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I. INTRODUCTION

On Tuesday, February 12, 2019, the Committee on Juvenile Justice, chaired by Council Member Andy King, and the Committee on Youth Services, chaired by Council Member Deborah Rose, will conduct an oversight hearing entitled “Runaway and Homeless Youth and the Juvenile Justice System.” Those invited to testify include representatives from the Administration for Children Services’ Division of Youth and Family Justice (DYFJ), the Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD), and homeless youth advocates and service providers. A similar oversight hearing was held in 2011 titled “Examining the Link Between Runaway and Homeless Youth and the Juvenile Justice System.”
II. RUNAWAY AND HOMELESS YOUTH 
Defining Runaway and Homeless Youth

New York law provides important definitions and age ranges for the terms “runaway youth”, “homeless youth”, and “homeless young adult.” A “runaway youth” refers to an individual under the age of 18 who, without the consent of a parent or legal guardian, is absent from his or her legal residence.
 The term “homeless youth” applies to a person under the age of 18 who is in need of services but is without a place of shelter where supervision and care are available, but can also include persons between the ages of 18 and 21 who similarly need services but are without a place of shelter.
 More recently, as of 2018, state law recognizes an expanded age category of need referred to as “homeless young adults”, who are between the ages of 21 and 24 and are in need of services but lack a place of shelter.
 Accordingly, the state’s Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) outlines services that may be provided to these categories of youth by municipalities in order to qualify for reimbursement by the state.
 For the purposes of this briefing paper, the term “runaway and homeless youth” includes the state’s definition of runway youth and homeless youth while the term “homeless young adult” has the same definition.
Risk Factors Associated with Runaway and Homeless Youth 
Runaway and homeless youth (RHY) are one of the most vulnerable populations in New York City (the “City”). There are many reasons that youth find themselves on the streets including family conflict, a lack of available affordable housing, and family poverty.
 Youth may also run away from home for reasons such as violence, abuse or neglect at home, mental illness or substance abuse among family members, or challenges at school.
 And some youth endure rejection from their families because of their sexual orientation or gender identity, an unplanned pregnancy, drug or alcohol use, or the inability to comply with parent/caretaker rules.
 
RHY also experience high rates of physical, emotional, and sexual abuse, as well as neglect, trauma, and chronic stress throughout their lives.
 Additionally, not only can poverty and unstable housing severely impact the mental health of RHY, the experience of living on the streets and being exposed to violence and exploitation can spur further psychological and mental health.
 Fifty percent of all homeless youth report mental health problems, coming in many forms, such as depression, severe anxiety, suicide ideation, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
 RHY were found to have three times the rates of major depression, conduct disorder and PTSD as compared to the general youth population.
 RHY also experience high rates of substance abuse, with 30 to 40 percent of RHY reporting alcohol abuse in their lifetime, and 40 to 50 percent reporting drug problems.
 This makes the search for stable and permanent housing even more difficult
 and many RHYs’ paths to stable and permanent housing can be impeded as a result.
 This data suggests that the problems associated with RHY do not just cease once they turn 21 but may well persist as homeless young adults and beyond. 
Youth who age out of foster care or who are discharged from detention in juvenile or other justice facilities may also present a high risk for homelessness.
 Their risk factors are compounded particularly when they “age out” of care and are unable to access many services the City offers youth who are under age 21.
 However, in 2018 the state’s RHYA was amended to permit, but not require, municipalities to extend RHY services to homeless young adults. Consequently, the City Council passed a local law that took effect on January 1, 2019 that requires DYCD programs to extend shelter services to some, but not all, homeless young adults.
 Notably, the City’s Fiscal Year 2019 Adopted Budget includes $3 million in baseline funding to create 60 new shelter beds for homeless young adults across existing DYCD contracted programs that are LGBTQ-affirming and supportive RHY facilities, of which includes 20 beds for Covenant House, 15 beds for Ali Forney Center, 10 beds for Project Hospitality, and 15 beds for Core Services Group.
 
