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Good morning,

My name is Jumaane D. Williams, and I am the Public Advocate for the City of New York. I
would like to thank Chair Stevens, and members of the Committee on Youth Services for holding
this hearing today.

The COVID-19 pandemic has been scary and stressful for New Yorkers, especially youth and
young adults. Young people have experienced interruptions in schooling, after-school and
summer programming, and employment. This has been particularly hard on runaway and
homeless youth, many of whom rely on their schools for food. Additionally, the pandemic has
compounded New York City’s affordable housing crisis, with many unable to pay their rent and
congregate shelter residents exposed to COVID-19 infection.

Approximately 7,300 young people in New York City below the age of 25 are experiencing
homelessness.1 This includes youth whose families are experiencing homelessness and those
who are homeless for other reasons, such as those who have run away from home to escape
abuse, homophobia, or transphobia, or those who have aged out of the foster care system.
Runaway and homeless youth are extremely vulnerable to violence and sexual exploitation, and
often do not complete their education. People living in congregate shelters or on the streets are
also at increased risk of exposure to COVID-19. About half of RHY identify as LGBTQ+, and
nearly all people under 25 experiencing homelessness are people of color. Lack of education and
job experience combined with the rising cost of housing in the city makes it increasingly difficult
for these young people to find affordable, stable housing.

Youth and young adults are increasingly turning to the city’s Department of Homeless
Services-run adult shelters because youth shelters do not have room. Since 2021, the number of
youth shelter beds has decreased, while the need has increased with the number of
unaccompanied young asylum-seekers arriving in NYC in the last several months. Just last
month, Sheltering Arms, a 200-year-old nonprofit serving 17,000 children and families,
announced it will be shutting down. Sheltering Arms contracted with DYCD to provide youth
homeless shelters, and cited a delay in payments from the city as a primary cause of their
decision to close. This came on the heels of the Adams Administration’s order to drop-in center

1 https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/cidi/downloads/pdfs/NYC-Youth-Count-Findings-2018.pdf

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/cidi/downloads/pdfs/NYC-Youth-Count-Findings-2018.pdf


providers to prohibit the young people who come in for services from sleeping in their facilities,
which has been criticized by providers, advocates, and directly impacted people as inhumane. As
NYC is in an unprecedented housing crisis, funding shelter and homeless services needs to be a
priority.

Previously, those ages 18 to 25 staying in a shelter run by the Department of Youth and
Community Development, were required to check into adult shelters in order to meet the 90-day
minimum stay requirement to be eligible to receive housing aid. Adult shelters are crowded and
dangerous, especially for LGBTQ youth. Intro 2405-2021, sponsored by former Councilmember
Stephen Levin, changed this requirement: the Department of Social Services must consider the
time runaway and homeless youth spend in youth shelters as “homelessness” when determining
whether that youth is eligible for rental assistance through the city’s Family Homelessness and
Eviction Prevention Supplement (CityFHEPS) program. This important bill ensures that youth
experiencing homelessness are as safe as they can be and are able to receive services designed
for youth. However, the Adams Administration is not honoring the requirements of this law for
reasons that are unclear, forcing young people into the overcrowded, overburdened, and
sometimes dangerous adult shelter system.

The best solution to homelessness is to create affordable, subsidized housing, especially for
youth who are more likely to lack the education and job skills necessary to secure employment.
In July, the city began a pilot program that made 50 housing vouchers available to anyone
receiving services at a city youth shelter or drop-in center, provided through CityFHEPS. Over
600 emergency housing vouchers were added to the total as part of a one-time federal relief
package, worth $1,945 for a one-bedroom or up to $2,217 for a two-bedroom apartment as part
of the Section 8 program. Unfortunately, housing in New York City is more expensive than the
assistance the vouchers provide. Only 29 of the 2,791 young people discharged from DYCD
shelters moved into their own unsubsidized apartments in fiscal year 2020.2 Most youth will also
likely require help to navigate the shelter and housing systems. Further, this pilot program will
end in June, leaving young adults in youth shelters with no choice but to enter the adult system to
access vouchers.

Our young people are the future of our city. As we are on the long road to recovery from
COVID-19, it is imperative that we invest in our youth and their wellbeing. I look forward to
working with Chair Stevens and the City Council to ensure that no young person is unhoused and
without the services they need.

Thank you.
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https://www.thecity.nyc/housing/2021/7/18/22582437/nyc-homeless-youth-finally-get-rent-help-deblasio-pr
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Introduction 

The Coalition for Homeless Youth (CHY) welcomes the opportunity to submit written testimony on 

Addressing the Needs of Runaway and Homeless Youth to the New York City Council Youth Services 

Committee. We greatly appreciate the Council’s support in highlighting the needs of youth and young adults 

experiencing homelessness in New York City.  

 

As stated during the verbal testimony of CHY staff on April 24, 2023, we are submitting this written testimony 

to amplify the needs of the DYCD Runaway and Homeless Youth (RHY) providers, and the runaway and 

homeless youth and young adults that they serve.  

 

Who are Runaway and Homeless Youth? 

RHY are generally defined as unaccompanied young people who have run away or been forced to leave home 

and now reside in temporary situations, places not otherwise intended for habitation, or emergency shelters. 

The federal Runaway and Homeless Youth Act defines the population as being between 12-24 years of age. As 

of April 2017, New York State redefined RHY to be anyone under the age of 25 years1.  

 

On a single night in 2022, 3,594 unaccompanied and parenting youth under age 25 were counted as 

experiencing homelessness in the NYC Point in Time (PIT) count.2 In NYC Fiscal Year 2022, 3,027 RHY, 

were served in DYCD RHY residential programs, including 329 minors.3 Another 28,119 RHY received non-

residential services at a DYCD RHY drop-in center or through street-outreach4.  In 2021, DHS reported a total 

of 4,051 unaccompanied or parenting youth between the ages of 18 and 25 entering either single adult or 

family shelters,5 and the Department of Education (DOE) reported that during the 2019-2020 school year, 

almost 7,500 unaccompanied youth experiencing homelessness attended NYC public schools.6 

 

Like all other segments of NYC’s homeless population, RHY experience harm that disproportionately impacts 

their health and creates roadblocks to long-term wellness. This is more recently detailed in “Opportunity Starts 

with a Home: New York City’s Plan to Prevent and End Youth Homelessness (OSH).”7 The myriad of harms 

that confront RHY, include: increased mental health problems and trauma, substance use, exposure to 

victimization and criminal activity, and unsafe sex practices.8 Youth of color and LGBTQ/TGNC youth are 

also vastly overrepresented in the RHY population9.  

 

Youth-Specific Shelters and Services Make a Measurable, Positive Difference  

The Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD) has been designated the  

county youth bureau for NYC and is responsible for serving RHY under the NYRHYA.10 While many RHY 

also seek services within the DHS and HRA continuum of shelters, homeless youth, advocates, and RHY 

providers agree that the outcomes for many homeless youth improve with increased access to youth-specific 

shelters and services. This was proved in a groundbreaking white paper was released by the Center for Drug 

Use and HIV Research at NYU Rory Meyers College of Nursing in with the Coalition for Homeless Youth. 

