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Oversight: Conditions and Operations in the Department of Homeless Services’ Family Shelters

On February 27th 2014, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, will hold a hearing on conditions and operations in the Department of Homeless Services’ family shelters. Gilbert Taylor, the Department of Homeless Services Commissioner, advocates for the homeless, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.  

Background


The average number of families in shelter continues to consistently increase. According to the Department of Homeless Services (DHS) Daily Report, as of February 21, 2014 there were 10,732 families with children in shelter and 1,898 adult families.
 From 2008, there has been over a 70 percent increase in the number of families with children in shelter.
 As the number of families in the shelter system has increased, so has public interest in the conditions and operations of the shelter system itself. The publication of a five-part article in the New York Times, detailing the struggles of homeless 12-year-old Dasani Coates and her family as they made their way through the DHS shelter system, most recently brought attention to the conditions faced by homeless families in New York.
 

In light of the widespread attention the Coates family’s story received, and with the advent of a new Mayoral Administration which has pledged a departure from many of its predecessor’s policies toward the homeless, this hearing will examine how services are provided to families in the DHS shelter system, including casework services in the shelter system, as well as conditions for families within the system.

Families in the DHS Shelter System
The overall number of homeless families in the DHS shelter system has increased in recent years. As of February 21, 2014, a total of over 52,000 individuals were living in shelters.
 Of this population, there are 10,732 families with children which constitute 37,804 total individuals, including 22,484 children.
 Currently, there are also an additional 1,898 adult families in shelter.
 According to data from the Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report (PMMR) for the first four months of Fiscal Year 2014 (July to October 2013), the number of families with children in shelter grew approximately 9 percent from the first four months of Fiscal Year 2013 compared to the first four months of Fiscal Year 2014.
 The number of adult families in the DHS shelter system also increased approximately 9 percent during the same time period.
 The PMMR does show a dip in the number of families with children entering shelter, with a 9 percent decrease in shelter entrants, although there was a 21 percent increase in adult family entrants.

The average length of stay in shelter for families with children increased in Fiscal Year 2013 by 11 percent from Fiscal Year 2012, from 337 days to 375 days.
 According to the PMMR, the length of stay increased in the first four months of Fiscal Year 2014 to 409 days.
 The average length of stay also increased for adult families, by 13 percent, from 416 to 469 days between Fiscal Year 2012 and 2013, and was 502 days in the first four months of Fiscal Year 2014.
 Additionally, the percentage of families with children returning to shelter after less than a year in permanent housing increased from 7.7 to 11.2 percent when comparing the first four months of Fiscal Year 2013 to Fiscal Year 2014.
 This percentage also increased for adult families, from 14.9 percent to 15.1 percent.

The Shelter Intake Process

Homeless families with children seeking shelter must first visit the Prevention Assistance and Temporary Housing Office (PATH) intake center in the Bronx.
 Services at PATH are provided to families with children under 21, pregnant women, or families with a pregnant woman.
 Adult families with no children younger than 21 must go to the Adult Family Intake Center (AFIC), located in Manhattan.
 Families applying for shelter in either location are prescreened to verify that they are in fact requesting services at the appropriate intake center.
 All family members must be present with general identification materials and proof that the household is a family.  After the prescreening process, applicants must complete a health form for the entire family, which should indicate pregnancy, special medical issues, any conditions present that may make applying for shelter difficult, and whether the homelessness is due to seeking refuge from domestic violence.
  Those indicating any health related issues are transferred to a Triage Nurse on site at PATH.
  Those who report household violence are referred to No Violence Again (NOVA) workers, who specifically assist victims of domestic violence.
  

After the initial screenings, referrals are made to Diversion, where Human Resources Administration (HRA) staff assists applicants who may not need to enter the shelter system because they are eligible for City or State assistance.
  At Diversion, applicants may be offered rental assistance if they have been evicted or rent arrears grants such as the Family Eviction Protection Subsidy (FEPS) or an HRA emergency assistance grant, commonly referred to as a “One Shot.”
 Families are also offered relocation assistance to friends and family, housing subsidies from the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) for families with children in foster care, assistance with placing a child in foster care, or assistance for foster care youth who are aging out.
 Staff from the Department of Education (DOE) is also on-site at PATH to assist families who have any questions related to their child’s enrollment in school.
 According to the PMMR, in the first four months of Fiscal Year 2014, 93.7 percent of families with children and 98.3 percent of adult families who received preventive services like these were successfully diverted from becoming homeless.

