHS is a pass-through
entity by which funds from state and federal pub-
lic-assistance programs finance the city’s shelter sys-
tem—the network of 255 emergency-lodging fa-
cilities with which NYC fulfills its legally mandated
obligation to provide shelter. This system was put
in place following recommendations made by the
1992 “Commission on the Homeless.” Appointed
by Mayor Dinkins and chaired by Andrew Cuomo,
the Commission on the Homeless called for spin-
ning the DHS off from the HRA and the “Not for
Profitization” of shelter management.?® In contrast
to other major city departments, such as schools,
police, and fire, salaries and wages consume a small
fraction (13.7 percent) of the DHS budget.”” Most
of the public thinks of “the homeless” as those sleep-
ing and panhandling on the streets, and the DHS

lists outreach work as one of its top priorities.”
But the resources devoted to getting homeless off the
street represent a fairly small part of the total budget.
For instance, only $40 million of the DHS’s $1.2
billion in annual expenditures is specifically dedi-
cated to “outreach, drop-in, and reception services.”

Families’ shelter costs are borne by the federally
funded Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) and Emergency Assistance for Families
(EAF) programs, as well as the state Safety Net Assis-
tance (SNA) program. The city bears more respon-
sibility for sheltered individuals, though a portion
of their costs are also funded by SNA funds. As ex-
plained in 2 2015 IBO report,* the DHS’s heavy re-
liance on nonlocal funds has two main implications
for homelessness policy. First, much of the recent
increase in sheltered families has been borne by state
and federal governments (though the city has seen
its costs related to sheltered individuals increase sub-
stantially). Second, the DHS’s administrative flex-
ibility is limited by its dependence on federal and
state revenues. New or expanded efforts to address
street homelessness will likely have to come from
city funds alone.

Examples of policies that the de Blasio adminis-
tration has pursued to address street homelessness
include partnerships with churches and charities
to find “at least 500 beds” for the winter months;*
NYC Safe,” a joint effort between the NYPD and
the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene to
identify mentally ill street and sheltered homeless
who are prone to violence and direct them toward
treatment; breaking up encampments;* and increas-
ing funding for mental health.”

However, like the DHS as a whole, the de Blasio
administration has mainly focused on the sheltered
homeless population. Many existing Bloomberg
policies have been continued or expanded, such as
legal aid for those threatened with eviction proceed-
ings as well as the Homebase prevention program.*
De Blasio’s most notable departure from Bloomberg
was to grant sheltered families preferential access to
NYCHA units and Section 8 vouchers—though this
preference is not nearly as generous as it was under
Mayors Dinkins and Giuliani.”’

Streets Are Not Shelters
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Probably the most important new initiative is the
Living in Communities (LINC) rental-subsidies
program.*® Some inaccurately date NYC’s current
sheltered-homelessness crisis to the discontinuation
of the Bloomberg administration’s Advantage pro-
gram. Advantage was designed to address the DHS’s
growing problem with extended stays and chronic
homelessness. The shelter count was swelling not
only because more people were coming in but be-
cause people were also staying longer and returning,.
Advantage was created to facilitate shelter exits by
providing two-year rental subsidies. An expensive
program, Advantage ended as a result of recession-
era cuts by state government. LINC is the de Bla-
sio’s administration’s attempt to revive Advantage,
though it could also be described as a local Section
8 voucher program. In the current FY 2016 budget,
rental subsidies were the de Blasio administration’s
most significant “budget add,” outstripping, for in-
stance, the hiring of new police officers.?’

De Blasio’s plan involves rolling out LINC in sev-
eral stages, each of which will target a segment of
the sheltered population. The first stage (LINC I) is
targeted at working families with children. As with
Section 8, the subsidies will keep rent at 30 percent
of household income; in a departure from the federal
program, most of the subsidies will be time-limited.
Because of its time limits, providing rental subsi-
dies through LINC takes more serious precautions
against moral hazard than increasing shelter entrants’
access to NYCHA units and/or Section 8 vouchers.

LINCs rollout has been slow. Some landlords have
turned down the vouchers, and the de Blasio ad-
ministration has offered bonuses to landlords who
will agree to participate.” But the most important
questions to ask about LINC are not administrative:
Will the outflow created by rental subsidies exceed
the inflow? Will more spending on rental subsidies
lead to a net reduction of the sheltered popula-
tion—or simply create a new form of dependency
at a time when many other forms of dependency
have been increasing? With public concerns focused
on street homelessness, why has such an extensive
effort been devoted toward sheltered homelessness,
which already absorbs the overwhelming proportion
of NYC’s homelessness resources?