One of the most significant findings of the study is that high quality RHY programs not only meet basic 

requirements, but “address higher order relational, psychological, and motivational needs… fostering a sense 

of resilience among RHY” and providing long-term benefits to a youth’s functioning.11 In short, well-funded, 

high quality RHY programs make a positive impact on a youth’s ability to stabilize and successfully 

 
1 https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/EXC/A19-H  
2 https://files.hudexchange.info/reports/published/CoC_PopSub_CoC_NY-600-2022_NY_2022.pdf  
3 https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dycd/downloads/pdf/FY22_LL86_RHY_Demographics-and-Services_Report-final.pdf  
4 Ibid 
5 https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2022/NYC-Community-Plan-DIGITAL.pdf 
6 Ibid 
7 Ibid 
8 Ibid 
9 Ibid 
10 New York State FY 2018-19 budget included amendments to the NYRHYA that expand the age range for RHY services and youth-centered 

beds to 25 years old. The amendments took effect January 1, 2018. (SFY 2018-19 Budget, Part M S2006-c/30060c; see 

https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/press/2017/pressRelease17_enactedPassage.html.  
11 Gwadz, M., Freeman, R., Cleland, C.M., Ritchie, A.S., Leonard, N.R., Hughes, C., Powlovich, J., & Schoenberg, J. (2017). Moving from crisis 

to independence: The characteristic, quality, and impact of specialized settings for runaway and homeless youth. New York: Center for Drug Use 
and HIV Research, NYU Rory Meyers College of Nursing. See page 16.  

https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/EXC/A19-H
https://files.hudexchange.info/reports/published/CoC_PopSub_CoC_NY-600-2022_NY_2022.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dycd/downloads/pdf/FY22_LL86_RHY_Demographics-and-Services_Report-final.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2022/NYC-Community-Plan-DIGITAL.pdf
https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/press/2017/pressRelease17_enactedPassage.html


 

transition from crisis to independence. While more research is needed to evaluate the long-term benefits of 

RHY services, understanding that these programs make a proven difference to the youth they serve gives 

further support to why we have continued pushing for more shelter beds and services for youth experiencing 

homelessness.  

 

Legislation 

CHY is in full support of the intent of all three pieces of legislation that were heard at the hearing, however, we 

have outlined some recommended amendments, that will believe will strength the bills, and better support their 

implementation once passed.  

 

Int. 0054-2022 

CHY is in support the intent of Int. 0054-202212, which would amend the administrative code of the city of 

New York, in relation to financial literacy education in department of youth and community development 

programs, including DYCD-funded Runaway and Homeless Youth Transitional Independent Living (TIL) 

support programs and Crisis Services Programs. 

 

We thank council for your commitment towards ensuring that youth and young adults have access to 

independent living resources- including financial literacy. While we fully support the intent of this legislation, 

we have some concerns about how it will be implemented by DYCD once passed. DYCD recently funded 

robust financial literacy programming at the RHY Drop-in Centers, as one of the initiatives attached to 

“Opportunity Starts with a Home: New York City’s Plan to Prevent and End Youth Homelessness (OSH),”13  

but no funding was awarded to RHY TIL and crisis services programs to do the same. We also believe that 

financial literacy programs often fall short of meeting the actual needs of youth, because they often are under-

resourced, and not developed specifically to target the needs of the intended population.  

 

Therefore, we recommend that § 21-414(1)(c) be amended to read that RHY programs “shall provide access to 

at least two hours of financial literacy education to all program participants.” This would allow the residential 

programs the option to host on-site programming or refer youth to the financial literacy programming already 

happening at the drop-in center. We also recommend that language be added to clarify the frequency that these 

groups must be made available to youth during the annual reporting period. 

 

Int. 0976-2023 

CHY is in support of the intent of Int. 0976-202314, which would amend the administrative code of the city of 

New York, in relation to requiring the department of homeless services and the department of youth and 

community development to report data on the LGBTQ homeless population.  

 

We thank the council for their commitment towards LGTBQ youth and young adults. For LGBTQ youth and 

young adults experiencing homelessness this legislation will produce cross-systems data that will paint a more 

accurate picture of the disproportionate impact that homelessness has on LGBTQ youth across homeless 

system. Having accurate data will make NYC better situated to ensure that we have services to meet their 

needs and identify gaps and barriers in current systems and services that need to be addressed. However, given 

that DYCD already reports on certain metrics required in this legislation through Local Law 86 of 201815, and 

that there are vast differences in the intake and certification processes for DYCD and DHS shelters, we 

recommend the following amendments: 

• § 21-329(c)(1): Remove the department of youth and community development from the 

requirements under Section 1. There is no centralized intake in the DYCD system, and 

therefore it would be almost impossible to capture accurate numbers of LGBTQ youth that 

seek services and are turned away from DYCD programs at a system level. Our fear would be 

that if DYCD is not removed from these reporting requirements, that they would use data 

 
12 Intro 0054-2022 via the City Council Website https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5465033&GUID=D3F2FA3C-F71D-

4A4D-9825-55AF41158A64&Options=&Search=   
13  https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2022/NYC-Community-Plan-DIGITAL.pdf 
14 Intro 0976-2023 via the City Council Website https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6067643&GUID=0A978A4E-65A1-

4F57-B67F-9EEED042956A&Options=&Search=  
15 https://nyc.legistar1.com/nyc/attachments/b266ec2e-622d-4df1-a7c7-ed2d05272fb2.pdf  

https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5465033&GUID=D3F2FA3C-F71D-4A4D-9825-55AF41158A64&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5465033&GUID=D3F2FA3C-F71D-4A4D-9825-55AF41158A64&Options=&Search=
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2022/NYC-Community-Plan-DIGITAL.pdf
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6067643&GUID=0A978A4E-65A1-4F57-B67F-9EEED042956A&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6067643&GUID=0A978A4E-65A1-4F57-B67F-9EEED042956A&Options=&Search=
https://nyc.legistar1.com/nyc/attachments/b266ec2e-622d-4df1-a7c7-ed2d05272fb2.pdf


 

from the Local Law 79 of 201816 report to populate the data for this report, which we believe 

would cause harm since the LL79 numbers are inadequately collected and reported, and 

therefore we believe are inaccurate.  

 

In addition, specifically regarding Section 1(c), as written we believe would lead to DYCD 

reporting zero. This is because the New York State Runaway and Homeless Youth Act of 

197817 (RHYA) does not allow for RHY residential programs to be certified by the Office of 

Children and Family Services (OCFS) to “reserve” or exclusively serve sub-populations of 

youth, including those that identify as LGBTQ. Although, RHY programs can “specialize” in 

serving LGBTQ youth, as many in NYC do. Again, we anticipate that if the legislation is not 

amended, DYCD would report zero for this section, which we believe could be harmful, 

although it would be true given the legislation language. 

 

Int. 0977-2023 

CHY is in full support of Int. 0977-202318, as written, which would amend Local Law 81 of 201819 to allow 

DYCD-funded drop-in centers (DIC) to participate in the streamlined intake process for runaway and homeless 

youth to transition into adult shelters. 

 

Although we do not believe that a young person transitioning from one homeless setting to another is a 

positive outcome, we know that it is unfortunately a reality that many young people face, especially given the 

lack of access to housing options. Also, given the aforementioned “no sleep” directive that is in place for the 

24hr DICs, once passed, this legislation will allow youth in the impacted programs to bypass DHS intake and 

be placed directly into a DHS shelter, which will minimize the impact that the directive will have on some 

youth. We would also like to note, that DHS has already committed to extending this policy via Action Step 

6.1.1 in “Opportunity Starts with a Home: New York City’s Plan to Prevent and End Youth Homelessness 

(OSH).”20   

 

Addressing the Needs of Runaway and Homeless Youth 

Under the previous Administration the City did put forth more resources to increase the number of beds in the 

DYCD system, that are available to youth experiencing homelessness. This was complimented by City Council 

passing a system-changing package of bills over four years ago. More recently, many new investments, 

including both funded projects and policy commitments have been made through “Opportunity Starts with a 

Home: New York City’s Plan to Prevent and End Youth Homelessness (OSH),”21 but overall, there is still room 

to go. 

