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Oversight: Examining DHS Services to Homeless Young Adults and the Relationship between DYCD Runaway and Homeless Youth Shelters
On Thursday, January 31, 2008, the Committees on Youth Services and General Welfare, chaired by Council Members Lewis A. Fidler and Bill de Blasio, will conduct a joint oversight hearing to explore services available to homeless young adults through the Department of Homeless Services ("DHS") and the Department of Youth and Community Development ("DYCD"). Those invited to testify include representatives from DHS and DYCD, as well as advocates and providers. 

Background

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 (“RHY”) living on the streets of New York City each year.
  According to a recent City Council sponsored count of RHY, approximately 3,800 young people are homeless each night, with 1,600 spending the night outside, at a transportation site, or on a train, and 150 of these young people are spending the night with a sex work client.
  It should be noted that these are conservative estimates.  Many researchers have noted that RHY are difficult to count given their mobility, avoidance of shelters, and reluctance to report their homelessness.
  

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.

Services Available to RHY 

             Currently, there are two agencies in New York City who work with young adults who are homeless, the Department of Homeless Services ("DHS") and the Department of Youth and Community Development ("DYCD"). Any young person over the age of 18 may access the DHS shelters.  In addition, it appears that DHS may work with at least three providers who have programs that specifically cater to older teenagers and those in their early twenties.  DYCD manages a portfolio of programs which service RHY under the age of twenty-one.  Below are descriptions of services offered through each agency. 

Department of Homeless Services

DHS was established in 1993 and became an Independent Mayoral agency six years later.
  Today, the mission of DHS is to combat and reduce homelessness in New York City through prevention, short-term emergency shelter, and re-housing support.
   According to its website, DHS "operates the most comprehensive shelter services system for single adults in the world."
   This system includes 11 drop-in centers, five intake centers, 133 family providers, 65 single adult providers, and 66 single room occupancy facilities which are operated by various community-based organizations ("CBOs").
  The drop-in centers are for daily use and offer hot meals, clothing, showers, laundry facilities, medical care, employment referrals and other social services.
  In order to secure shelter, an individual must visit an intake center. One center is for men, three are for women, and the Prevention Assistance and Temporary Housing Office (“PATH”) intake center responds to the needs of homeless families with children and pregnant women throughout the City.
   At the intake centers individuals and families’ needs are assessed, and based on those needs shelter assignments are made to providers who have available beds.
   

There are at least three DHS providers that offer services to homeless young adults: CREATE Young Adult Center, Turning Point and West End Intergenerational.  The CREATE Young Adult Center, located in Harlem, is a transitional home for young men between the ages of 18 and 25.
  This Center offers a range of social services, including counseling and vocational development, with the goal of building necessary skills to transition to independence.
  Turning Point has two programs in Brooklyn that serve young homeless individuals.
  The Turning Point Transitional House is a thirty-seven-bed shelter for young women between the ages of 18 and 25, where an individual may stay for six to nine months.
  In addition to shelter, the young women are provided a variety of services, including group counseling, job preparation and referrals.
  The Turning Point Henry Street House is a 30 unit permanent housing facility for young people between the ages of 18 and 25 who have graduated from the transitional facility or have come from the New York City shelter system or local community.
  The Henry Street House offers single-room apartments with case management, counseling and other supportive services.
  

West End Intergenerational (“WIR”) is a Tier II shelter for young teenage pregnant girls or mothers who are between the ages of 18 and 24.  WIR receives its referrals from the DHS PATH intake center.  The unique features of this program include an on site GED program developed through a collaboration with the New York City Department of Education, and an Early Childhood Development Program to care for the children while their mothers are engaged in educational and vocational activities.
  WIR also offers parenting classes, case management, counseling, and other supportive services.

Department of Youth and Community Development

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 operates a comprehensive RHY portfolio that includes: Street Outreach; Drop-in Centers and Transportation Services; Crisis Shelters; and Transitional Independent Living (TIL) Programs for youth under the age of 21.
   

DYCD Drop-In Centers are located in all five boroughs and 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.”
  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, mental health care and dental care, HIV testing, educational services, housing assistance, and recreational services.
  It should be noted that crisis shelters are the entry point for residential services in the DYCD portfolio.
  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.
  

Issues and Concerns 


A February 2007 hearing of the Youth Services Committee examined regulatory barriers that make serving RHY difficult for many providers in New York City.  At that hearing, many providers and advocates voiced concern that there is a level of disconnect between DHS and DYCD programming, and suggested ways to streamline services so that homeless youth receive the most comprehensive services available.  

Specifically, advocates and providers focused on the concerns that while young people over the age of 18 may access both DHS and DYCD shelters, issues arise around: (i) housing young people with older adults; (ii) the large size of some DHS shelters; (iii) lack of youth development focused programs and; (iv) the intake system for placement within a DHS program.  For example, the intake center for DHS programs can be intimidating for young people, especially for those who identify as LGBTQ, causing many to find alternatives to securing temporary shelter within the DHS system.
  In addition, one provider mentioned that she had heard stories of young people between the ages of 18-20 being turned away from DHS intake centers and told to go to Covenant House, which is a drop-in center for DYCD.
  While this referral may lead a young person to a program with more of a youth development focus, a young person may not be looking for an intensive program.  Furthermore, while the number of beds within the DYCD portfolio continues to grow, there are still waiting lists for many programs.  Turning a young person away from DHS programming could result in that individual going without safe shelter.

Another issue raised by providers and advocates concerns the assignment of a Housing Assistance (“HA”) number.  Many providers use a variety of funding streams to provide the necessary services and shelter to RHY, including funding from Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  A requirement of HUD funding is proving that a young person is homeless, which is often done through the assignment of a HA number.
  HA numbers, however, are only assigned by DHS, so a young person who is receiving services through DYCD does not receive a HA number.  It can therefore become a challenge for providers to prove that a young person is actually homeless, limiting access to HUD sponsored services.
  In addition, a young person who ages out of a DYCD TIL (21 years of age), cannot be directly referred to a program such as CREATE Young Adult or Turning Point, which serve young people up to the age of 25, without an HA number.
  


Advocates and providers have made several recommendations to streamline services for RHY, such as allowing DHS staff to visit DYCD crisis shelters on a regular basis to provide screening and assign HA numbers to the young people accessing those services and creating a separate intake facility for single young adults under the age of twenty-five.    

Today’s hearing seeks to gather information regarding programming and shelter services offered through DHS and DYCD, and explore recommendations for collaboration and streamlining of services, so that young people who are homeless are able to access comprehensive services through youth development focused programs.
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