December 2015

CONCLUSION

By any definition, homelessness is caused by a mix
of social and economic factors. In the words of the
1992 Cuomo Commission on the Homeless, “‘[h]
omelessness is frequently a symptom of some un-
derlying problem, such as lack of job skills or educa-
tion, a substance abuse problem, or mental illness.
It results when one or more of these problems inter-
acts with a number of social and economic factors,
including a shortage of affordable housing.”*' One
is more likely to become homeless if one lives in a
city where rents are high. One is also more likely
to become homeless if one is schizophrenic, addict-
ed to heroin, or hails from a broken home. NYC’s
seemingly intractable problem with homelessness is
an exception to its general emergence as a more gov-
ernable city in recent decades. This paper concludes
with the following nine recommendations.

1. To address public concerns, the de Blasio ad-
ministration should focus more efforts on street,
not sheltered, homelessness. In the 1970s, the
term “homelessness” replaced “vagrants,” “tramps,”
and “hobos” as part of a campaign by advocates to
push for a more expansive housing policy to address
certain forms of poverty. “Homelessness” has always
been a misleading term, but it has been stretched to
the limits of coherence when used now to encom-
pass the problems of mentally ill and drug-addicted
individuals living on streets as well as single-parent
families living in shelters. The development of an ef-
fective policy response to homelessness should begin
with distinguishing between the two major varieties
of the problem. In addition to the more obvious dif-
ferences (families vs. individuals, outer boroughs vs.
transit system), government has a much greater ob-
ligation to assist the street homeless as a result of the
legacy of deinstitutionalization. Yet, in NYC, most
resources and energy continue to be devoted toward
bringing down the sheltered census. Whatever the
trend truly is about street homelessness, the number
is too high and mayor de Blasio should speak more
forcefully about the problem’s basic intolerability. As
the Cuomo Commission put it, “It is totally unac-
ceptable for persons to sleep in our public spaces.”?



2. Continue policing policies designed to discour-
age the street homeless from remaining outside the
shelter or treatment systems. Polling about the de
Blasio administration’s handling of crime and disorder
demonstrates that New Yorkers™ standards for public
order have risen as crime has declined. The most con-
vincing argument for broken-windows, or quality-of-
life, policing is that the public, by and large, prefers or-
der to disorder in public spaces. This strategy dovetails
with homeless policy that calls for mentally disturbed
individuals to be in shelters, not on the street. In break-
ing up encampments and thwarting proposals to de-
criminalize low-level offenses, such as public urination,
Mayor de Blasio has generally taken the right decision
on what’s best for the public and the homeless.

3. Increase housing supply by easing regulations.
The de Blasio administration has proposed many
changes to the zoning code. Some, such as manda-
tory inclusionary zoning, risk limiting supply but
others, such as deregulating minimum-unit sizes,”
are more unqualifiedly pro-growth. Given the con-
nection between high rent and levels of homelessness,
housing growth is what NYC will need to reduce, in
particular, sheltered homelessness. Easing regulations,
in turn, will be required to develop more, and more
varied, rental units. NYC has overlearned the lesson of
the importance of housing quality. It is not necessary
that newly-developed micro-units be built specifically
for those currently homeless or in danger of becoming
so. The poor need more options and a healthy hous-
ing market would provide them with older, somewhat
shabbier, units at proportionately lower rents.

4. Do not grant those in family homeless shelters
preferred access to public housing. Since NYC’s
homelessness challenge emerged in the early 1980s,
NYCHA has attracted attention as a possible perma-
nent solution for individuals and families in shelters.
On the rationale that scarce public resources should
be dedicated to areas of greatest need, the Dinkins,
Giuliani, and, to a lesser degree, de Blasio adminis-
trations embraced this idea. Many NYCHA units
are occupied by middle-income families whose hous-
ing stability comes at the expense of extreme insta-
bility for homeless families.* However, the reality is
more complicated.