 

CHY understands the financial strain that NYC is facing, and we are grateful that funding for RHY programs 

are largely being kept whole by a Legal Aid Society class action settlement.22 However, despite baselined 

funding being maintained, and the new investments, there continues to be vital supports and services that 

remain underfunded or not funded at all, as well as other systems gaps that need to be addressed.  

 

DYCD 24-hr Drop-in Center Directive 

Since their inception, the 24-hour Drop-in Centers (DICs) have played a crucial role in the NYC RHY 

continuum, and providers have gone above and beyond to create safe, supportive spaces for some of the most 

vulnerable youth experiencing homelessness, many of whom do not have access to the more traditional crisis 

and TIL settings for a variety of reasons. They are a service that youth rely on, nightly, and the numbers of 

 
16 https://nyc.legistar1.com/nyc/attachments/501c5c80-6b58-4f74-aaad-9ff5c6e6f3b5.pdf  
17 https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/EXC/A19-H  
18 https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6067642&GUID=FA139A42-5A29-415F-9532-

F0ECC6E81A20&Options=&Search=  
19 https://nyc.legistar1.com/nyc/attachments/bb910a7c-9955-46ec-b159-01d95155af38.pdf  
20  https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2022/NYC-Community-Plan-DIGITAL.pdf (page 19) 
21  Ibid 
22 On March 2, 2020, DYCD and The Legal Aid Society finalized a settlement in the class action matter C.W. v. The City of New York. This 
settlement includes provisions that protect current funding levels of DYCD-funded shelter and services for New York City’s RHY.  

https://nyc.legistar1.com/nyc/attachments/501c5c80-6b58-4f74-aaad-9ff5c6e6f3b5.pdf
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/EXC/A19-H
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6067642&GUID=FA139A42-5A29-415F-9532-F0ECC6E81A20&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6067642&GUID=FA139A42-5A29-415F-9532-F0ECC6E81A20&Options=&Search=
https://nyc.legistar1.com/nyc/attachments/bb910a7c-9955-46ec-b159-01d95155af38.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2022/NYC-Community-Plan-DIGITAL.pdf


 

youth that they serve every year, speaks to not only the success of the 24hr DIC model, but the program’s 

success in how they operate their services, even minus adequate funding by DYCD to do so.  

 

Unfortunately, on January 13, 2023, DYCD issued a “no-sleeping” directive23 to the 24hr RHY DICs. Over the 

past three months this directive has impacted RHY, providers report low utilization of overnight services, and 

youth who previous sought safe refuge in the programs overnight report that they no longer see them as viable 

options during overnight hours since they can no longer use them to get the rest that they need.  

 

CHY maintains that this directive is not only inhuman, but that it was unjustified. Despite DYCD testifying at 

the March 22, 2023, Youth Services Preliminary Budget Hearing24 that they have met with the 24hr DIC 

providers, advocates, and youth more than a dozen times. To the best of our knowledge, this is untrue. CHY 

knows for certain that DYCD has only held one meeting with all of the impacted providers, on February 13th, 

2023. One meeting with the NYC Youth Action Board (YAB) on February 15th, 2023, and they have never 

met with CHY regarding the directive. In addition, they have not responded to any of correspondences sent to 

them by CHY on behalf of the providers regarding the directive, including our initial letter sent on February 8, 

2023, which is attached. We are unaware of any other meetings that have been scheduled with young people 

other than those attached to the YAB. CHY echo’s the call by City Council and other City and State elected 

officials, to rescind this directive and respond to providers request for guidance to ensure that youth are able to 

rest. We thank the Speaker and Chair as well as other members of the council for their support in righting this 

wrong.  

 

Access to CityFHEPS Vouchers  

On November 23, 2021, council passed two groundbreaking pieces of legislation, intros 2405-A25 and 148-B26. 

In April 2022, Local Laws 170 and 157 went into effect making youth experiencing homelessness in the 

DYCD-funded RHY programs as well as youth transitioning out of ACS care eligible for CityFHEPS vouchers 

without having to first enter DHS shelters. For runaway and homeless youth specifically, this was celebrated as 

a significant victory by the council and the community. 

 

Unfortunately, DSS/DHS is not moving forward with what CHY believes is required under the laws -- 

meaning that DYCD-RHY and ACS youth would get access to CityFHEPS vouchers without having to enter 

DHS shelter, and that they would be awarded the same HRA-administered (funded) vouchers that individuals 

in the DHS and HRA shelters get. DSS/DHS is instead going to continue to force young people into the DHS 

shelter system before they can access vouchers – even if they are otherwise eligible. More specifically their 

interpretation is that:  

 

1. The legislation allows for time in DYCD-RHY programs or ACS to count towards the 90-day 

requirement, but that the youth would have to still enter DHS shelter to be awarded a voucher. This is 

the exact opposite of the intent of the legislation when we fought for it to be passed. Also, if true, it 

would mean that all the legislation would be doing, at least for RHY, would be to solidify a process 

already happening through an MOU27.   

 

2. That the phrase "Subject to appropriation..." in the laws means that in order for RHY or ACS youth to 

access vouchers directly, ACS/DYCD would need to advocate for funding with OMB to cover the 

cost of administering vouchers to their respective populations. During the negotiation process with the 

admin prior to the bills aging, the admin insisted on including this language, despite concerns being 

raised that what is now happening, would happen. At that time, we were assured by the admin that it 

was boilerplate language that was included on many pieces of legislation implicating entitlement 

 
23 https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DHLu9Ww-Q2AZipx1dx9BD1TVfQq0vqZD/view?usp=sharing  
24 https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=1085120&GUID=D62DA19B-DAA0-493C-BB38-

03A6480332D1&Options=info|&Search=  
25 https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5146237&GUID=1A2F9094-0130-46E0-9C4A-D9A5AC55F8A5&Options=ID 
26 https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3331970&GUID=FFD262A3-0EF3-4E53-819A-

4FD46EECEF43&Options=&Search= 
27 https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/20785760-dhs-hra-dycd-cityfheps-mou 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DHLu9Ww-Q2AZipx1dx9BD1TVfQq0vqZD/view?usp=sharing
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=1085120&GUID=D62DA19B-DAA0-493C-BB38-03A6480332D1&Options=info|&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=1085120&GUID=D62DA19B-DAA0-493C-BB38-03A6480332D1&Options=info|&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5146237&GUID=1A2F9094-0130-46E0-9C4A-D9A5AC55F8A5&Options=ID
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3331970&GUID=FFD262A3-0EF3-4E53-819A-4FD46EECEF43&Options=&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3331970&GUID=FFD262A3-0EF3-4E53-819A-4FD46EECEF43&Options=&Search=
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/20785760-dhs-hra-dycd-cityfheps-mou


 

programs, and that it DID NOT indicate their intent to not fully implement the provisions of the 

legislation.   

 

Let us be clear. Youth in the RHY system are homeless. PERIOD. And by the City requiring them to move 

from one shelter system to another to access a way out of homelessness is not only cruel, but it also makes no 

sense. At a time when the DHS shelter census is at an all-time high, why is the administration forcing young 

people into the DHS system unnecessarily? 

 

DSS’s interpretation of the laws is not only a slap in the face to the youth, programs and advocates that fought 

for these bills to be passed, but it is also another clear example of how in New York City homelessness = DHS, 

when in fact homelessness is a traumatic experience that far too many people endure in this city, and we 

believe resources should be based solely on that lived experience and not the system that you enter.   

