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Oversight - The Department of Homeless Services' Work Advantage Program 
and other rental assistance strategies
On Monday, May 7, 2007, at 1:30 p.m., the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will conduct an oversight hearing on the Department of Homeless Services’ Work Advantage Program and other rental assistance strategies. Robert Hess, Commissioner of the Department of Homeless Services (“DHS”), representatives from the Human Resources Administration (“HRA”), advocates, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.

On April 26, 2007, DHS announced a package of reforms designed to help homeless clients move to permanent housing.
  The reforms include new rental assistance strategies as well as an expansion of homelessness prevention services.  According to DHS, the centerpiece of the reforms is the Work Advantage program, which will replace the Housing Stability Plus (“HSP”) program.
  

Homelessness in New York City and Housing Stability Plus


In June 2004, Mayor Bloomberg announced a five-year plan entitled United for Solutions Beyond Shelter, which set goals to reduce street homelessness and the shelter census by two-thirds, and end chronic homelessness in New York City by 2009. At the time of this announcement, the City relied almost exclusively on federal Section 8 vouchers and public housing to provide permanent housing for homeless New Yorkers.
  In October 2004, DHS expressed concern that the linkage between shelter and Section 8 was compelling many families who were not truly in a housing crisis to enter shelter in search of a voucher, thus driving up the shelter census.
  In response to this perceived trend, as well as to the limited and unreliable supply of federal housing vouchers, the City began to eliminate priority status for homeless New Yorkers for the Section 8 voucher program. 

In October 2004, the Bloomberg Administration introduced HSP as a key component of major changes to the City’s rental assistance programs.
 The HSP program began accepting clients in December 2004. HSP was a temporary rent supplement program designed to help homeless families and adults transition from the shelter system to permanent housing.  The HSP supplement was available to families and individuals who had been in shelter for at least 90 days and had an open public assistance (“PA”) case,
 as well as to families with children in foster care for whom the only barrier to reunification was housing,
 and survivors of domestic violence who had been in HRA’s emergency domestic violence shelters for at least 42 days and had an open PA case.
  

The amount of the HSP supplement, which was paid directly to the landlord by HRA,
 was comprised of a household’s PA shelter allowance and an additional HSP supplement. While a family’s PA shelter allowance remains the same from year to year, the HSP rental supplement was scheduled to decrease by 20 percent each year of the program until it disappeared entirely after five years.  In December 2004, then-DHS Commissioner Gibbs described the rental subsidy available under HSP as competitive, despite being “90 percent of…full market rent” and “slightly less than Section 8.”
 

On December 1, 2004, the Committee on General Welfare held an oversight hearing on homeless policy in New York City.  According to testimony provided by DHS at the hearing, the Administration initially anticipated that HSP would help over 7,000 households move into permanent housing each year. 
  The Administration also expressed a belief that HSP would help slow the shelter census increases.
  Furthermore, the Administration expected that the annual decrease built into the HSP rent supplement would “encourage greater self-sufficiency,” and reinforce “existing temporary assistance requirements that encourage households to seek and secure employment.”

At the December 2004 oversight hearing, Council Members expressed a number of concerns regarding the design of HSP, including the 20 percent annual step down and the program’s disincentive to work. While the 20 percent step down was based on the expectation that recipients would work and contribute a larger portion of the rent each year, the requirement of an active PA case meant that only clients who work part-time and in low wage jobs could remain on PA and continue receiving the supplement. Additionally, the program’s tie to PA meant that families also could lose their HSP supplement if the PA case of at least one household member was sanctioned.  Committee members also questioned whether a sufficient number of landlords would be willing to participate in the program, especially since the rent supplement would decrease each year.
  Further, Council Members questioned whether program participants would even be able to find suitable housing considering the amount of the supplement and the high cost of rent.