Higher-income NYCHA tenants pay higher rents, a
serious consideration for this fiscally-troubled agen-
cy which derives one-third of all revenues from rents.
In addition to fiscal and social concerns (Dinkins’s
efforts to dramatically expand homeless access to
NYCHA units were met with a firestorm of protest
from NYCHA residents),” looking to NYCHA to
solve homelessness would not be fair to the 270,000
families—of which the vast majority are extremely
low income*—on its waiting list for units, many
for years. As is the case with any question of social
services, the more narrowly targeted the relief, the
greater the risk of moral hazard. One contributing
factor to the South Bronx’s arson epidemic was a
city policy of providing public housing and other
benefits to welfare recipients whose buildings had
burned down.* It is not a coincidence that the aver-
age NYCHA household has been living in public
housing for 22 years and that the average gross rent
is $466—approximately one-third of the median
gross rent citywide ($1,325).%

5. Drop plans to spend $12 million on anti-evic-
tion legal services unless it can be demonstrated
that the policy will reduce homelessness. Noting
that “eviction is one of the leading causes of home-
lessness for families with children,” the de Blasio
administration recently announced a $12 million
increase in funding for free legal representation as
a homelessness-prevention tactic. (In addition to
fighting eviction proceedings, these new legal ser-
vices will also target “harassment” by landlords by
dissuading tenants from taking buyouts.)® Bug,
when pressed by reporters as to what share of recent
eviction proceedings were illegitimate, HRA com-
missioner Steven Banks—former head of the Legal
Aid Society—simply pointed to “the expertise of or-
ganizations that have a tremendous track record in
preventing evictions.”’

If the goal of homeless policy, generally speaking, is
increased housing stability, much rides on whether
this $12 million will produce different outcomes.
Studies of foreclosure proceedings during the home-
mortgage crisis found that state laws designed
to prevent borrowers from losing their homes
“lengthen ... the foreclosure timeline but [do] not
lead to better outcomes for borrowers.”! If there

Streets Are Not Shelters
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is no evidence that illegal eviction proceedings are
on the rise, that raises the question of whether the
proposed funds could be used for a better purpose,
such as to increase cash benefits for the (reportedly)
third of heads of households (among families with
children) in shelter who are actively employed.**

6. Improve the method of counting the street
homeless population. In an era when the con-
cepts of “data-driven government” and “big data”
are widely respected, it is remarkable that the high-
profile policy debate of street homelessness is so
quantitatively uninformed. Though New York’s
citywide count has not attracted the scrutiny of Los
Angeles, New Orleans, and Detroit, borough-level
counts have exhibited striking year-to-year varia-
tions. In this respect, homelessness policy is decades
behind public safety and K-12 education—and for
obvious reasons. Many street homeless are intensely
private and suspicious (hence their refusal of shel-
ter), and the date for the street count is announced
in advance. The federal government requires that
the count be conducted during late January, but
intensely cold weather may cause volunteers to
administer the HOPE Count without maximum
diligence. Ideally, the street-homeless population
would be counted twice (winter and summer) and
by paid professionals. Teams of police officers and
social-services workers should be deployed to ensure
that NYC’s decisions on homelessness are formu-
lated using the most accurate information.

7. Authorize involuntary inpatient commitment
for the severely mentally ill. Homelessness poli-
cy has always been highly legalistic due to NYC'’s
unique “right to shelter.” The “right to shelter” is
rooted in a consent decree that NYC signed in the
early 1980s with homeless advocates. Its significance
has been to grant special oversight over homelessness
policy to judges and advocacy organizations. Given
the extraordinary increase in the homeless popula-
tion since the right to shelter was first recognized,
it is not obvious that subjecting city authorities to
additional accountability—beyond normal mecha-
nisms such as elections, the media, and checks and
balances—has led to better policymaking. The
current public outery over homelessness, the exis-
tence of the city council’s Committee on General
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Welfare, and the extensive efforts and resources the
Bloomberg administration put towards trying to
end homelessness belie the assumption that, if not
for the efforts of an activistic legal community, this
problem would be ignored.

A more helpful legal change would empower pub-
lic authorities to compel inpatient hospitalization
for seriously disturbed individuals. Recognizing a
“right to treatment” would refocus homelessness
law on getting mentally ill people off the streets and
onto medication; for most of the public, this is a
policy challenge that is likely more pressing than
the recent rise in the shelter census. Through the
NYC Safe initiative, the de Blasio administration
pledges “resources to more effectively use Kendra’s
Law and the Assisted Outpatient Treatment pro-
gram.” Passed in 1999, Kendra’s Law, also known
as New York State’s “assisted outpatient treatment”
law, allows for court-ordered supervised treatment
for individuals deemed to pose a serious threat to
themselves or others. In NYC, 8,709 individuals
have been placed under a Kendra’s Law court order
since 1999; 1,445 are currently active, according
to the New York State Office of Mental Health.>
But more forthright methods should be considered,
such as an involuntary-commitment law that relies
on a broader notion of “harm to self.”>

