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Oversight: Examining DYCD’s & ACS' Efforts to Prevent Youth Aging Out of Foster Care from Becoming Homeless 

INTRODUCTION

On February 26, 2008, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio and the Committee on Youth Services, chaired by Council Member Lewis Fidler, will hold an oversight hearing to examine current efforts of the Administration for Children’s Services (“ACS”) and the Department of Youth and Community Development (“DYCD”) to prevent youth aging out of foster care from becoming homeless.  Those invited to testify include representatives from ACS and DYCD, foster care services providers, youth services providers, and other concerned members of the community.   
Background

According to ACS’s Preparing Youth for Adulthood (“PYA”) plan, released in June 2006, nearly half of youth in foster care are over the age of 12.
   As of December 2007, of the 16,954 children in foster care, 7,695 youth were 12 and above, representing 45% of the total foster care population.
  Approximately 1,200 youth ages 18 and older transition out of New York City’s foster care system every year.
  According to ACS, only about 20 percent of these young adults leave care for adoption or reunification with their families, and the remaining 80 percent “must rely primarily on themselves.”
  An examination of youth above 17 in foster care—those closest to aging out of the system—reveals that this population has grown in recent years; in December 2002 the number of youth above 17 was 2,456, or 9.6% of the foster care census, and it was 2,884, or 18.2% of the foster care census in December 2005.
   

Numerous studies demonstrate that youth who age out of foster care tend to experience worse outcomes than their peers in a variety of critical areas such as education, employment, criminal justice involvement, mental health, income security, and housing.
  ACS notes that while there is not a comprehensive analysis of outcomes for foster youth in New York City, “it is likely that the general trends identified hold true for our population. In certain domains, due to the high cost of living, the tight housing market, and other factors, foster youth in New York may face additional challenges beyond those normally associated with exiting foster care to adulthood.”

Youth who age out of foster care tend to experience greater income and housing insecurity than their peers, and rely heavily on government benefits.  A study by Chapin Hall entitled “Midwest Evaluation of the Adult Functioning of Former Foster Youth:  Outcomes at Age 21” (“Chapin Hall Outcomes Study”) found that foster youth are far more likely than their peers to report: (i) not having enough money to pay rent or mortgage; (ii) not having enough money to pay utility bills; (iii) having phone service disconnected; and (iv) becoming evicted.
  In addition, only 51.9 percent of young adults in the study had savings or checking accounts, compared to nearly 80.7 percent of their peers.
 With regard to food insecurity, more than one quarter of the sample group had “low or very low food insecurity.”
 

Two-thirds of females and 22% of males interviewed in the Chapin Hall Outcomes study were receiving benefits from one or more need-based government programs (e.g. food stamps, SSI, public housing, TANF, WIC) at the time of their interview.  Of females living with at least one child, eighty-six percent received such government benefits.
 


The Chapin Hall Outcomes Study and another recent study of former foster youth who were interviewed between ages 20 – 33 further found that many former foster youth experience homelessness. The Chapin Hall Outcomes Study found that 18 percent of the youth who aged out of foster care had experienced homelessness by age 21, and over half had experienced homelessness more than once.
 The second study, Improving Family Foster Care: Findings from the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study (“Northwest Alumni Study”), which did not specify whether the youth had aged out of foster care or were discharged in another way, found that 22.2 percent of those surveyed experienced homelessness after leaving care.
 
At a March 15, 2007 hearing of the Committee on General Welfare, ACS Commissioner John Mattingly stated that, according to a data match completed about one and a half years ago, approximately 20 percent of the young people in shelter had a history of some kind with the child welfare system.
  The Commissioner acknowledged that there is “a substantial crossover, in terms of families who are on the margins, who make some use of each system” and the issue was “on [ACS’] agenda.”
 
At the same hearing, Department of Homeless Services (“DHS”) Commissioner Robert Hess also addressed the issue of foster youth in the shelter system and noted that ACS and DHS had been doing data matches for quite a while. The Commissioner stated that from 1988 to 1992, approximately 26 percent of the youth who aged out of the foster care system were found to have entered the shelter system.
 The Commissioner emphasized that the percentage of former foster youth who go into shelter can change, but is most likely in the range of 18 – 26 percent of children who age out of care.
  
Federal Funding for Youth in Foster Care

In 1986, Congress created the Title IV-E Independent Living Program, an amendment to the Social Security Act which provided states with funding to aid youth in foster care with educational services, vocational and career planning services, and housing location assistance.
 Unfortunately, Independent Living Program funding levels could not adequately serve the number of eligible youth in foster care, and foster youth were leaving foster care unprepared for adulthood in large numbers. In 1999, Congress replaced the Independent Living Program with the John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, which provided twice the funding for states to use for transitioning foster youth to adulthood, and also included funding for post-secondary education.
 

New York State requires classroom-based independent living instruction to assist youth with matters such as finding housing, finding employment, cooking on their own, and budgeting.
 ACS notes, however, “recent research has demonstrated no correlation between the provision of such services and improved connections to school or employment for foster youth.”

ACS’s PYA report notes that the agency has dedicated additional resources toward this effort to better prepare youth for adulthood. Specifically, ACS is attempting to use $13.5 million in Chafee Independent Living funds for this effort.
 ACS is also dedicating another $5.5 million to Preparing Youth for Adulthood from its own budget.
 

Youth Aging Out and Housing
Today’s hearing will specifically target issues related to housing that were raised on June 21, 2007, when the Committee on General Welfare held a hearing to examine ACS’ efforts to prepare youth aging out of foster care for independent living.  On June 21, 2007, a year after its release, the Committee on General Welfare examined the key goals of ACS’s PYA plan to enhance services for youth in the foster care system and improve outcomes for transitioning out of foster care. The six goals of the plan are: 

· Youth will have permanent connections with caring adults.