On April 27, 2006, the Committee on General Welfare held a hearing to examine the HSP program and to consider Int. No. 161, which would have amended the administrative code of the city of New York to prevent the use of government subsidies to rent residential properties with a record of hazardous or seriously hazardous conditions.
 At the April 2006 hearing, the Committee heard testimony from multiple advocates regarding their concerns about the dangerous condition of many HSP apartments, the inadequacy of DHS’ apartment inspections process, and the overall structure of the HSP program. The Committee also heard testimony from Ms. Henley, a member of the public who testified about the conditions she found in her HSP apartment, and the disincentive to work that the program presented.
 Ms. Henley, an HSP recipient with a five-year-old daughter, found employment for $8.00 per hour but was subsequently disqualified for PA because her income was too high. Ms. Henley was not aware that her rental payments had ceased as a result of losing her PA, until her landlord notified her that she owed three months in rent and was at risk of losing her apartment within days. Faced with the prospect of losing her housing or having to pay her entire rent (without any subsidy) and rental arrears out of her $8.00 per hour salary, Ms. Henley was reportedly advised by a DHS caseworker to leave her job and return to public assistance in order to once again become eligible for the HSP program. Ms. Henley questioned why the program would penalize her for finding work, especially when the 20 percent annual step down required HSP recipients to earn income. At the time of the hearing, Ms. Henley had returned to PA, however she still owed the landlord rental arrears.
 

At the March 15, 2007 hearing of the Committee on General Welfare concerning DHS’ preliminary budget for fiscal year 2008, DHS reported on the present state and future of the HSP program. According to figures provided by DHS, as of March 2007, HSP had placed 10,218 households into permanent housing.
 At the hearing, DHS further noted that four percent of HSP recipients had returned to shelter to date.
 DHS Commissioner Robert Hess discussed two problems with the HSP program that the agency had not anticipated. Commissioner Hess reported that, over the course of the HSP program, the City had learned that the majority of HSP recipients at some point would be out of compliance with their public assistance cases and that situation would cause a disruption in rental payments to landlords. The Commissioner reported that “many landlords are now hesitant to participate in the program due to the disruptions in the rental revenue stream and are offering fewer apartments.”
 In addition, Commissioner Hess spoke to concerns that DHS and the City had regarding HSP recipients’ disincentive to work toward self-sufficiency.
 The Commissioner told the Committee that DHS was “working diligently with our City and State partners to remedy these unintended consequences.”

Commissioner Hess also described DHS’ new apartment inspection process at the March 15, 2007 hearing.  The Commissioner acknowledged that some landlords in the HSP program were not completing the necessary repairs that DHS identified during its apartment inspection process, despite signing Repair Agreements stating that they would do so.  Instead of issuing Repair Agreements to landlords and allowing tenants to move into apartments with outstanding hazards, the Commissioner stated that DHS would now conduct an initial inspection and a follow up inspection to ensure that all necessary repairs had been made prior to lease signing. Further, the inspection standards would be much more rigorous, and DHS apartment inspectors would receive training on both EPA lead paint standards and Section 8 housing inspection standards.
 

In December 2004, when HSP began operating, the family shelter census was 8,832 families and the adult shelter census was 8,650.
 As of January 2007, the adult shelter census had come down to 7,313, while the family shelter census, which was expected to decrease as a result of HSP, had increased to 9,189 families.
  This is the highest number of families in the DHS family shelter system since May 2004, when there were 9,199 families in the shelter system.
  The HSP program was originally expected to place approximately 7,000 households into permanent housing per year.  In the two years and three months that HSP was operating, this would have meant placing approximately 15,750 households into housing through the HSP program. However, as stated above, from December 2004 to March 2007, the HSP program placed only 10,218 households into permanent housing.

The Work Advantage Program and other rental assistance strategies

On April 25, 2007, DHS announced a set of housing subsidy programs designed to help homeless clients move to permanent housing.
  The reforms include new rental assistance strategies as well as an expansion of homelessness prevention services.  According to DHS, the centerpiece of the reforms is Work Advantage, which will replace the HSP program.
  