8. The HRA should revise its policy of empha-
sizing training and education and relaxed en-
forcement of program requirements for public-
assistance recipients. In the 1990s, the DHS was
spun off from the HRA in an effort to provide more
accountability and administrative clarity to home-
lessness policy. But, to the extent that sheltered
homelessness is more a subcategory of NYC’s pov-
erty challenge, the agency that will make the biggest
difference is not the DHS but the HRA. Through
its administration of public assistance and other
social-service programs, the HRA has broad respon-
sibility over city government’s anti-poverty efforts.
Under Mayor de Blasio, the local economy has add-
ed over 150,000 jobs, but the number of adults on
welfare has increased by 26,000.>° Even by the de
Blasio administration’s own preferred “unduplicated
12-month” count, the number of cash assistance
recipients has been ticking up since HRA commis-



sioner Steven Banks announced a new approach in
May 2014.°7 At a time of relative prosperity, this
trend raises questions about what will happen to
welfare rolls when the next economic recession hits.

As under Mayors Giuliani and Bloomberg, the de
Blasio administration defines the ultimate goal of
government-assistance programs as helping recipi-
ents “achieve increased economic security by ob-
taining employment, moving off the caseload and
out of poverty.”® However, commissioner Banks
has placed more emphasis on education and train-
ing programs over work experience, and has relaxed
enforcement of program rules and requirements.”
The strategy is to maximize the amount of time
HRA clients remain on welfare rolls, because greater
generosity will, supposedly, lead to more economic
mobility in the longterm. But during a time of eco-
nomic expansion, the emphasis should be on maxi-
mizing participation in the workforce. According
to the Census Bureau, the official poverty rate for
adults who did not work at all (33.7 percent) was
about eleven times greater than that of those who
worked full-time, year-round.®

9. Moderate plans to develop supportive housing
and focus instead on addressing severe mental ill-
ness. Supportive housing (or “permanent support-
ive housing”) was originally conceived as a way to
compensate for the mistake of deinstitutionalization
and to provide an alternative to streets and prisons,
where vast numbers of the mentally ill are now
housed.®! In providing services as well as low rents,
supportive-housing policy is premised on the no-
tion that homelessness is not purely a housing prob-
lem. In 1990, the city and state entered into the first
“NY/NY” agreement to build about 3,000 units
with wraparound services for the homeless mentally
ill. Tts mission has since expanded to provide per-
manent housing to many other populations, such
as youths aging out of foster care, those with HIV/
AIDS, and the disabled. According to the federal
Department of Housing and Urban Development,
there are now 21,813 permanent supportive-hous-
ing units in NYC.*? The city has also announced
its own 15,000 unit supportive-housing plan, at a
capital cost of $2.6 billion and net operating costs

of about $100 million through FY19.9 Advocates

have claimed that New York needs 30,000 support-
ive-housing units.* (After the second city-state ef-
fort in the late 1990s, advocates claimed that the
city needed 10,000 units.)®

So long as a return to full-scale reinstitutionalization
remains impractical, supportive housing should re-
main central to city and state policy towards severe
mental illness. However, it should only be one part
of homelessness policy. The advocacy community
ascribes to supportive housing an effectiveness that
is much in doubt. A recent study by Kevin Corinth
of the American Enterprise Institute found that
supportive housing programs had no longterm ef-
fect on levels of homelessness.®® This has also been
NYC’s experience: if supportive housing has been
as successful as its proponents maintain, why are
there still so many homeless people on the city’s
streets? Has the rate of severe mental illness changed
since the 1990s? Again, NYC’s ofhicial street home-
less count is about 3,000, including many who are
not severely mentally ill. 30,000 units of supportive
housing would not only more than double NYC’s
current stock, it would represent an almost 40 per-
cent increase on the number of affordable units
projected to be built under Mayor de Blasio’s ten-
year housing plan. Will there ever be a limit to how
many supportive-housing units NYC “needs”?