 

Youth experiencing homelessness in the DYCD-funded Runaway Homeless Youth (RHY) programs as well as 

youth transitioning out of the Administration for Children Services (ACS) care must be made categorically 

eligible for CityFHEPS vouchers without having first to enter Department of Homeless Services (DHS) shelter 

system. This is a critical investment that will support the Administration’s initiatives to eradicate 

homelessness, to prevent people from entering DHS shelters unnecessarily and to make access to vouchers 

easier, and we look forward to continuing to work with Council to address this issue and have attached a 

unanswered letter that was sent on behalf of 42 organization to the Mayor on February 13th, 2023, regarding 

this matter.   

 

Maintain Vital Positions in the RHY System  

The current sixteen Housing Specialists at the DYCD-funded drop-in centers are temporarily funded through 

federal Emergency Housing Voucher funding which is set to expire at the end of the fiscal year (June 2023), 

despite CHY confirming with the Administration that DYCD is the only agency whose positions were not 

extended. Since housing navigators were funded in the DYCD system in FY21, available data shows that there 

has been a 350% increase in youth exiting homelessness into their own apartments, since their inception. These 

are amazing outcomes for RHY, and maintaining these positions will ensure RHY continue to successfully 

transition to their own apartments and support the Administration’s goal to address the homelessness crisis.  

Similarly, in response to the priorities set forth in Opportunity Starts with a Home: New York City’s Plan to 

Prevent and End Youth Homelessness28, funding was allocated for sixteen full-time Peer Navigator positions 

across the DYCD-funded Drop-in Centers in FY23. These critical positions provide peer-to-peer support to 

some of the most vulnerable youth and young adults. If this funding is not maintained youth with lived 

experience will lose their jobs, and countless other youth will miss out on the benefit or peer-on-peer support.  

 

We thank the City Council for including funding for these vital positions in their FY24 Budget Response and 

urge the Administration to maintain the funding. 

  

More Beds for Homeless Young Adults 

There are currently only 60-funded young adult beds in the DYCD RHY system for youth ages 21-24 yo, 

however only 45 have been online this fiscal year, and even when all 60 are operational they do not come close 

to meeting the need of young adults in need.  In order to ensure that older youth can benefit from the safety and 

security of youth specific shelter supports, CHY echo’s council’s call for funding for at least be 40 additional 

young adult beds in the DYCD RHY system.  

 

Addressing the Needs of Migrant Youth & Young Adults 

Like many nonprofits in other sectors, RHY service providers, the majority of whom are funded by DYCD, 

have been seeing an influx of migrant youth arriving to their programs seeking shelter, housing and in need of 

services and support. CHY and its member providers are confused and concerned by the lack of system 

coordination the city has implemented to support the needs of migrant youth, as well as the RHY providers 

that are serving them.  

 

 
28 https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2022/NYC-Community-Plan-DIGITAL.pdf  

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2022/NYC-Community-Plan-DIGITAL.pdf


 

This concern was only elevated, when the Administration neglected to even mention the needs (or existence) 

of unaccompanied migrant minors and youth in their recently released plan “The Road Forward: A Blueprint 

to Address New York City’s Response to the Asylum Seeker Crisis.”29As well as when CHY visited the Asylum 

Seeker Navigation Center in Midtown, to inquire – in person, as what policies were in place for when 

unaccompanied minors and youth presented, including any information that was being shared with about the 

RHY system, and staff their reported that there was no policy, nor was information being shared.  

 

Providers already report hundreds of migrant youths accessing services in the RHY system, and despite 

working tirelessly to meet the needs of this growing population of young people, without additional funding or 

city support, some RHY providers have already been faced with having to implement long waitlists and having 

to turn youth away due to lack of capacity to serve them. Although this level of capacity strain is currently 

isolated at a number of programs, the entire sector is concerned that as the number of migrant youths 

presenting at their programs continues to grow, they will also be faced with having to turn youth away (both 

migrant and not), due to their lack of capacity to serve them.  

 

In the absence of city coordination and guidance, CHY has been hosting regular convenings with RHY 

providers where they can support and learn from each other. However, the sole burden of coordination of this 

magnitude cannot be placed on the programs. It is time for the city to step-up and support.  

 

The city must acknowledge and support the needs of the RHY-system now, before this becomes a system-wide 

crisis, by implementing the following supports and services: 

• Policies that support coordination between the DYCD and the Mayor’s Office of Immigration 

Affairs (MOIA) and Health and Hospitals (H&H) 

• Policies that support coordination between DYCD and ACS regarding the needs of 

unaccompanied minors  

• Access to 24hr translation services 

• Transportation support for family reunification, when applicable 

• Youth-specific legal services 

• Access to permanent housing 

• Pathways to employment and income access  

 

We also call on council to echo CHY’s support of the New York State’s Access to Representation Act30, which 

will support migrant youth with legal services, and well as our objection to Federal policies, that are harmful to 

asylum seekers at the US/Mexico border, such as Title 4231. 

 

We look forward to providing more detailed testimony regarding the needs of unaccompanied migrant minors 

and youth, before the City Council Committees on Immigration and Governmental Operation at the upcoming 

hearing on Meeting the Needs of Asylum Seekers in New York City. We have also attached our most recent 

(unanswered) letter to DYCD regarding this matter.  

 

For questions please contact: 

Jamie Powlovich 

Coalition for Homeless Youth, jamie@nychy.org, (347) 772-2352 

 

The Coalition for Homeless Youth 

Founded in 1978 as the Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family Services, The Coalition for Homeless 

Youth (CHY) is a consortium of 65 agencies whose mission is, as a membership organization, to use its 

collective voice to promote the safety, health, and future of runaway, homeless and street involved youth 

through advocacy, authentic collaboration with youth and young adults (YYA) with lived expertise and 

training and technical assistance.  

 

 
29 https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2023/asylum-seeker-blueprint.pdf  
30 https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2021/S81  
31 https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-42  

mailto:jamie@nychy.org
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/press-releases/2023/asylum-seeker-blueprint.pdf
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2021/S81
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-42


 

CHY is primarily an advocacy organization, leveraging the expertise and experience of its membership as well 

as YYA with the lived experience of homelessness to shape the landscape for runaway and homeless youth 

across New York State. This is achieved by increasing public awareness, coalition building, policy work and 

public advocacy campaigns for pertinent legislation and funding. Notably, in 2015, CHY was instrumental in 

the advocacy efforts that resulted in the doubling of the State budget for runaway and homeless youth services. 

CHY's advocacy also contributed to the development of NYS statutory and regulatory changes that became 

effective in 2018, permitting localities across the State to extend length of stay and increase age of youth 

served by RHY programs in their communities. Most recently, we passed state legislation this session that will 

grant decisionally capable runaway and homeless minors the ability to consent to their own health care, 

including gender-affirming care. As well as NYC legislation that we maintain gives both homeless youth and 

youth aging out of foster care access to city-sponsored housing vouchers.  

 

An additional area of focus for CHY is the strengthening of service delivery for runaway and homeless youth, 

primarily through the provision of specialized trainings and technical support. Until 2019, CHY held the state 

contract to provide annual web-based trainings, on diverse topic areas, to providers across the state, reaching 

hundreds of professionals working with homeless and runaway youth. Since 2019, CHY has continued to 

provide training and technical assistance on a smaller scale due to funding restrictions; however, resuming this 

service remains a top priority for our membership.  

