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Oversight: Update on DHS’ Advantage NY and Home Base Programs
On April 15th, 2010, at 1:00 p.m., the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Annabel Palma, will conduct an oversight hearing to seek updated information about DHS’ Advantage New York and Home Base Programs.  The hearing will also address DHS’ recent announcement that families with children will be required to contribute to the cost of shelter.

Advantage New York Programs

On April 25, 2007, DHS announced a set of housing subsidy programs designed to help homeless clients move to permanent housing.
  The reforms included rental assistance as well as an expansion of homelessness prevention services.  According to DHS, the centerpiece of the reforms was Work Advantage, which replaced the Housing Stability Plus (HSP) program.
  Work Advantage aimed to assist shelter residents in securing permanent housing and achieving self-sufficiency by providing incentives for employment.  Unlike HSP, Work Advantage is not tied to the receipt of public assistance.
  Thus, even if a client is sanctioned and his or her public assistance benefits are reduced or cut, the Work Advantage subsidy will continue.

To be eligible for the Work Advantage program, clients must work at least 20 hours per week, and have income below 150% of the federal poverty level.
  Families must have been in shelter for 90 days, and single adults for 9 months.
  Once a participant moves into an Advantage apartment,
 DHS pays a subsidy of nearly 100% of the rent; participants pay only $50 per month in rent directly to the landlord.  The maximum amount of the subsidy depends on the size of the household, and ranges from $839 for a single person to $1,431 for a 7 and 8 person family.
  

Participants are also required to open a bank account and demonstrate that they have saved money on a monthly basis. Through the “Advantage Savers” program, DHS matches both the $50 payment to the landlord and the client’s monthly savings, up to an average of $250 per month.
  Advantage Savers also provides financial services to clients such as tax credit assistance, financial education, and assistance with accessing banking services.  To receive the savings match at the end of the program, clients must have made the monthly rent contribution, completed at least six hours of financial education and counseling, and be working.
  

DHS may extend the Work Advantage program for a second year, if a client is still employed, still has financial need, has made payments to the landlord in a timely fashion, and has contributed to monthly savings.
  Seven months after moving into an apartment, clients receive a renewal package, which is reviewed by the DHS Subsidy Transition and Renewal Team (START) to determine whether they have continued need and have complied with the requirements of the program.
  The Work Advantage program also includes the Section 8 level inspection process, which consists of a comprehensive set of inspections to ensure that the apartments participants live in are not substandard.  


In addition to the Work Advantage program, DHS introduced other rental assistance strategies and reforms in 2007.  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 – are eligible to receive one year of rental assistance.  As long as they are on a fixed income, families who have been in shelter for at least 60 days and single adults who have been in shelter for nine months qualify for the Fixed-Income Advantage Program.
 DHS pays a rental subsidy for one year, which ranges from $889 for a studio, up to $1,481 for a 4 bedroom apartment.  At the end of the year, because they are designated as a special needs population, clients will be prioritized for federal Section 8 vouchers.  Once a client moves into an Advantage apartment, DHS sends a section 8 application on the client’s behalf to the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), which then certifies clients who are Section 8 eligible.
 

Participants in the Children’s Advantage Program have open child welfare cases with ACS.  Clients must be in shelter for at least 60 days to be eligible, and are identified by ACS.  As with the Fixed-Income Advantage Program, clients receive a one year subsidy from DHS that ranges from $889 to $1,481, depending on the size of the apartment. Once Children’s Advantage clients move into an Advantage apartment, DHS forwards a Section 8 application to NYCHA on the clients’ behalf for priority designation, because they too are considered a special needs population.     

According to DHS, while Section 8 vouchers are primarily provided to Children’s and Fixed Income Advantage clients,  “Work Advantage clients needing a longer subsidy as well as individuals at risk for homelessness may work with a Homebase provider to apply for Section 8.”
  As of September 30, 2009, DHS had submitted 1,026 applications for Section 8 on behalf of Work Advantage participants, of which 298 were certified by NYCHA.
  

The Human Resources Administration (HRA) administers the Domestic Violence Advantage program, which assists domestic violence survivors who are in HRA operated shelters with finding permanent and safe housing.  Participants still receive the subsidy but they are eligible after 42 days in shelter and have somewhat different requirements for employment.  Participants must get a full time job within six months of signing a lease, which reflects the unique challenges that they may face in finding employment, for example, recovering from trauma and ensuring that they and their children are safety located.  Once they find a job, they are required to pay the $50 to the landlord.
  