If supportive housing is the only solution to home-
lessness, the problem will never be solved. There
could be more than a thousand mentally-ill New
Yorkers sleeping on the streets who are not receiv-
ing antipsychotic medication to which they would
respond positively. That problem, the original con-
cern of supportive housing, should be revived as
its exclusive focus. Scaling back current plans to
increase NYC’s supportive-housing stock would
free up funds to devote to other solutions that may
prove equally effective at addressing street and/or
sheltered homelessness, such as giving more funds
to transitional housing providers with a strong re-
cord of success and providing additional cash assis-
tance for working adults living in shelters.

Streets Are Not Shelters

11



Civic Report 107

—_
N

ENDNOTES

See http://www.quinnipiac.edu/news-and-events/quinnipiac-university-poll/new-york-city/release-
detail?ReleaselD=2267.

2 James Fanelli, “311 Complaints About Homeless Have Risen Nearly 60 Percent Under de Blasio,” Dnainfo.
com, August 13, 2015.

5 See http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/11/17/nyregion/bill-de-blasio-new-york-times-siena-college-
poll.html?_r=1.

+ Kevin Corinth, “Street Homelessness: A Disappearing Act?,” American Enterprise Institute, June 2015.
s Christopher Jencks, The Homeless (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1994), chap. 1.
s “The Homeless: Officials Differ on the Causes,” New York Times, November 24, 1983.

7 Peter H. Rossi, “The Old Homeless and the New Homelessness in Historical Perspective,” American
Psychologist, August 1990, p. 954-59; Martha R. Burt, Laudan Y. Aron, Toby Douglas, Jesse Valente, Edgar
Le, and Britta Iwen. “Homelessness: Programs and the People They Serve,” Interagency Council on the
Homeless, 1999; Treatment Advocacy Center, “How Many Individuals with a Serious Mental lliness Are
Homeless?,” November 2014.

s See http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/653-15/de-blasio-administration-help-prevent-
homelessness-adding-resources-keep-new-yorkers-in.

s This encouraging trend may bear some relation to the decline in the teen birthrate. “Summary of Vital
Statistics 2012, the City of New York,” April 2015.

o

Brian J. Sullivan and Jonathan Burke, “Single-Room Occupancy Housing in New York City: The Origins and
Dimensions of a Crisis,” CUNY Law Review, Vol. 17.1, September 25, 2014, 901-31, p. 901-2.

See http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hpd/downloads/pdf/hvs/HVS-report-2011.pdf, p. 34.

~

Peter Salins, “De Blasio’s Misguided Housing Plan,” City Journal, September 1, 2015.

@©

“Selected Initial Findings of the 2014 New York City Housing Vacancy Survey,” February 9, 2015.

=

2011 Housing and Vacancy Survey, http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hpd/downloads/pdf/hvs/HVS-report-2011.
pdf, table 7.5.

ol

J. Phillip Thompson, “The Failure of Liberal Homeless Policy in the Koch and Dinkins Administration, ”
Political Science Quarterly (winter 1996/97): table 3; and Jencks, The Homeless, chap. 8.

=

Thomas Main, “The Homeless Families of New York,” Public Interest (fall 1986).

N

“Selected Initial Findings of the 2014 New York City Housing Vacancy Survey,” February 9, 2015.
18 “The Wrong Way to Fight Homelessness,” Bloomberg View, February 10, 2015.

©

Office of the New York City Comptroller, Bureau of Fiscal & Budget Studies, “Hidden Households, "
October 2015.

Independent Budget Office, “The Rising Number of Homeless Families in NYC, 2002—-2012: A Look
at Why Families Were Granted Shelter, the Housing They Had Lived In & Where They Came From,”
November 2014.

21 2011 Housing and Vacancy Survey, table 7.49.
22 |bid., table 7.51.

2

o

December 2015



2 Independent Budget Office, “The Rising Number of Homeless Families in NYC, 2002-2012."
2 |bid.
s Peter Katel, “Housing the Homeless,” CQ Researcher, December 18, 2009.

26 NYU Furman Center, “State of New York City's Housing and Neighborhoods in 2014, http:/
furmancenter.org/thestoop/entry/the-state-of-new-york-citys-housing-and-neighborhoods-in-2014.

77 See https:.//www.health.ny.gov/health_care/managed_care/reports/enrollment/monthly/2015/docs/
en10_15.pdf.

“The Way Home: A New Direction in Social Policy,” Commission on the Homeless, February 1992, chap. 8.

2

®

2!

©

See http://www.nyc.gov/html/omb/downloads/pdf/adopt15_bfa.pdf.

