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Oversight:  Runaway and Homeless Youth: An Overview of the Results of the 2007 City Council-Funded Census


On Friday, December 14, 2007, the Committee on Youth Services, chaired by Council Member Lewis A. Fidler, will conduct an oversight hearing to discuss the results of the groundbreaking census of runaway and homeless youth in New York City.  Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD), the Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family Services, and other advocates and providers.

Background

Pursuant to the federal Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA), the term “homeless youth” refers to an individual under the age of 21,
 who cannot live in a safe environment with a relative and lacks a safe alternative living arrangement.
  The Act also states that “runaway youth” are street youth who spend a “significant amount of time on the street or in other areas that increase the risk to such youth for sexual abuse, sexual exploitation, prostitution, or drug abuse.”
   New York State regulations define “homeless youth” as an individual under the age of 21 who is “in need of services and without a place of shelter where supervision and care are available.”
  “Runaway youth” refers to an individual under the age of 18 who is not residing at their legal residence without the consent of a parent or legal guardian.
 It should be noted that many runaway and homeless youth (RHY) advocates and providers agree that the definition of RHY should encompass young people up to the age of 24.

Nationwide, the homeless youth population ranges from 1.6 million to 2.8 million, or approximately five percent of the total homeless population.
  According to the National Runaway Switchboard, one out of every seven children will run away before the age of 18.
 In New York City, advocates estimate that there are between 15,000 and 30,000 runaway and homeless youth living on the streets of New York City each year.
  

Young people become runaway and homeless for a number of reasons, although family conflict is the primary reason for youth homelessness.
  According to the National Runaway Switchboard, in 2006, forty-eight percent (48%) of youth called this hotline because of issues related to their home life, including divorce, remarriage, substance abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse and neglect.
  Research has also found that young people exiting the juvenile justice or foster care systems may be more likely to become homeless.  For example, according to a report issued by the New York City Commission for Economic Opportunity, historically, more than one in four of the young people who exit the New York City foster care system becomes homeless and receives City shelter.

Current RHY Programming 

Under the New York State Runaway and Homeless Youth Act of 1978,
 the New York State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) oversees the State’s network of county Youth Bureaus and is the agency responsible for certifying runaway and homeless youth residential programs.
 DYCD, as the local Youth Bureau of New York City, is responsible for managing New York State Runaway and Homeless Youth Program contracts for New York City. DYCD and the OCFS have partnered to provide funding to community-based organizations (CBOs) to operate runaway and homeless services programs for youth under the age of 21.
  The mission of the DYCD/OCFS programs is to protect RHY and, if possible, reunite them with their families.
 Since a reunion is not always possible, some programs are designed to help youth progress from crisis and transitional care to independent living.
 In keeping with its mission, DYCD operates a comprehensive RHY portfolio which includes Street Outreach; Drop-in Centers and Transportation Services; Crisis Shelters; and Transitional Independent Living (TIL) Programs.
  Below are descriptions of each program.  

Street Outreach, Drop-In Centers & Transportation Services  


DYCD funds two street outreach vans, which are staffed with at least two trained outreach workers.
  The vans travel throughout the City seven nights a week, between the hours of 9:00 pm and 5:00 am.
  The van targets areas where young people are known to congregate to hand out resources, provide referrals and transport young people back to their home or DYCD crisis shelter.
  In Fiscal Year (FY) 2007, the Street Outreach and Referral Services program came in contact with almost 9,500 youth. 


DYCD Drop-In Centers are located in all five boroughs and operate seven days a week from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm.  The Centers provide homeless and at-risk youth with a range of services, including “counseling, mediation and referrals to local resources such as health and mental health services and substance abuse treatment.”
  It should be noted that these centers also serve as a resource for families of at-risk youth, as well as the community through presentations at schools and other sites.
 The Manhattan Drop-In Center also provides citywide transportation services to and among RHY facilities seven days a week, between the hours of 1:00 pm-9:00 pm.
 According to DYCD, over 30,200 youth accessed drop-in centers last year.

Crisis Shelters 


Crisis shelters are voluntary, short-term (maximum length of stay is 30 days)
 residential programs that offer comprehensive and on-site assistance to RHY.
  Examples of services provided include: food, clothing, entitlement services, intensive counseling for families, individuals and groups, medical and mental health care, dental care, HIV testing, educational services, housing assistance, and recreational services.
  Crisis shelters are the entry point for residential services in the DYCD portfolio.
  DYCD has reported that over 2,400 youth were served in DYCD crisis shelters during FY 2007.  It should be noted that as a result of the support of the City Council, in FY 2008, twenty-eight (28) beds will be added, bringing the total number of crisis shelter beds up to 113 in seven state-certified facilities.
  

Transitional Independent Living Programs (TIL)


TIL programs provide older RHY (between the ages of 16 and 21) with housing and services for a period of up to 18 months.
  The goal of the TIL programs is to provide young people with the necessary skills to make the transition to independence.
  TIL programs provide a cooperative living situation with onsite access to counseling and support services.
  In addition, these programs offer educational services, vocational training, job placement assistance, and basic life skill training.
  There are ten state-certified TIL programs with 122 beds (19 of these beds are new and a result of City Council funding).
  According to DYCD, 218 young people were served in TIL programs in FY 2007.
 

RHY Count

In order to best serve RHY and work to prevent youth homelessness, representatives from the Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family Services, a membership organization which uses its “collective voice to promote the safety, health and future of runaway, homeless and street involved youth,”
 approached the City Council to discuss the possibility of funding a count of RHY in New York City (RHY Count).  The RHY Count represents a unique opportunity to determine the size of the homeless youth population and to assess the needs of this population. The results can also help shape future RHY policy, including policy initiatives to prevent youth homelessness.  In addition, the results can help identify service gaps that may exist in the current portfolio of programs.  In FY 2007, the City Council allocated $80,000 to conduct this important study.  

After much preparation, including developing the survey instrument, hiring researchers from Milano The New School for Management and Urban Policy and Columbia University, gaining approval of the survey instrument from the Institutional Review Board and certifying volunteers to conduct interviews, the RHY Count officially began in the summer of 2007.  The survey asked questions regarding a young person’s age, reason for living away from parent/guardian (including placement in the foster care or juvenile justice systems), where the youth spent the night and most of their time, sexual orientation and educational attainment.   Over 1,000 surveys were completed and the final report is expected to be released in early 2008.   According to the Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family Services, some preliminary findings indicated that: 

· Almost 30% of respondents reported being thrown out of their homes.

· Approximately 28% of respondents had previously been placed in the foster care system.

· Over 25% of respondents identified themselves as lesbian, gay or bisexual.

Conclusion

At today’s hearing, the Committee will examine the preliminary results of the RHY Count, and explore how these results can be used to best serve this vulnerable population.  
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