 

Lastly, and most importantly, as a coalition and voice for a community that is often overlooked, 

underrepresented and under-resourced, CHY prides itself on ensuring that the majority of our staff have the 

lived experience of youth homelessness. Our commitment to giving power to those with lived experience is 

also prioritized through our support of the New York City Youth Action Board (YAB), as well as our annual 

Youth Advocacy Fellowship Program and new Homeless Youth Peer Navigation Pilot. These initiatives not 

only expand the way that CHY is authentically collaborating with YYA who have the lived experience of 

homelessness, but it also awards us the ability to work together with YYA, to give them the tools and supports 

needed so that they can effectively create change. 
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Title: Youth Services Committee Hearing on Runaway and Homeless Youth

Nadia Swanson, LCSW
They/Them
Director of Technical Assistance and Advocacy
The Ali Forney Center

Hello my name is Nadia Swanson, I am the Director of Technical Assistance and Advocacy at
The Ali Forney Center. Thank you to the committee and Chair Stevens for your leadership and
advocacy for our youth.

I am testifying in support of Int.0976 and 0977. The needs of LGBTQ+ youth have been
categorically underserved across all RHY programs in NYC. The lack of accurate data reports
from DHS and DYCD has been a major contributing factor. Time after time the numbers
contradict what we all know as providers to be the reality of increased LGBTQ youth in our
services, this has now been exacerbated due to the increase of migrant youth, trans rights being
stripped across the country and an overall increase to 51% of youth identifying as LGBTQ as a
generation (2022 Gallup Poll)

All of that makes Int.0977 equally as important. While DHS is not where we want youth,
especially LGBTQ youth to have to go, until there are enough quick and safe options for stable
housing for RHY it is our duty to minimize the trauma and barriers that exist in the system for
those who need it. Int.0977 does that to streamline the intake process for youth to adult shelter.

In regards to the other funding issues being discussed today I would like to state our alignment
with the Coalition for Homeless Youths asks for the budget and focus my testimony on the need
for more beds for our 21-24 year olds and DYCD’s 24-hr drop in center directive.

When we advocated for raising the DYCD rhy age to 24 it was because of the 6+ month wait
and exacerbated trauma that our youth, especially LGBTQ+ youth 21 and over were dealing
with. Now fast forward 5 years, the wait is down to 3 months but for the 34 youth currently on
our waitlist that come to us at night that can feel like a lifetime.
Where do you expect them to go for those 3 months?
How bad is their mental health supposed to get before they deserve housing?
How much more trauma must they endure before they deserve housing?

We don’t want youth to have to rely on drop in centers for sleeping each night but without safe
stable housing options they are left with no other choice.Without it they will be forced to seek out
high risk couch surfing, the subways, and the streets. For trans youth they risk death every night
they are forced to stay outside.



Ultimately we need more youth specific permanent supportive housing but until then It is our
duty to meet their immediate need for safety , especially for the LGBTQ+ youth who are at
higher risk without it.

This shouldn’t even be a debate, it is common sense and decency to fund safety for youth that
are forced to rely on these systems. The answer to the problem is right in front of us it is now the
city’s job to listen and take the obvious and appropriate action for the safety of our LGBTQ+
youth. Without this they will not be able to focus on the necessary next steps to get out and stay
out of homelessness. DYCD needs to immediately rescind this directive, fund an adequate
increase of at least 40 more youth adult beds, and respond to our request for guidance so that
we can provide the best support to youth have rely on our 24 hour drop ins and housing.

Thank you
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Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York is a 79-year-old independent, multi-issue child advocacy 

organization. CCC does not accept or receive public resources, provide direct services, or represent a sector 

or workforce; our priority is improving outcomes for children and families through research and advocacy. 

We document the facts, engage, and mobilize New Yorkers, and advocate for solutions to ensure that every 

New York child is healthy, housed, educated, and safe. 

 

We would like to thank Chair Stevens and all the members of the Committee on Youth Services for holding 

this oversight hearing on the needs of Runaway and Homeless Youth (RHY). This testimony highlights the 

following issues impacting youth: accessing CityFHEPS housing vouchers, funding for vital positions 

within the RHY system, the DYCD drop in directive prohibiting RHY from sleeping in drop-in centers, 

providing more beds for young adults, and ensuring the needs of migrant youth are met.  

 

Numerous challenges currently face Runaway and Homeless Youth (RHY) in New York. The Department 

of Youth and Community Development (DYCD) is mainly responsible for supporting this population; 

however, it is not uncommon for RHY to also be involved with ACS, DHS, and HRA in the efforts to find 

housing or social services. 

Drop-In Centers 

When DYCD made the announcement forbidding the 24-hour drop-in centers to allow youth to sleep, there 

was immediate outcry. Sleeping is essential to human functioning and should be a right that every young 

person has. RHY often do not have a safe place to sleep, and therefore, the drop-in centers became a space 

where they knew they could rest without fear. This directive is therefore inhumane by preventing young 

people the chance to sleep where they feel safe, ultimately enabling them to better participate in school, 

jobs, and beneficial city programs. We urge DYCD to rescind this policy and instead offer guidance 

and support to providers who are working with RHY to connect them to more sustainable housing 

options.  

 

Addressing Shelter Needs and Permit Access to Housing   

RHY currently have limited options for a permanent exit out of homelessness, as they can currently only 

access CityFHEPs and Emergency Housing Vouchers through a pilot that is scheduled to expire. Outside 

of that pilot, RHY must go through the DHS shelter system and wait 90 days before they are able to access 

CityFHEPS. As a result of these limitations, in NYC Fiscal Year 2022, 39% of youth were discharged from 

a temporary shelter into another shelter or into an unknown housing situation, while only a small fraction 

secured permanent housing.i 

 

It is critical to ensure that young people experiencing homelessness, aging out of foster care, or leaving 

detention and placement can utilize the CityFHEPS voucher immediately, without having to register the 

DHS shelter system and wait 90 days for eligibility. If we can ensure young people can access housing, it 

is more likely they will be able to find stability, sustain employment, and thrive. City leaders must reform 

CityFHEPS so that runaway and homeless youth can utilize vouchers without having to enter the 

DHS shelter system and must also eliminate the 90 day stay rule for CityFHEPs eligibility. 

 



 

 

 

 

   

 

Additionally, RHY need access to more beds and more support. DYCD does not have enough beds for 

young people (especially older youth), so many young people are driven into dangerous living situations. 

There are currently only 60 funded young adult beds in the DYCD RHY system for youth ages 21-24, but 

only 45 are currently available. Even when all 60 are operational, they do not come close to meeting the 

need of young adults in need. To ensure that older youth can benefit from the safety and security of youth 

specific shelter supports, DYCD must prioritize funding for more beds for the older youth population. 

Therefore, the City must invest $2.42 million to create 40 additional DYCD RHY beds for youth ages 

21-24. This investment will provide safe, temporary housing for youth who otherwise would be without a 

stable option.  

 

We also urge the city to invest $1.62 million to maintain funding for the 16 Peer Navigator positions 

in the DYCD-RHY System. The housing and youth services systems are complex and convoluted, and it 

is critical to have a trusted support person to offer advice, resources, and answers for young people. 

 

Needs of Migrant Youth  

For the past year, NYC has seen an unprecedent number of migrant youth arrive. However, there 

continues to be minimal coordination across city agencies and systems to meet their needs. The City 

needs to acknowledge and support the youth, which includes meeting the needs of the RHY-system. This 

includes providing: 

• Translation services for youth navigating a multitude of systems 

• Transportation support for family reunification 

• Legal supports for migrant youth 

• Access to permanent housing and pathways to employment 

• Policies to specifically support the needs of unaccompanied minors 

 

The City must devote greater resources to young people in the runaway and homeless youth system. 

Homeless young people are some of the most vulnerable New Yorkers and if we want to eliminate youth 

homelessness, we must ensure there are structures of care in place that can connect youth to needed 

support and permanent housing.  

 
i Opportunity Starts with a Home: New York City’s Plan to Prevent and End Youth Homelessness. New York City 
YHPD Planning Committee. 2022. 