3

S

“2015-17 Operational Plan,” NYC Department of Homeless Services, March 2015.

Independent Budget Office, “Albany Shifts the Burden: As the Cost for Sheltering the Homeless Rises,
Federal & City Funds Are Increasingly Tapped,” October 2015.

3

3

]

See http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/636-15/on-eve-pope-francis-visit-mayor-de-blasio-
cardinal-dolan-archdiocese-provide.

3

@

See http://www1.nyc.gov/assets’fhome/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2015/NYCSafeFactSheet.pdf; and
http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/540-15/mayor-de-blasio-nyc-safe-evidence-driven-public-
safety-public-health-program.

» "The administration ... recently started a multi-agency effort to address and clean encampments and
areas where street homeless congregate to target services and outreach, and help move people off streets
and into safe spaces.” See http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/636-15/on-eve-pope-francis-
visit-mayor-de-blasio-cardinal-dolan-archdiocese-provide.

3

o

See http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/540-15/mayor-de-blasio-nyc-safe-evidence-driven-
public-safety-public-health-program.

3

o

See http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/653-15/de-blasio-administration-help-prevent-
homelessness-adding-resources-keep-new-yorkers-in; and http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/
news/657-15/transcript-de-blasio-administration-help-prevent-homelessness-adding-resources-keep-
new. See also http://www1.nyc.gov/site/dhs/about/operational-plan.page; Brendan Cheney, “Homeless
Department Adjusts Bloomberg-Era Plan, Somewhat,” Capital New York, March 17, 2015; and
“Evaluation of the Homebase Community Prevention Program,” Abt Associates Inc., June 6, 2013.

3

<

Jennifer Fermino, "Exclusive: NYCHA Apartments for Homeless Drop Under Bill de Blasio,” New York Daily
News, April 28, 2015.

Independent Budget Office, “Homeless Rental Assistance Increased but Impact on Shelter Uncertain,”
March 2015, and “Further Increases to Homeless Rental Assistance, but Additional Funds for Shelter Still
Necessary,” May 2015.

3

&

3

©

See http://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/FY_2015_Feb_Plan_Presentation.pdf.

4

S

Nikita Stewart and J. David Goodman, “Despite Vow, Mayor de Blasio Struggles to Curb Homelessness, "
New York Times, October 26, 2015; and Lisa L. Colangelo and Jennifer Fermino, “De Blasio Offers Cash to
NYC Landlords in Robocalls Urging Them to Take in Homeless,” New York Daily News, March 23, 2015.

4

“The Way Home: A New Direction in Social Policy,” p. 7.
= |bid, p. 12.

Streets Are Not Shelters
13



Civic Report 107

~

» Joe Anuta, “Good News for Singles Who Don’t Want Roommates: More Tiny Apartments
Are on the Way,” Crain’s New York Business, October 23, 2015.

« A July 2015 audit by the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development’s Inspector General
found that 10,250 NYCHA households were “overincome” (earnings exceeded current eligibility
limits), including one making $497,911. “Overincome Families Residing in Public Housing Units,” U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Inspector General, July 21, 2015, p. 6 and 28.

s "[NYCHA] tenants resented the preferential treatment accorded to homeless families.... By 1990, tenants
had become so frustrated that they held public demonstrations protesting the expedited placement
of homeless families in public housing.” Thomas Main, “Hard Lessons on Homelessness,” City Journal
(summer 1993).

4

o

See http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/dhspriorityletter61412.pdf.

a7 "Arson was set by welfare recipients who wanted out of their apartments and into something better
(preferably public housing), but knew they could do so only if they got onto a priority list. Large signs in
the welfare centers stated very clearly in Spanish and English, the only way to get housing priority is if you
are burned out by a fire. The welfare department also paid two or three thousand dollars to burned-out
families for their destroyed goods.” Jill Jonnes, South Bronx Rising: The Rise, Fall, and Resurrection of an
American City (Bronx, NY.: Fordham University Press, 1986), p. 232.

4

%

“Special Tabulation of Resident Characteristics,” NYCHA, January 1, 2015, pp. iv—2; and “Selected Initial
Findings of the 2014 New York City Housing Vacancy Survey,” February 9, 2015, p. 5.