· Youth will reside in stable living situations.

· Youth will be afforded opportunities to advance their education and personal development.

· Youth will be encouraged to take increasing responsibility for their work and life decisions, and their positive decisions are reinforced.

· Young people’s individual needs will be met.

· Youth will have ongoing support after they age out of foster care.

ACS planned on measuring each of the above goals through analyzing system-wide outcomes and monitoring the progress of each of its contract foster care agencies. In order to measure outcomes, ACS needed to gather current data to establish a baseline. In terms of housing, the PYA plan noted that ACS would establish baseline measurements over the course of the year following the report’s release of the use of DHS and DYCD shelters by former foster youth.
  During the year following the release of the report, ACS also anticipated seeing increases in the number of youth discharged to adoption or reunification and the number of youth discharged to “safe and stable housing.”

At the hearing, ACS reported that in its review of critical issues facing foster care youth, “access to housing” was the number one obstacle that youth faced.
  Under New York State law, ACS is obligated to provide young people about to age out of foster care with skills for independent living and must ensure that they do not age out into homelessness.
  When asked on June 21, 2007, ACS Deputy Commissioner Jeanette Ruiz testified that ACS was “certainly doing everything within our ability” to comply with the law and provide mandated services to all youth, but she was unable to definitively testify that youth do not age out into homelessness.
 Moreover, ACS representatives were unable to tell the Committee how many youth who age out end up in the shelter system, and Deputy Commissioner Ron Richter testified that the agency was “working with other City agencies to better identify [that] exact data,” specifically through data matches with the New York City Housing Authority (“NYCHA”) and the Department of Homeless Services (“DHS”).
  According to Deputy Commissioner Richter, ACS was also working closely with its provider foster care agencies to start efforts “as early as possible to ensure that young people when they turn 21 don’t age out into shelters.”
  
In response to inquiries from the Committee following up from the June 21 hearing, on October 5, 2007, ACS reported that in Calendar Year 2006, of the 982 youth in care who were discharged to independent living, 115 were housed through NYCHA, 85 of whom received Section 8 vouchers, and 105 of whom were waiting for NYCHA public housing.
  Today the Committees will seek an update as to the current status of these figures.  Moreover, provider agencies are required by ACS to have a housing liaison to facilitate and manage the process for youth aging out of foster care, and ACS holds quarterly meetings with liaisons to discuss housing supports available to youth.
  To achieve the second goal of the PYA plan, “Youth will reside in stable living situations,” ACS has collaborated with NYCHA to allow access to their database.
  ACS also has a Housing Unit comprised of 22 staff, of whom 5 have access to the NYCHA database, which tracks the progress of applications for housing in addition to securing priority for Section 8 and NYCHA housing for youth.
   

ACS has also issued one-page desk guides for provider agencies, law guardians, and direct service providers to youth which outline the application process and procedures for obtaining NYCHA housing, Section 8 vouchers, and the ACS Housing Subsidy Program.
  The ACS Housing Subsidy Program is available for foster families and youth who are aging out of foster care to provide resources for those who are facing eviction or other housing crises.  ACS has foster care and preventive housing subsidy programs which combined during FY2005 had a total of 945 active cases.
  In FY2006, the combined active housing subsidy cases increased to 1,194 active cases.
  It grew further during FY2007 to 1,431 active cases.

Further housing resources are also being explored by ACS, particularly under the NY/NY III program, which allows for 200 units (100 congregate and 100 “scattered” sites) dedicated to youth leaving foster care.
  ACS reported that by October 2007, 100 units would become available and the remaining units would be available in calendar year 2008.
  The Committee will seek more information about these sites at today’s hearing.       
At the June 21, 2007 hearing, several Council Members raised concerns about ACS’ level of coordination with other City agencies who service homeless youth, particularly DYCD.
  According to ACS Assistant Commissioner Dodd Terry, ACS had met with DYCD at the time of the June 21 hearing to discuss shelter use for youth, and “was working on the collaboration with DYCD regarding this issue.”
  Moreover, ACS testified that the agency has staff at Covenant House to specifically work with young people and ensure they are not left homeless.
  As of October 2007, the Office of Youth Development at ACS described that it would be coordinating with DYCD to identify the number of children in care using DYCD homeless shelters and to identify resources for children in care that DYCD offers.
   Recently, DYCD began tracking the foster care status of youth who utilize their services, and found in an initial review that approximately 3% of their total population have had an experience in foster care.
  It should also be noted that, according to a recent survey and count of runaway and homeless youth in New York City, almost 30% of respondents have been in foster care at some time in their lives.
  Through the Youth Board and Youth Council, ACS meets with DYCD quarterly, and staff of ACS and DYCD began meeting monthly in July “to address data sharing and better coordination of youth services,” which will not cease until ACS’s “goals are achieved.”
  
Similarly, as of October 2007, staff from ACS and DHS had been meeting every six to eight weeks for a year and “have been performing baseline analysis of recent cohorts of youth (ages 16-21) leaving foster care to determine incidences of utilization of the DHS shelter system.”
  According to ACS, by the end of calendar year 2007, the baseline data would be established, with plans to assess the outcome on at least an annual basis.  The Committees seek to learn more about this analysis today.    
Today the Committee seeks information and updates from ACS and DYCD regarding their efforts to prevent youth who age out of foster care from becoming homeless.  The Committees will seek more details regarding the use of housing subsidies to assist foster care youth, the specific steps ACS has taken in ensuring that youth have stable housing after leaving care, how ACS and DYCD coordinate to serve these youth, and updates from the last hearing in June of 2007.   
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