According to media reports published on April 13, 2010, DHS proposed significant changes to the Advantage program, which the State has yet to approve.
  Under the new plan, “the Bloomberg Administration is seeking to require that nearly all families have at least one member with a job before they receive a rent subsidy,” because according to Deputy Mayor Linda Gibbs, “’Anybody who can work, is capable of working, and we should help them work.’”
  The Children’s, Fixed-Income, and DV Advantage programs will no longer exist; all participants will be part of one Advantage program.  To be eligible, participants must have been in shelter for 60 days rather than 90, except for domestic violence survivors, who must only be in shelter for 42 days to be eligible.  In the first year of the program, participants must work at least 20 hours per week, and must also complete an addition 15 hours of HRA approved activities such as job search, job training, and housing search.  To be eligible for a second year, participants must be working a minimum of 35 hours per week.  Advantage participants will have to pay 30 percent of income toward rent during the first year of the program, and 50 percent of the total rent during the second year, which are much higher contributions than the $50 payment under the current Advantage program.
  Families with child welfare cases will now have to be employed to receive a subsidy under the new plan,
 and domestic violence victims will no longer be temporarily exempted from the work requirement.  Families on fixed incomes will receive a subsidy and are exempted from the work requirements, as long as they prove that they receive federal SSI/SSD.

The City will also re-institute the client contribution program for families with children, which requires all families with income to pay for the costs of shelter. According to DHS, 15-20% of families in shelter are eligible to make such a contribution.
  This program was implemented last year but was quickly rescinded after three weeks, due to miscalculations and misinformation that was provided to shelter residents.
  The amount of the contribution varies based on State public assistance budgeting standards.  For example, a family making $10,000 annually would contribute $36 per month, while a family making $25,000 per year would contribute $926 on a monthly basis.
  According to Deputy Mayor Gibbs, the City asked the State to approve an alternative program that would require mandatory savings, with less of a client contribution, which the State rejected.

HomeBase: Preventing Homelessness

Beginning in 2004, DHS shifted its priorities and services in order to focus more aggressively on homelessness prevention efforts.  DHS did this by strengthening programs, resources, and collaborations at the community level.
  Announced in September 2004, DHS’ HomeBase program was intended to help counteract obstacles that impede people from keeping their housing.
  HomeBase targets individuals and families at risk of homelessness who need intervention by providing a broad range of services, including family and landlord mediation, financial assistance, budgeting assistance, legal services, information about tenant rights and responsibilities, and referrals to, among other programs, child education programs, employment programs, and programs that provide rental assistance grants to assist families in paying rental arrears.
  

The program began in six communities located in five boroughs: East Harlem in Manhattan; the East Tremont/Belmont and South Bronx areas of the Bronx; Bushwick and Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn, and Jamaica, Queens.  HomeBase has since expanded citywide
 and its mandate has shifted somewhat, from operating at the community level to providing services at shelter intake that are intended to divert people from entering shelter.
 Most recently, at the General Welfare Committee Preliminary Budget hearing, Commissioner Hess confirmed that HomeBase services will focus more on increasing housing placements for people who are in hotel facilities rather than traditional shelters.
  Further, people whose Section 8 vouchers were recently revoked by NYCHA have been instructed to contact HomeBase for assistance, which may include financial assistance.

In addition, HomeBase provides specific aftercare services to Advantage participants.
   Clients are informed about HomeBase at lease signing, and their local HomeBase office is also given the client’s contact information.
  Work Advantage clients receive regular newsletters from HomeBase, which address issues such as budgeting, renewing the program for a second year, and saving money.
  HomeBase provides job training and search assistance, help with obtaining entitlements, access to necessary legal services, and financial help that includes rent payment of rent arrears or moving expenses.
  Fixed-Income and Children’s Advantage clients are automatically assigned an aftercare provider through HomeBase who helps with the section 8 application process and with planning the transition from the Advantage program onto Section 8, and for those who do not qualify for Section 8, to establish alternative plans for permanent housing. 