 
 

New York City Council, Committee on Youth Services 

 April 24, 2023 

My name is Jayne Bigelsen, and I am the Vice President of Advocacy at Covenant House 
New York (CHNY), where we serve young people experiencing homelessness and human 
trafficking ages 16 to 24. I would like to thank the New York City Council Committee on Youth 
Services, especially Chair Stevens, for the opportunity to testify today. 

CHNY is the nation’s largest, non‐profit adolescent care agency serving homeless, 
runaway and trafficked youth. During this past year, CHNY served over 1,600 young people in 
our programs. Our youth are primarily people of color and over a third of our young people 
have spent time in the foster care system. A disproportionately high percentage of our youth 
struggle with the pervasive impacts of trauma, mental health issues, and substance abuse. We 
provide young people with food, shelter, clothing, medical care, mental health, and substance 
abuse services, legal services, high school equivalency classes, and other educational and job‐
training programs, as well as specialized services for survivors of human trafficking/commercial 
sexual exploitation. All of these services help young people overcome the trauma of 
homelessness and abuse and move toward stability, security, and a successful future free from 
exploitation. 

 Migrant Legal Services 

As we all know, NYC is experiencing a rapid increase in the number of immigrants 
seeking services in our city. Although significant attention has been paid to the current 
immigration crisis, that attention has not led to corresponding increases in resources for social 
and legal services agencies on the frontline of this crisis. Additionally, public discussions have 
focused primarily on undocumented families and unaccompanied child migrants. Little to no 
attention has been paid to the plight of young adult migrants between the ages of 18‐24, who 
have unique developmental needs. CHNY has become the entry point into the youth shelter 
system for many of these young adults. Since the last time CHNY testified, the number of 
undocumented youth we have served has almost doubled and is now over 125.  For context, in 
previous years we often saw less than 10 undocumented youth.   

   Runaway and Homeless Youth (RHY) providers across the city have stepped in to meet 
the immediate needs of this population. However, now that many migrant youth have been in 
NYC for 6‐12 months, we need to focus on long‐term needs, including immigration and housing. 
CHNY has one legal services attorney who has had to transition to almost full‐time immigration 
work, thereby causing other legal cases to require outside referrals or significantly longer 
periods of time before resolution. Unfortunately, undocumented youth also have fewer options 
for housing vouchers. The lack of housing options combined with their inability to obtain lawful 



employment can make exit planning for these young people seem insurmountable. Increased 
funding for civil legal services and a housing voucher program specifically for RHY, with a 
priority given to undocumented youth, is urgently needed.    

Access to City FHEPS Vouchers 

   Long‐term housing options are far from sufficient for both documented and 
undocumented young New Yorkers experiencing homelessness. Even when our young people 
do everything that is expected of them while in our transitional housing programs, including 
saving money, they usually still do not have enough money to afford to live independently in 
NYC. Housing vouchers are therefore crucial in enabling young people to stay housed and avoid 
returns to homelessness. Yet, despite last year’s passage of a city council bill with the intended 
purpose of rectifying the discrepancy in access to housing vouchers between people receiving 
services in the adult versus the youth homeless system, RHY do not currently have access to 
NYC CityFHEPS vouchers. It is illogical, expensive, and traumatic to deny youth access to stable, 
safe housing simply because they chose to receive services in an age and developmentally 
appropriate system. 

   We call upon the NY City Council to quickly pass legislation that makes it 
unmistakably clear that youth can access CityFHEPs vouchers from RHY programs and that also 
provides sufficient funding to ensure the availability of these vouchers. 

21–24‐year‐olds experiencing homelessness 

Although most homeless youth under the age of 21 seeking shelter will be able to find a 
bed in an RHY program, the same cannot be said for young people between the ages of 21 to 
24. There are far from enough beds for this age group in the New York City homeless youth 
continuum of care. This leaves a majority of homeless youth in this age range forced to choose 
between going to an adult homeless shelter or sleeping on the street. Scientific research on 
brain science has made clear that the passage of a 21st birthday does not negate the need for 
developmentally appropriate services for this age group. Youth in this age group have 
repeatedly told us that they do not feel comfortable in adult shelters. We call upon New York 
City to provide enough beds for this older population so that no young person will ever be 
turned away from youth specific shelter programming. 

Transportation 

An essential need of our youth that is often forgotten is transportation. Young people 
experiencing homelessness need to travel to get to job interviews, school, and work, as well as 
to off‐site medical and legal appointments. $2.75 per trip is cost‐prohibitive for someone 
experiencing homelessness. RHY programs provide our young people with as many MetroCards 
as we can. Yet, RHY programs pay full cost as we do not have access to the Fair Fares 
program. We, therefore, have to limit the number of MetroCards we give out and can only 
cover essential travel. Although our youth can access the Fair Fares Program as individuals, they 
often do not have enough money to even pay for the reduced‐cost MetroCards. We are 



therefore seeking the New York City Council’s assistance in developing a process where RHY 
programs can access MetroCards at the Fair Fares rate. 

Right Size DYCD Contracts/COLA increase for Human Service Workers 

 DYCD‐funded RHY provider contracts continue to fall short of covering the true cost of 
running these programs, and NY City and State continue to underfund social services for 
vulnerable populations. This leaves frontline staff, who show up for our youth every day despite 
emotionally demanding jobs and even in a Pandemic, with stagnant and low wages far 
unbefitting their heroic work. Low wages lead to high turnover rates which are detrimental to 
the young people we serve. We are echoing the request by the Coalition for Homeless Youth 
that all current DYCD‐funded crisis and Transitional Independent Living (TIL) contracts be 
increased to the 2019 contract rate of $50,410, and that a 10% general contract increase be 
implemented for all current DYCD‐funded residential, street‐outreach and drop‐in center RHY 
contracts.    

Youth Specific Mental Health Beds 

One of the greatest needs for young people experiencing homelessness and human 
trafficking is mental health care. These experiences can lead to PTSD, anxiety, depression, and 
many other mental health issues. CHNY is fortunate to have 12 social workers on staff but no 
program serving RHY in New York City can afford a full‐time psychiatrist. The waitlist for 
psychiatric appointments for homeless youth across the city can be long, thereby leading to 
unnecessary delays in care.   

Additionally, there are currently no specifically dedicated youth mental health beds in 
New York City. Our mental health staff is adept at dealing with a myriad of mental health 
concerns including anxiety, depression, PTSD, and bipolar disorder, among many other 
disorders. However, in recent years we have seen an increase in young people experiencing 
homelessness and trafficking with schizophrenia, psychosis, and active suicidality. Young people 
with these conditions often need more mental health support than we can provide. Yet, more 
often than not, there is nowhere safe for us to refer them. We continue to request that the city 
dedicate funding for mental health beds for young people. 

I again thank you for the opportunity to testify today. 

 

Jayne Bigelsen 
VP of Advocacy 
Covenant House New York 
jbigelsen@covenanthouse.org 
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Thank you, Chair Althea Stevens and the Members of the Committee on Youth Services for the 

opportunity to testify. My name is Nickesha Francis, I am the Policy and Advocacy Manager at Good 

Shepherd Services. Good Shepherd’s Chelsea Foyer residential services, provides supportive housing to 

young adults in their teens and early twenties who have aged out of the Child Welfare system, are 

homeless, or at risk of homelessness.  As a Runaway Homeless Youth provider, Good Shepherd supports 

the Coalition for Homeless Youth priorities and specifically, I will highlight the need for Youth to access 

CityFHEPS vouchers and for the City to maintain funding for Housing Specialists.  