Work Advantage aims to assist shelter residents in securing permanent housing and achieving self-sufficiency by rewarding work.  Unlike HSP, Work Advantage is not tied to the receipt of public assistance.  Clients in the program will receive a one year rental subsidy with the opportunity to renew for a second year.
  DHS will pay nearly 100% of the rental subsidy, while clients will pay $50 per month in rent directly to the landlord.  Clients will also be required to save at least 10 percent of the rent amount, which will be placed in a savings account.  At the end of the program, DHS will match the amount saved up to 20 percent of the rent amount, which will provide a financial cushion for the client once the program ends and he or she no longer receives the subsidy.
  The Work Advantage program will also include the Section 8 level inspection process that DHS recently instituted for the HSP program, which includes a comprehensive set of inspections standards, an initial inspection, and a second inspection to verify that repairs have been completed.
  

The Work Advantage program also assists clients with finding jobs and accessing transitional benefits such as food stamps, Medicaid, and child care.
  HRA will link clients to welfare-to-work programs and provide job search, training, and placement support.  Further, the Department of Consumer Affairs’ (“DCA”) Office of Financial Empowerment (“OFE”) will assist Work Advantage clients with accessing tax credits and banking options that will be available to clients as a result of their matched savings.  The OFE will also guide clients about how to manage their finances.

As clients transition from the Work Advantage program to independent living, DHS will provide “aftercare” services by referring clients to HomeBase, DHS’ homelessness prevention program.
  Throughout the year, HomeBase will provide ongoing help with issues such as household budgeting, finding a higher paying job, legal

services, and tenancy.
 


In addition to the Work Advantage program, DHS introduced other rental assistance strategies and reforms.  Two special needs populations – people who are on a fixed income such as Social Security Disability Insurance (“SSDI”), and families in shelter with open Administration for Children’s Services (“ACS”) cases – will be eligible to receive one year of rental assistance.  At the end of the year, both groups of people will be prioritized for federal Section 8 vouchers or other permanent housing assistance if they are not eligible to participate in the Section 8 program.  As with Work Advantage clients, DHS will provide aftercare services to help these populations transition into the community from shelter.


DHS further announced that the number of HRA staff at DHS’ family shelter intake center, PATH, will double, to help families avoid entering shelter in the first place.  The additional HRA staff will be assigned to Homelessness Diversion at PATH and will provide counseling to all shelter applicants to identify resources that would prevent a shelter stay.  HomeBase staff will also provide access to homelessness prevention resources, such as assisting clients who face eviction.


Finally, DHS will also expand its “Next Step” shelter model, which provides additional support and services to clients who cannot be served in a standard shelter setting.  Clients in Next Step shelters receive more intensive case management and individualized attention through a smaller client to caseworker ratio.  The Next Step model is currently available at some family shelters and will be expanded to select adult shelters by July 1 of this year.

Some advocates have expressed concern about DHS’ new reforms, particularly with respect to the Work Advantage program.  Specifically, critics contend that two years does not provide enough time for clients to reach full self-sufficiency, because of the tight labor market in New York City and the lack of affordable housing.
  For example, if the program pays $1000 per month toward clients’ rent, when it ends, the client must take home $12 an hour to maintain the apartment, which is nearly $5 over the minimum wage of $7.15.  Advocates for the homeless maintain that it is unrealistic to believe that families leaving welfare will find jobs that pay at that rate, and the program would therefore create a “revolving door back into shelter.”
  According to David Jones, president of the Community Service Society of New York, when families start paying the rent out of their own pockets, they are left with very little to spend on necessities such as food, clothing, and health care.  As a result, families who no longer receive the subsidy may be forced to find cheaper places to live, and ultimately could return to shelter.
  One client who currently participates in the HSP program worries about clients like herself who cannot work, because of child care responsibilities or other barriers.

At today’s hearing, the Committee will seek responses to these criticisms. In addition, the Committee seeks more details about the new subsidy programs, including information regarding the cost of the program, how the program will be administered, eligibility criteria for families to remain in the Work Advantage program from year one to year two, what new responsibilities HRA and HomeBase will have in connection with the program, and how DHS plans to utilize Next Step units.   

� See Press Release, Department of Homeless Services, DHS Unveils Reform Package Centering on Work and Self-Sufficiency (April 26, 2007) (available at http://nyc/gov/html/dhs/html/press/pr042507.shtml).


� Id.