At the FY2010 General Welfare Preliminary Budget Hearing on March 8, 2010, Commissioner Hess testified that HomeBase has helped over 17,700 families and individuals to date; of this number 90% remained in their homes and out of homeless shelters.
  In addition, the Independent Budget Office reported in 2008 that although the number of homeless families in shelter increased across the city, the increase occurred at a lower rate in the HomeBase communities.
  DHS, however, also anticipated that HomeBase services would result in a decrease in demand for shelter,
 yet the number of families entering shelter is at record highs and the number of single adults entering shelter has increased each fiscal year since 2007.

DHS received a significant amount of federal funding under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), much of which was designated for HomeBase.  In the area of homeless services, the major conduit of ARRA funding was the Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-Housing Program (HPRP), which did not exist before the Recovery Act, and was created for the specific purpose of reducing homelessness through a comprehensive set of measures. New York City received $73.9 million in HPRP funding, more than any other municipality.
 The key goals of the HPRP program are to prevent homelessness and to help those who are already homeless move quickly into permanent housing.  HomeBase received $45 million of the total funding to provide prevention services, as well as $100,000 for a public awareness campaign.  At a hearing before the General Welfare, Housing and Buildings, and Public Housing Committees on February 9, 2010, Commissioner Hess also testified that $1 million of stimulus funding was designated for a HomeBase Flexible Fund, which will specifically assist people whose Section 8 vouchers were eliminated but who have not been able to receive assistance via services that HomeBase normally provides.
  It is not clear exactly what will be offered through the Fund, but rental subsidies are a possibility.
Issues and Concerns
Advantage
At the first hearing on the Advantage Program in 2007, several City Council Members and advocates raised concerns that it was unrealistic to expect that people would be able to live independently without assistance from the City within two years, especially because many would be working at low-paying jobs with little chance of upward mobility.
  Similarly, some questioned how much money participants would be able to put into savings accounts since most homeless people in shelter struggle to make ends meet.
  Finally, questions were raised regarding how many people in shelter would be eligible for each of the Advantage programs, in order to gauge how effective they would be in combating the increasing problem of homelessness.
  

According to a March 2009 report from DHS to the State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA), which oversees the Advantage programs, as of Feb. 28, 2009, DHS had received 1,601 applications to renew for a second year of Work Advantage.  Of those, 81% were employed and working a median of 32 hours per week at $9.50 per hour,
 an amount that is unlikely to cover rent and day to day expenditures for many families in New York City.  In addition, the same report states that 19% of families with children in shelter met Work Advantage criteria, and 17% met Children’s or Fixed Income criteria.  Only 18% of families that reached the one year limit on Children’s or Fixed Income Advantage had successfully transitioned to Section 8.
   In addition, the City is currently facing record high numbers of homeless, which casts doubt on the Advantage Programs’ ability to truly combat homelessness. 

DHS believes that the Advantage program has been successful because more people have moved into permanent housing with Advantage than with Section 8.  Between April 2007 and September 18, 2009, according to DHS, 13,343 leases were signed under the Advantage programs.
  Of those, 1,815 were no longer participating in the program as of November 25, 2009, because they may have transferred to the Section 8 program, did not participate in the Advantage program for a second year or were not eligible to renew, or were able to live on their own.
  In addition, 658 Advantage participants moved into Section 8 housing, and 6 moved into NYCHA public housing.
  Some Advantage participants have returned to shelter; according to DHS, 279 families and 41 single adults who participated in one of the Advantage programs have returned to shelter since the program started.
  From these figures, however, it is unclear how many people are still receiving the Advantage subsidy from DHS, which is essential to understanding how many are truly living independently.  In addition, the Committee seeks to learn how many former participants are still employed, and what their average wage is, which may indicate their ability to continue paying their rent without assistance from the City.  

Another factor that seriously affects the efficacy of the Advantage programs is the recent change to the section 8 program in New York City.  In December 2009, the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA or Authority) discontinued issuing Section 8 vouchers and revoked the vouchers for families who were in the process but had not completed the steps necessary to activate their vouchers, a decision that impacts thousands of city residents and calls into question whether the City’s homeless population will grow as a result.  NYCHA’s decision to no longer issue a Section 8 voucher to anyone, including emergency applicants, means that vouchers are no longer available to any Advantage program participants, including those in the Fixed-Income and Children’s programs.  On December 16, 2009, in response to NYCHA’s announcement, DHS asked OTDA to extend Children’s and Fixed-Income Advantage on a year-to-year basis, stating, “We believe that withdrawing all rental assistance at the end of the Advantage subsidy will lead to thousands of former shelter residents returning to the significantly more costly shelter system.”
  Accordingly, NYCHA’s action poses a long term threat to the success of the Advantage programs and raises concerns, apparently shared by DHS, that the loss of section 8 as a tool will significantly harm the functioning of the program.  