Counting Runaway and Homeless Youth
The RHY population is a unique population that is inherently difficult to accurately quantify. Because New York City does not have an accurate count of the number of RHY on the streets, there is an inherent gap between the resources currently available to RHY and the actual need. The City participates in the Homeless Outreach Population Estimate (HOPE) Count and, since 2015, the Youth Count. In the 2018 HOPE Count, there were approximately 3,705 unsheltered individuals within New York City, which included six unaccompanied youth under the age of 18 and 214 unaccompanied youth from ages 18 to 24 years old.
  As there was not a specific focus on homeless youth or RHY within this count, DYCD began to perform a supplemental count called the Youth Count in 2015 specifically geared towards this population.
 In 2017, the Youth Count only identified 44 youth who met the HUD definitions of unsheltered and thus were living on the streets.
 This number has been criticized as inaccurately low and advocates generally rely on their own surveys or alternative counts including the Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family Services’ 2008 report titled “A Count of Homeless Youth in New York City” (“2008 NYC Survey”), and a more recently released, “Report of the New York City Youth Homelessness Taskforce.” (“Youth Homelessness Taskforce Report”) 

The 2008 NYC Survey determined, through a comprehensive surveying and estimation effort, that there were over 3,800 RHY in the City, of which an estimated 1,600 spent the night outside in an abandoned building, at a transportation site, or in a car, bus, train or other vehicle.
 Of those surveyed, 15 and 27 percent, respectively, had spent time in a juvenile detention center, jail, or prison.
 About 21 percent of surveyed homeless males had been to a juvenile detention center, nearly double the percentage of females.
 
In addition to the 2008 NYC Survey, more recently, the Youth Homelessness Taskforce Report offered an in-depth report about youth homelessness and the RHY population in New York City and provided 14 recommendations to help this population.
 The report found that between 2015 and 2018, there was a 16 percent overall increase of homeless youth identified in New York City through the Point-in-Time count.
 In 2018, there were more than 10,000 young people aged 16 to 24 in DHS shelters and DYCD residential programs.
 Youth of color represent nearly 90 percent of all homeless youth in NYC and LGBTQ youth represent roughly 40 percent of all homeless youth in the city.
 In addition, nearly 50 percent had been in juvenile detention, jail, or prison, underscoring the intersection of RHY and the juvenile justice system.

Survival Crimes in RHY

Many RHY engage in survival crimes while living on the street. For example, 20 percent of RHY reported stealing; more than 10 percent have forced entry into a residence; and 50 percent have participated in gang activity.
 In addition, many RHY turn to sex crimes such as prostitution, with over 33 percent of RHY reporting that they exchanged sex for food, shelter or drugs.
 Approximately 50 percent trade sex for temporary shelter, and 20 percent trade sex for drugs.
 Also, RHY may sell drugs, panhandle, and steal in efforts to survive for even just one night.
 As would be expected from this data, RHY demonstrate high rates of prior arrests and convictions and thus high rates of interaction with the juvenile justice system.

III.    DEPARTMENT OF YOUTH AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
Traditionally, RHYA authorized municipalities to serve RHY in residential settings for youth aged 16 to 20 but, as mentioned above, recently expanded this authority to provide municipalities an option to extend RHY services to homeless young adults.
 The New York State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS) is responsible for overseeing county Youth Bureaus and certifying RHY residential programs.
 In New York City, the Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD) serves as the local Youth Bureau and provides assistance for RHY.
 DYCD-funded assistance includes:
                                                                                                                                              

· Street outreach and referral services, which focus on providing information about available services to RHY; 
· Drop-in centers, which are centers available in every borough of the City that provide youth and their families with essentials, such as food, clothing, immediate shelter, counseling, support and referrals to relevant services;  
· Crisis shelters, which are voluntary, short term residential programs that offer emergency shelter and crisis intervention services to RHY.
 and 

· Transitional independent living programs (TILs) that provide RHY with long-term residential services for up to 18 months and services that include educational programs, vocational training, job placement assistance, counseling, and basic life skills training.
 