 

In 2021, CHY, providers and youth advocates helped pass legislation that we believed would finally give 

homeless youth in the Department of Youth & Community Development (DYCD) Runaway and Homeless 

Youth system and as well as youth exiting foster care access to CityFHEPS vouchers, without forcing 

them to enter the DHS shelter system first. Unfortunately, this is the not interpretation of the laws that 

is being upheld by DSS. After the DYCD & ACS CityFHEPS pilot vouchers and one‐time allocation of 

Emergency Housing Vouchers (EHV) are exhausted, youth will be forced to enter DHS shelters before 

they can get vouchers.  Youth experiencing homelessness in the DYCD‐funded Runaway Homeless Youth 

(RHY) programs as well as youth transitioning out of the Administration for Children Services (ACS) care 

must be made categorically eligible for CityFHEPS vouchers without having first to enter Department of 

Homeless Services (DHS) shelter system. This is a critical investment that will support the 

Administration’s initiatives to eradicate homelessness, to prevent people from entering DHS shelters 

unnecessarily and to make access to vouchers easier.   

 

The City should maintain funding for the Housing Specialists at the DYCD‐funded drop‐in centers that 

are temporarily funded through federal Emergency Housing Voucher funding which are set to expire at 

the end of the fiscal year (June 2023). Since housing navigators were funded in the DYCD system in FY21, 

available data shows that there has been a 350% increase in youth exiting homelessness into their own 

apartments, since their inception. These are amazing outcomes for RHY, and maintaining these positions 

will ensure RHY continue to successfully  transition to their own apartments and support the 

Administration’s goal to address the homelessness crisis.  Similarly, In response to the priorities set forth 

in Opportunity Starts with a Home: New York City’s Plan to  Prevent and End Youth Homelessness, 

funding was allocated for 16 full‐time Peer Navigator positions across  the DYCD‐funded Drop‐in Centers 

in FY23. These critical positions provide peer‐to‐peer support to some of the most vulnerable youth and 



young adults. If this funding is not maintained youth with lived experience will lose their jobs, and 

countless other youth will miss out on the benefit or peer‐on‐peer support.  

 We are also calling for more beds for homeless young adults and better coordination by the city to 

meet the needs of migrant youth.  

 

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify. 

 

 

 
 



Good Afternoon everyone. My name is Onyx Walker. I’m 25 years old. I am Co-chair
Coordinator of the Youth Action Board or YAB for short. I want to thank council members Farah
N. Louis and Althea V. Stevens for sponsoring this work.

For a long time the folks alongside me have been powerful advocates in combating the cycle of
homelessness in this city and state. From our allies at the Coalition for Homeless Youth to my
colleagues at the NYCYAB the tenacity and shared fight remain the same.

I represent young people who are and have been homeless.
As I have been homeless before.

I represent service providers who want to aid and empower young people to lift themselves out
of their circumstance.

As I work with those providers.

I represent a collective voice of young people who despite their struggle continue to hold
systems and decision makers accountable by taking up space in those conversations.

For I am one of the people.

I exist at this intersection of those who need aid and those who provide. Intersectionality is
important to acknowledge as we continue to talk about financial literacy and challenge our
thinking about what it means to be homeless and how to lift yourself out of that struggle.

Make no mistake, homelessness is an intersectional issue. It combines the issues of
gentrification, health both mental and physical, financial literacy, general education and many
more systematic struggles.

If we fail to provide adequate learning and resources to unstably housed individuals we in turn
enable a cycle of chronic homelessness. I ask everyone listening, where do you think young
people who have had a history of unstable housing learn to budget or do taxes? How do they
acquire the knowledge needed to build credit (a necessity for acquiring new housing)? Is there
reason to believe that they/we couldn’t use a minor lesson in financial literacy? In the city where
the cost of living is the highest on Earth, why wouldn’t financial literacy resources be a priority?

If you believe yourself to be an advocate this is a clear direction to aiding folks who are unstably
housed. Support this bill and we can work towards lowering the amount of young people who
are currently or chronically homeless.

The NYCYAB continues to inform decision makers on approaches that actually can help and
consider the affected population. We look forward to what will come of this and thank you for
your time

https://www.visualcapitalist.com/most-and-least-expensive-cities-to-live-in/
https://www.visualcapitalist.com/most-and-least-expensive-cities-to-live-in/
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Thank you for the opportunity to discuss two bills that aim to make our emergency housing systems 
safer and easier to navigate for one of our most vulnerable populations: young people. My name is 
Stacy Stewart. I am a Licensed Social Worker and the Managing Director of Housing and Runaway 
and Homeless Youth Services at The Door.  

Since its 1972 founding, The Door has met young people where they are in a trauma-informed 
manner, providing comprehensive, integrated services that empower them to reach their potential. 
We serve up to 11,000 young people between ages 12 and 24 annually, across all five boroughs as 
well as from neighboring states. Our Soho location houses our runaway and homeless youth (RHY) 
programming, including a drop-in center, as well as our adolescent health and counseling centers. 
We also have two Lower East Side supportive housing sites and an expanding Bronx Youth Center. 
The young people The Door serves are able to access comprehensive services—health care, 
education, mental health counseling, crisis intervention, housing support, high school equivalency, 
college prep, legal assistance, career development, arts, and nutritious meals—all for free, in a 
diverse, caring environment.  

I see firsthand that transitioning from youth shelters to adult housing placements is a bureaucratic 
abyss that discourages young people who need immediate help. When youth shelters are full—as 
they usually are—or if young people are over 18, they try to get housed through DHS. Between a 
lengthy intake process, delayed response times to referral requests, and a lack of beds, young people 
can be in temporary shelter for a week or even a month before placement in longer-term spaces.  

Our young people are suffering as a result, with their biggest needs remaining unmet. Some stay at 
the temporary shelters, which lack trauma-informed services. Others get fed up and try to find 
somewhere to sleep on their own. Either way, they often become despondent. Forced into spaces 
where the social and environmental determinants of health, safety, and stability aren’t addressed, out 
of frustration, they often disengage from drop-in and emergency-care systems altogether, returning 
to dangerous environments that place them in harm’s way. 

Passing Int. 977 would ensure that the process between DYCD-funded drop-in centers and DHS is 
timely and seamless for all our young people, keeping their safety and health in the forefront. The 
streamlined process would allot sufficient time for assessing and meeting ongoing care needs—
services that The Door provides internally and those provided through external partners. With more 
efficiency and transparency, youth can navigate the appropriate assessments for their best housing 
options (i.e., supportive housing, rapid rehousing, etc.) without interrupting access to other crucial 
services they are already engaged in that facilitate healing and growth—food, mental health care, job 
training, medical care, art therapy, and more.  

Similar factors are in play with Int. 976, which aims to address the unique needs of homeless 
LGBTQ+ young people and the lack of sufficient shelter beds for them in the DYCD and DHS 
systems. From July 2022 through March 2023, The Door had 543 new members who identify as 
LGBTQ+. Nearly 100 of those LGBTQ+ Door members received services through our drop-in 
center. Many young people are aware of the few LGBTQ+-specific shelters available; however, 



those beds fill up quickly, leaving staff to default to the DHS shelter system, where unsafe 
conditions are common and LGBTQ+ people are often targeted. On multiple occasions a 
LGBTQ+ young person has confided to me that they’d rather resort to sex work and other survival 
tactics to have a place to stay than risk physical and mental harm at a DHS shelter. By enabling the 
sharing of vital data information between both city agencies. Int. 976 could ensure sufficient 
resources for our LGBTQ+ young people, starting with more shelter beds in welcoming and safe 
environments.  

We need more permanent solutions to address the housing crisis, but until those infrastructures are 
expanded, we must make sure our interim safety nets that provide shelter for young people are 
plentiful, accessible, and safe—and both these bills help that effort. Thank you again for your time 
and consideration. 