4

©

“Again, | can understand any struggling family might find a buyout attractive in the first instance, but they
shouldn't take a buyout because they feel they have no choice, if in fact they have legal rights to remain

in their apartment. And even if they're considering a buyout, they should really think about the long-term
and what it's going to mean for them.” See http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/653-15/
de-blasio-administration-help-prevent-homelessness-adding-resources-keep-new-yorkers-in; and http://
www 1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/657-15/transcript-de-blasio-administration-help-prevent-
homelessness-adding-resources-keep-new.

s |bid.

5

Kristopher Gerardi, Lauren Lambie-Hanson, and Paul S. Willen, “Do Borrower Rights Improve Borrower
Outcomes? Evidence from the Foreclosure Process,” Journal of Urban Economics 73, no. 1 (January 2013): 1-17.

5.

N

See http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/653-15/de-blasio-administration-help-prevent-
homelessness-adding-resources-keep-new-yorkers-in.

5

W

See http://www1.nyc.gov/assetsslhome/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2015/NYCSafeFactSheet.pdf; and
http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/540-15/mayor-de-blasio-nyc-safe-evidence-driven-public-
safety-public-health-program.

5.

£

See http://bi.omh.ny.gov/aot/statistics?p=under-court-order.

5!

v

E. Fuller Torrey, “Albany Psychosis,” City Journal (autumn 2014).

See http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/hrafacts_2014/hra_facts_2014_01.pdf;
and http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/hrafacts_2015/hra_facts_2015_10.pdf.

5i

o

7 See http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/charts/ca_unduplicated_12mo.pdf.
ss Steven Banks, “Testimony on Biennial Employment Plan,” October 2, 2014, p. 3.

"

52 Compare the HRA's “Our Services and Goals” sections in the “Mayor’s Management Report” in 2013

December 2015



(Bloomberg’s last year) and 2015. “Mayor's Management Report,” City of New York, September 2013,
p. 93 and “Mayor's Management Report,” City of New York, September 2015, p. 175.

so Carmen DeNavas-Walt and Bernadette D. Proctor, “Income and Poverty in the United States: 2014,"
Census Bureau, September 2015, Table 3; Robert Doar, “Work and Family: The Keys to Reducing Poverty,
Statement before the House Budget Committee On Restoring the Trust for America’s Most Vulnerable,
October 28, 2015.

st Treatment Advocacy Center, “How Many Individuals with Serious Mental lliness Are in Jails and Prisons?,”
November 2014.

2 See https:.//www.hudexchange.info/resource/reportmanagement/published/CoC_HIC_CoC_NY-600-2014_
NY_2014.pdf. Some tag the number at “more than 32,000” supportive-housing units. See http:/shnny.
org/budget-policy/nyc.

"

s “De Blasio Administration Announces Plan to Create 15,000 Units of Supportive Housing,” November 18, 2015.

s+ See http://www.coalitionforthehomeless.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/
HomesForEveryNYerReport04072015.pdf.

ss Raymond Hernandez, “Pataki and Giuliani Agree on Housing for the Mentally Ill,” New York Times,
April 22, 1999.

ss Kevin Corinth, “Ending Homelessness: More Housing or Fewer Shelters?,” American Enterprise Institute,
November 4, 2015.

Streets Are Not Shelters

15



December 2015

£01 1oday d1A1D

16







CENTER FOR STATE AND
LocAL LEADERSHIP

FELLOWS

The Manhattan Institute’s Center for State and Local Leadership (CSLL) promotes
promising new approaches to reform of state and local government. CSLL works on a broad
range of issues, including public sector reform (specifically of pensions and health benefits),
education, prisoner reentry, policing, public housing, infrastructure, immigration, and
public-service delivery. By spotlighting new ideas and providing the research and proposals
to inform creative new policies, CSLL hopes to lay the groundwork for an environment in
which commerce, employment, and a rich civic life can flourish.

CSLL operates across the country, working in states such as California, lllinois, and Rhode
Island, and cities such as Newark, New Jersey, and Detroit, Michigan. CSLLs tools include
regular writing and research reports by affiliated Manhattan Institute scholars and senior
fellows, along with public events and media appearances. CSLL also annually hosts both
the James Q. Wilson Lecture on Urban Affairs—a forum for distinguished policymakers
and scholars to explore the challenges and opportunities facing American cities—and the
Manhattan Institute’s Social Entrepreneurship Awards, which recognize those who identify
social needs and take it upon themselves to address them privately.

www.manhattan-institute.org/csl|

The Manhattan Institute is a 501(C)(3) nonprofit organization. Contributions are tax-
deductible to the fullest extent of the law. EIN #13-2912529