DYCD invests in a large network of community-based organizations, non-profits, and programs that ultimately look to reduce the effects of poverty and to provide opportunities for New Yorkers and communities to prosper.
 These investments can be seen as vital in reducing the interaction of youth and more specifically, RHY, from entering the juvenile justice system, reducing recidivism rates, and allowing RHY to re-enter society from detention in an effective manner. However, DYCD does not have specific programming and services that address RHY within the juvenile justice system. DYCD, instead, undertakes a holistic approach to improve all youth by offering general programming, of which includes family support, literacy services, economic skills building and workforce development, among others. Thus, these programs, as related to RHY, strive to ensure that RHY who may be reentering society from a juvenile justice facility remain on a clear and successful path, while steering RHY away from the juvenile justice system.
  
IV.    NEW YORK CITY’S DIVISION OF YOUTH AND FAMILY JUSTICE

ACS’ DYFJ is New York City’s primary entity responsible for coordinating the City’s youth detention services and overseeing youth remanded to the City’s juvenile justice system. The DYFJ provides a wide range of services and programs for youth at every stage of the juvenile justice process, with the goals supporting and build stronger communities, while providing juveniles needed services to help them stay out of the juvenile justice system and develop tools to prosper once they leave the system.
 Juveniles between the ages of seven and 16 who are detained in the DYFJ facilities include alleged juvenile delinquents and offenders whose cases are pending before the courts, and those whose cases have been adjudicated and are awaiting transfer to New York City or New York State placement facilities.
 Detention ensures that the young person appears in court on time while ensuring that the community and the young person are safe.
 The total number of admissions to New York City detention facilities in Fiscal Year 2018 was 1,754 with an average daily population of 85.
 The average length of stay in detention for a juvenile was 19 days.
 Notably, from Fiscal Year 2017 to Fiscal Year 2018, there was a reduction in: total admissions to detention (2,126 to 1,754 admissions), average daily population data (119 to 85 days), and average length of stay in detention (24 to 19 days).
 Lastly, the recidivism rates have declined over the past fiscal year from 64 percent of youth being admitted with previous admission(s) in Fiscal Year 2017 to 58.5 percent during Fiscal Year 2018.

The DYFJ manages two full-service secure detention facilities: Horizon Juvenile Center, located in the Mott Haven section of the Bronx, and Crossroads Juvenile Center, located in Brownsville, Brooklyn.
 Secure detention facilities are characterized by locks on the doors and other restrictive hardware designed to limit the movement of the residents and to protect public safety.
 These facilities are typically reserved for youth who pose the highest risk or have been accused of committing serious offenses.
 

In addition to the two full-service secure detention facilities, the DYFJ oversees a network of non-secure detention (“NSD”) facilities
 located throughout the City. The NSD program offers an alternative to secure detention for some of the young people remanded to DYFJ’s custody and provides less restricted but structured residential care for lower-risk alleged juvenile delinquents awaiting adjudication of their cases in Family Court.
 NSD facilities are characterized by the absence of physically restrictive hardware, construction, and procedures.
 Pursuant to State rules, NSD facilities hold no more than 12 juveniles and must have at least two staff members on site.
  

During the disposition stage of a juvenile delinquency case, a judge may order a youth to a term of placement.
 There are three placement options for juveniles: (i) non-secure placement (“NSP”) resembling group homes with no perimeter fencing; (ii) limited secure placement (“LSP”) containing more physically restrictive hardware such as perimeter fencing; and (iii) secure placement (“SP”) that more closely resembles adult prisons with restrictive hardware such as locked rooms and barbed wire.
 Prior to September 2012, the New York State Office of Child and Family Services (OCFS) either directly operated or oversaw all three types of placement facilities. OCFS currently operates a total of 12 placement facilities throughout the State with a range of security levels.
  