Other concerns have also been raised with respect to the operation of the Advantage Program.  According to an article in the Daily News, seven families were placed into apartments that were heading into foreclosure and two others were placed into illegally converted apartments.
  Also, according to the same article, in a sampling of 70 apartments, there were a total of 2,376 housing code violations with more than 13 violations per unit.
  One family who was living in a house cleared for auctioning, had violations that included mold gathering in the house and a damaged kitchen ceiling.
  

The article also mentioned that landlords create side deals with tenants after the contracts are entered into with DHS.  Instead of clients paying $50 per month, they are often forced into paying additional money to landlords through side deals that vary in degrees and amounts.
 For example, an Advantage recipient reportedly paid an additional $130 per month and $260 at the lease signing because she believed she had to make the extra payments.
  The District Attorney in Brooklyn has started an investigation of landlords who are charging tenants money over the $50 requirement.
  

The Daily News also revealed that one building that housed Advantage clients had 101 violations, which included peeling lead paint, mice, mold, inoperable smoke detectors, and exposed electrical wiring.
  Another family housed found six baby mice under their child’s bed within a short time of moving into the apartment.
  Additionally, safety concerns besides vermin existed for this family because nonresidents were entering the building to abuse drugs in the hallways.
  In another case, an Advantage landlord was arrested, charged with endangering the welfare of a child and sexual abuse, and was ordered by a judge to remain out of the building.
  

Finally, the changes to the Advantage program that were announced on April 13, 2010, coupled with the client contribution requirement, raise concerns that people will stay longer in shelter because they will be unable to comply with the program’s new requirements.  According to one shelter provider, who serves young mothers, “it may make moveouts slower because it’s difficult to find work out there . . . [j]obs are not easy to come by.”
  In addition, advocates for the homeless and state legislators have expressed concern that the new changes are counterproductive because they require families with very little income to pay rent rather than saving it to enable them to move into permanent housing, which will cost the City money in the long run.
  Finally, there is a concern that requiring domestic violence victims to be employed in order to receive the subsidy will be harmful, and ignores their unique circumstances.  

HomeBase 

The HomeBase program’s mandates have significantly varied and expanded since the program’s inception.  Initially, HomeBase services were provided in communities with high rates of shelter entry in 6 six neighborhoods, and then expanded to a full citywide preventive program.
  Homebase’s mandates were expanded to not only include city wide homelessness prevention efforts but also to focus on diverting people from shelter at intake, and most recently, to assist homeless families living in DHS hotels to secure permanent housing.
  HomeBase is a nationally lauded program,
 and was used to inform some of President Obama’s Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-housing Program standards. Locally, however, it has received increased scrutiny since it was announced that HomeBase would receive a significant portion of federal stimulus funding,
 because the public is asking how specifically it is being spent.

Community based organizations believe that the program serves an important function.  According to one advocate, “…if we were to lose Homebase…, we will no longer have any credible capacity to prevent low-income families in the Bronx from becoming homeless.”
  HomeBase offers its clients assistance with mediation, legal services, employment assistance, money management, and short term financial assistance.
     

While many agree that preventing homelessness is important,
 there are concerns that the constant shifting of HomeBase’s priorities reduces its effectiveness.  In addition, there is general confusion about what types of services HomeBase actually provides and the program’s ability to truly help people locate permanent housing.  For example, people whose section 8 vouchers were revoked in December were instructed to contact a HomeBase office for assistance, yet at a City Council hearing on February 9, 2010, some testified that they received inadequate or no actual help from HomeBase.
  At today’s hearing, the Committee will attempt to gain information about the numbers of people that have been served, how many people have received services through Home Base, the kinds of services people have received, and the number of people whose circumstances have actually stabilized enough to remain outside of the shelter system.  
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