� Of the 7,090 families who moved from the shelter system to permanent housing in Fiscal Year 2004, 4,160 used Section 8 vouchers and 1,900 moved into public housing administered by the New York City Housing Authority (“NYCHA”). See Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report, Family Services Fiscal Year 2004, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml�. In December 2004, the Administration described this approach to permanent housing as unsustainable. NYCHA representative Doug Apple told the Council “there will not be any vouchers available … for the foreseeable future” due to “both the very high [Section 8] utilization rate, and the funding risk in Washington.”  See Testimony of Doug Apple, New York City Housing Authority, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 82 and 91 (December 1, 2004).


� See Press Release, Department of Homeless Services, City Officials Announce Sweeping Changes in Rental Assistance Delivery to Better Serve New Yorkers Both In and Outside Shelter (Oct. 19, 2004) (available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/press/pr101904.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/press/pr101904.shtml�). 


� Id.


� See Department of Homeless Services, Housing Stability Plus, April 20, 2006, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/rent/hsp_page1.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/rent/hsp_page1.shtml�. DHS administered the program for clients transitioning to HSP from the DHS shelter system. 


� See Press Release, supra, note 4. ACS administered the HSP program for families awaiting reunification from foster care. The agency provided little, if any, public information about HSP and no information regarding the program on its website. 


� HRA administered HSP for survivors of domestic violence entering the program through HRA shelters. The agency provided little, if any, public information about HSP and no information regarding the program on its website. 


� HRA made the supplement payments for all HSP program participants, as HRA manages clients’ PA grants and the HSP supplement was a PA benefit. 


� See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, New York City Department of Homeless Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 38 (December 1, 2004).


� On December 1, 2004, Linda Gibbs told the Committee that changes brought about by HSP and the redirection of Section 8 and public housing resources would result in “an astonishing increase of over 7,000 households served annually with housing resources and rental assistance.” See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, supra note 10, 19. Later, on March 14, 2005, Linda Gibbs stated that “the annual goal [of HSP is to house] 6,500 families.” See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, New York City Department of Homeless Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2006 Preliminary Budget, 306 (March 14, 2005).


� See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, supra note 10, 32. The average daily shelter census for families rose from 7,111 families in Fiscal Year 2002 to 9,347 in Fiscal Year 2004.   


� See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs supra note 10, 20.


� See Committee on General Welfare, Hearing Transcript, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 86 (December 1, 2004).


� See id. at 36.


� For more information about Int. No. 161 and the DHS procedures that governed HSP apartment inspections at the time of this hearing, see Briefing Paper by the Committee on General Welfare, April 27, 2006. 


� See Testimony of Ms. Henley, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 102 (December 1, 2004).


� Id.


� See Testimony of Commissioner Robert Hess, New York City Department of Homeless Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2008 Preliminary Budget, 217 (March 15, 2007).


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� See Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml�.


� Id.


� Id.


� See DHS Press Release, supra note 1. 


� Id.


� The process by which clients recertify for a second year is unclear.


� See DHS Press Release, supra note 1.


� See id.


� Id.


� Id.


� DHS recently announced that the HomeBase program will be expanding to provide services citywide.  See Press Release, Department of Homeless Services, Innovative Homeless Prevention Program Expands Citywide, (available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/press/pr022707.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/press/pr022707.shtml�). 


� See DHS Press Release, supra  note 1.


� Id.


� Id.


� Id.


� See Tina Moore, “Gotta Work for Rent Aid But Critics Blast City’s Tough New Housing Program,” New York Daily News, April 26, 2007; David Seifman, “Homeless Housing Overhaul,” New York Post, April 26, 2007; Adam F. Hutton, “Chorus of Doubt Greets City’s New Plan to House the Homeless,” City Limits Weekly, April 30, 2007. 


� See Tina Moore, “Gotta Work for Rent Aid But Critics Blast City’s Touch New Housing Program,” New York Daily News, April 26, 2007.


� See Adam F. Hutton, “Chorus of Doubt Greets City’s New Plan to House the Homeless,” City Limits Weekly, April 30, 2007.


� See Tina Moore, “Brooklyn Mom Sees Plan as her Ticket Back to Shelter,” New York Daily News, April 26, 2007. 
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