On March 30, 2012, as part of the 2012-2013 New York State Budget, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo signed into law the Close to Home legislation, which authorized the City to oversee NSP and LSP services for adjudicated juvenile delinquents from New York City.
 If a court orders a youth placed in an NSP or LSP setting, the youth will be placed in the custody of ACS and assigned to the appropriate facility located in or near New York City upon completion of the “Assessment and Matching” process.
 In addition to the services received within the facility they are placed in, youth also receive services, labeled “aftercare services,” once they have completed their residential stay and are transitioning into the community.
 These aftercare services include: family counseling, mental health services, academic support, skill-building, and vocational assistance.
 Pursuant to Close to Home, DYFJ contracts a number of local providers that operate both NSP and LSP facilities. During Fiscal Year 2018, there were 136 admissions to Close to Home placement facilities and 151 youth released to aftercare.
 Notably, since Fiscal Year 2017, there has been a reduction in admission to Close to Home placement facilities (227 to 136), and number of releases from Close to Home placement to aftercare (194 to 151).
 

Furthermore, DYFJ also engage in Alternative-to-Detention (“ATD”) and Alternative-to-Placement (“ATP”) programs which aim to serve youth who, with the appropriate level of supervision, services, and support systems in place, may safely remain at home in the community. Families may play a critical role in youth rehabilitation by ensuring that youth engage in services and comply with court-ordered monitoring. Often, family members need help in order to carry out this task. One of the goals of ATD and ATP programs is to strengthen the family as a unit, including addressing family dynamics that might have led a youth to commit offenses in the first place, and providing parenting skills training and support to the family members in order to help them manage their children more effectively and to reduce antisocial behavior. There are numerous programs that directly provide therapeutic services to families involved in the juvenile justice system that are either directly administered by DYFJ or are contracted by the Department. 
As stated above, a principle cause of youth homelessness is the inadequate intervention from systems that are charged with protecting, nurturing, and supervising youth when their families cannot.
 
V.   HOMELESSNESS & THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM

Runaway Homeless Youth in the Juvenile Justice System 

A principle cause of youth homelessness is the inadequate intervention from systems that are charged with protecting, nurturing, and supervising youth when their families cannot.
 And, since being a RHY increases the risk of becoming involved in the juvenile justice system, a youth’s time in detention becomes an opportunity for the City to address some of the needs of RHY. Since various studies, as discussed above, show that RHY are likely to be at elevated risk for a variety of mental health problems, as well as higher risk to be involved in survival crimes and in touch with the juvenile justice system, it is important to learn who these youth are when they enter the system so that they can be cared for accordingly. For this reason, today the Committees hope to learn more about the DYFJ intake process as it relates to RHY, and what new things DYFJ is doing in efforts to reduce recidivism among RHY, as well as effectively re-enter RHY into the general youth population upon exiting the system.  

Accordingly, the City should recognize the prevalence of RHY in the juvenile justice system and focus on ways to better assist this population to obtain appropriate services. The connection between RHY and the juvenile justice system is twofold: (i) being a RHY increases the risk of juvenile justice involvement;
 and (ii) juvenile justice involvement may contribute to, or cause, homelessness.
New York City’s Family Assessment Program and Persons In Need of Supervision

In an effort to address this population and provide adequate services to court involved youth, DYFJ administers preventative family services to assist in limiting the increasing number of youth who run away from home and ultimately become homeless. In an attempt to remedy deteriorating family relationships before youths run away from home or land in the juvenile justice system, DYFJ works collaboratively with the Department of Probation (“DOP”) to administer and maintain the Persons in Need of Supervision (“PINS”) system. PINS provides families with the ability to involve the Family Courts and probation officers, via petition, when family relationships become unmanageable.
 Additionally, ACS and DOP created the Family Assessment Program (“FAP”) in 2002, which connects children and families to appropriate services in the community, reduces the City’s reliance on family court in PINS cases, and decreases the number of out-of-home placements for PINS youth.
 Under FAP, experienced ACS social workers, known as Family Assessment Specialists, meet with FAP Families and help identify options that can be used to create action plans specifically tailored to their situations. The goal of PINS and FAP is to resolve family differences so that the youth can remain home without the need for court involvement. In the event that the PINS court process must be utilized, the ACS Family Assessment Specialists immediately facilitate a conference between the DOP and the family “to discuss the issues, the court process and other options, if appropriate.”
 The Committees hope to learn more about what other types of RHY preventative services are being created or administered by DYFJ.  