 



 

 

 

 
April 24, 2023 
 
To the Members of the City Council Committee on Youth Services: 
 
Good afternoon.  Thank you so much for the opportunity to speak with you today.  On behalf of 
the Free to Be Youth Project (FYP), formerly the Peter Cicchino Youth Project, of the Urban 
Justice Center, I’d like to thank the New York City Council’s Committee on Youth Services for 
convening this important hearing on the needs of Runaway and Homeless Youth, and convey our 
appreciation to the Council Members for their commitment towards LGTBQ+ youth and young 
adults. My name is Amy Leipziger and I am the director of the Free to Be Youth Project. 
 
Free to Be Youth Project 
 
The Free to Be Youth Project is dedicated to serving homeless and at-risk lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender and queer (LGBTQ+) youth.  We provide free legal services for individual LGBTQ+ 
young people up to the age of 24 and systemic advocacy for the LGBTQ+ youth community.  
The Project is housed at the Urban Justice Center, a non-profit law collective serving New York 
City’s most disenfranchised poverty populations. Since 1994, we have been providing legal 
services to LGBTQ+ youth and young adults who are poor, living on the streets, in homeless 
shelters, in the juvenile justice system or in foster care.  We regularly travel to drop-in centers 
where homeless youth congregate to offer our services.  We have helped hundreds of LGBTQ+ 
youth with legal problems like applying for legal immigration status, fighting wrongful denials 
of disability benefits, changing their names, fighting terminations of their public assistance 
benefits, overcoming barriers to obtaining safe and stable housing, and being wrongly turned 
away from our City’s homeless shelters. 
 
Notably, LGBTQ+ youth become homeless at a significantly higher rate than the adolescent 
population as a whole and are vastly overrepresented in the Runaway Homeless youth (RHY) 
population. One out of four LGBTQ teens in the United States at some point either runs away or 
is thrown out of his or her home, and upwards of 40% of teenagers living on the streets today 
self-identify as LGBTQ+.   
 
I am here today to speak about some of the current needs of Runaway and Homeless Youth, and 
offer my support for the proposed legislation that would require both DHS and DYCD to report 
quarterly on the number of LGBTQ homeless persons who inquire about or seek their services. 
(Int. 0976-2023) 
 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
DYCD 24-hr Drop-in Center Directive 
On January 13, 2023, the Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD) directed 
overnight drop-in centers to discontinue allowing homeless or street-involved youth from 
sleeping in their facilities, and directed providers to remove cots and resting places. DYCD 
claimed the ban was to ensure that drop-in centers were in compliance with state law and not 
operating as “unlicensed shelters.”1 This no sleep directive was not only wide reported for the 
chaos and confusion it created among service providers,2 but has been widely, and correctly 
criticized as an inhumane policy directive by city officials that serves no purpose. Having the 
ability to rest is not only vital to a person’s overall health and well-being, but a lack of sleep 
impairs a person’s ability to function at a level needed to function in any academic or vocational 
setting. This directive has, therefore, created an additional barrier to youth gaining and 
maintaining employment. DYCD needs to immediately rescind this directive and provide 
guidance to advocates and provider to ensure that youth are able to rest at the drop-in centers. 
 
More Beds For Homeless Young Adults 
It’s no secret by now that New York City is in the midst of a homelessness crisis that is not 
limited to those in the Department of Homeless Services (DHS) shelter system. Young people 
become homeless for many complex reasons including family conflict, shortage- of affordable 
housing, and family poverty. Youth run away for many reasons including violence, abuse or 
neglect in the home; mental illness or substance abuse among family members; challenges at 
school. Others are rejected by their families or experience family conflict as a result of their 
sexual orientation or gender identity, an unplanned pregnancy, use of drugs or alcohol, or 
inability to comply with parent/caretaker rules. Lacking the financial resources and basic life 
skills needed to live independently, they can experience criminal victimization, including 
commercial sexual exploitation and labor trafficking, resulting in traumas that jeopardize their 
well-being and development into thriving adults. 
 

 
1 Needelman, Joshua. After a Ban on Sleeping at Homeless Youth Centers, a Center Resists. The New York Times. 
(Feb. 26, 2023) Available at https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/26/nyregion/homeless-drop-in-center-youth.html 
2 Honan, Katie. Despite Pleas, City Sticks to No-Sleep Order at Youth Drop -In Centers. The City. (February 16, 
2023) Available at https://www.thecity.nyc/2023/2/16/23603228/sleep-youth-dropin-center;  



 

 

 

There are currently 813 total allocated beds in the youth shelter system; however, only 60 of 
them are allocated for young people ages, 21 to 24.  In a city where roughly 3,800 youth are 
homeless every night, advocates and providers have repeatedly stated that these 60 beds are  
 
 
 
insufficient to address the growing homeless youth crisis. Those that don’t have a bed must sleep 
on subway trains, on park benches, and many have no choice but to engage in dangerous activity  
to ensure they have a bed or a couch for the night.  It should come as no surprise that young 
adults ages 21 to 24-year-olds fare best in age-specific shelters, much like teens and adolescence, 
that practice trauma informed care, have educational and vocational training, medical and mental 
health care, life skills workshops and intensive case management. This youth specific shelter 
programming is critical to helping young people transition effectively into adults. In order to 
ensure that young adults can receive the benefit of shelter supports, we urge DYCD to prioritize 
funding for more beds.  
 
Response to Proposed Legislation 
The Free to Be Youth Project would like to publicly issue its support for Int. 0976-2023. The 
bill, which would require DHS and DYCD to report quarterly on the number of LGBTQ+ 
homeless persons who inquire about their services, is a critical first step to ensuring that there are 
appropriate services providers, and advocates, to meet the needs of this population. 

LGBTQ+ youth are disproportionately represented among New York City’s homeless youth, the 
majority of whom are youth of color. While all homeless youth may experience negative 
outcomes, those who identify as LGBTQ+ are even more vulnerable, and in many instances, they 
experience different patterns of risk from other homeless youth. LGBTQ+ homeless youth are 
more likely to experience bullying, sexual assault, violence, trauma, HIV infection, and 
substance abuse than either heterosexual or stably housed LGBTQ+ peers. Moreover, homeless 
LGBTQ+ youth, in particular youth of color, are at high risk of involvement with the juvenile or 
criminal justice system due to their homelessness.  

Historically, city agencies and service providers working within homeless system have focused 
their efforts on helping youth acquire the skills needed for independent living. Accurate 
information about the number of LGBTQ+ youth and young adults in the system would help 
those programs, like the Free to Be Youth Project, create better-coordinated services to address 
the needs of these youth. The cornerstone of the Free to Be Youth project is providing high-
quality free legal services to homeless youth by reducing the barriers that prevent them from 



 

 

 

accessing traditional legal services. We do this by operating legal clinics in LGBTQ+-affirming 
spaces, like shelters and drop-in centers, many of them funded by DSH and DYCD.  The data 
generated by this legislation would help ensure us make strategic decisions about how best to use 
our resources to meet the needs of LGBTQ+ youth within the five boroughs of New York City.  

 
 
 
Thank you to the members of this Committee and to the community of youth advocates who 
have been working hard to address the needs of this community.  The Free to Be Youth Project 
stands ready to assist the Committee on Youth Services in any way that we can.           
 
Sincerely, 
 
/s/ AL 
 
Amy Leipziger, Esq. 
Project Director 
Free to Be Youth Project 
Urban Justice Center  
40 Rector Street, 9th Floor 
New York, NY 10006 
aleipziger@urbanjustice.org 
www.fyp.urbanjustice.org  
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