Sexually Exploited Youth 

Sexually exploited youth commonly are defined as “juveniles (18 and under) who perform sexual acts in exchange for money, drugs, food, or shelter.”
 The prevalence of sexual exploitation among runaway and homeless youth is overwhelming. In 2016, an estimated 1 out of 6 endangered runaways reported to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children reported were likely child sex trafficking victims.
 In addition, in 2017, ACS, DYCD and Safe Harbour providers served a total of 2,996 youth referred as, self-report as, or determined to be sexually exploited.
 Of this total, 822 were served through DYCD’s RHY Programs, which included 302 RHY in Crisis services, 126 RHY in TILs and 394 in Drop-In Centers.
 In regards to ACS served approximately 170 youth through ACS Preventive and Placement Services.

Notably, when victims of commercial sexual exploitation are identified as minors they are frequently charged for prostitution-related activities or for a related offense. They are then sent to detention facilities, juvenile justice rehabilitative programs, returned to abusive home situations, or mandated to group homes or facilities.
 In addition, while all homeless youth are vulnerable to sexual exploitation, youth identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (“LGBT youth”) are more at risk.
 One study found that LGBT homeless youth were three times more likely to participate in survival sex than their heterosexual peers.
 Given these facts, there may be a gap in services for exploited male and LGBT youth who are in need of housing that is supportive of their specific needs.  

An example of one of DYFJ’s efforts to address the needs of court involved you who have been sexually exploited is through its contracted services with JCCA, a nonprofit that administers services for sexually exploited young women, among other services. JCCA’s Gateways Program focuses on identified commercially sexually exploited children.
 This program is an intensive, specialized residential program for girls, ages 12-16, who have been victims of commercial sexual exploitation and domestic trafficking. Gateways uses a strengths-based youth development model to assist young women in gaining the skills needed to return to the community as productive, independent young adults.
 Additionally, the Gateways Program also provides therapeutic services in order to help youth deal with mental health issues they may have been afflicted with during their sexual exploitation.  
LGBTQ Runaway and Homeless Youth

As discussed above, LGBTQ youths are disproportionately represented in the RHY population. This comes as no surprise, as LGBTQ youth face a unique set of challenges. In every facet of their lives, from home, to school, to the community at large, they can experience violence, bullying, discrimination, and sexual assault at rates higher than those of their non-LGBTQ counterparts.
 Additionally, LGBTQ youth often experience violence and rejection at the hands of their families around issues of their sexual or gender identity. 
 These negative experiences at home can cause these youth to either be removed from their homes by the Family Court or to flee, and ultimately to commit survival crimes on the streets. The commission of these crimes makes them susceptible to juvenile justice involvement. For these reasons it is imperative that the city’s agencies are prepared to adequately care for RHY who are LGBTQ.   

VI.    CONCLUSION
Today, the Committees hope to learn: (i) how DYFJ has been addressing the RHY population; (ii) what initiatives DYFJ participate in that specifically target RHY in detention; (iii) the status of DYFJ’s LGBTQ policy; and (iv) how DYFJ and DYCD are working together to: (a) monitor youths leaving the juvenile justice system; and (b) ensure that these youths are aware of services available to them. In addition, the Committees hope to hear from advocates and service providers in order to learn more about the relationship between RHY and their involvement in the juvenile justice system. This important information will enable the Council to explore ways that the City can work towards reducing and preventing homelessness among this population, as well as preventing future involvement in the juvenile and criminal justice systems.  
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