If the family applicant does not qualify for any of the diversion alternatives, the applicant is interviewed by a DHS Family Worker/Team Leader who investigates whether there are other alternatives to shelter.
  Families whom DHS determines to have “safe and appropriate places to stay” are not eligible for shelter services.
  Eligibility is determined by an investigation of all the locations where applicants have lived over the past two years, which applicants are required to list on their applications for shelter.
 In addition, on the application, applicants must explain why they left each location, and disclose personal resources such as friends, family, or others who applicants believe can offer living arrangements. Such family and friends must be disclosed to the Family Worker/Team Leader as well.
  DHS staff will consider documentation such as letters from landlords, managing agents, people with whom the applicant has lived, other documentation listing reasons for the inability to reside in previous locations, eviction papers, marshals’ 72-Hour notices, and other medical reports or statements from doctors to support the need for shelter.
 At this time, applicants who appear eligible are typically granted a temporary conditional placement. 
As part of the investigation, Field Special Investigators visit previous homes listed on the applications to determine eligibility for temporary housing.
  An interim eligibility assessment conference, where Family Workers/Team Leaders request additional paperwork or information from applicants, takes place five days into the investigation.
 At this point, family applicants also obtain information about DHS’ preliminary findings.
  

On average, after ten days of temporary conditional placement, a family applicant is deemed eligible or ineligible for shelter.  Those who are found eligible remain in their current shelter placement, which was previously conditional.
 Generally, an effort is made to place families in shelters within the same area as the family’s youngest child’s school. In the first four months of Fiscal Year 2014, DHS placed 69.4 percent of families in shelters according to the youngest child’s school.

Families who are deemed ineligible for shelter are referred to the Resource Room where “experienced Social Workers” offer a variety of services, including family mediation, crisis counseling, and referrals to other resources such as employment and training, child care, financial services, and immigration services.
  Those deemed ineligible are informed of their right to a DHS Legal Conference, a State Fair Hearing, and the right to reapply.

Types of Shelter

After being found eligible for shelter, families with children may be placed in a Tier II facility, a hotel, or a cluster site.  According to New York State law, a Tier II facility “provides shelter and services to 10 or more homeless families including, at a minimum, private rooms, access to three nutritional meals a day, supervision, assessment services, permanent housing preparation services, recreational services, information and referral services, health services, and child-care services.”
 The New York City Administrative Code prohibits the use of Tier I shelters (which do not have private units), and further requires that Tier II shelters provide a bathroom, a refrigerator and cooking facilities and an adequate sleeping area within each unit within the shelter.
 According to the latest annual DHS Shelter Inventory report, there are ninety Tier II facilities for families with a capacity to shelter 7,400 families.
  

In addition to Tier II facilities, families with children are also placed in hotels and in cluster site facilities. Cluster sites are apartments within private buildings or a group of buildings in geographic proximity to each other, under the operation of a social services provider, and used by DHS to shelter families with children.
 Buildings used as cluster sites house both homeless families and lease-holding tenants. As of the latest DHS Shelter Inventory report there are fifty-one hotels housing homeless families with children with a capacity of 2,203 units and thirteen cluster sites with a capacity of 2,670 units.


Adult families without children under the age of 21 are placed in either a Tier II facility, or what DHS classifies in its reporting data as Non-Tier II facilities, which are primarily hotels. As of the latest DHS Shelter Inventory Report, there are four Tier II facilities for adult families with a capacity of 613 units and fourteen Non-Tier II facilities with a capacity of 912 units.


In order to meet demand, DHS has an Open-Ended Request for Proposals (RFP), which calls for not-for-profits to submit proposals for various types of shelters including, Stand-Alone Traditional residences for families and cluster sites.
 In order to meet demand, DHS also operates some shelters on a per-diem, non-contracted basis and others shelters pursuant to emergency contracts.

Case Management Services in Shelter


Pursuant to State regulations, DHS is required to provide certain services to families in shelter, including assistance with locating permanent housing, securing supportive social and mental health services, securing employment assessments, recreational activities, information and referral services, and child care services.
 Shelter clients are required to meet with caseworkers who link families with these services. As part of the casework, upon entering shelter families must meet certain requirements, including obtaining and maintaining employment for all those who are able to work.
 With a caseworker, families develop an Independent Living Plan (ILP) which outlines the goals the family must meet in order to move into permanent housing and achieve self-sufficiency.
 Families are required, among other things, to look for and accept any suitable permanent housing that is found, cooperate with carrying out their ILP, meet with shelter staff at least once every other week to discuss the progress with completing their ILP, and apply for, and if eligible, keep an open Public Assistance case with HRA.
 Noncompliance with these requirements can lead to a family’s loss of shelter.
 

To assist shelter clients with obtaining employment and achieving self-sufficiency, DHS also works with other City agencies to link clients with various training and work opportunities. At a 2012 General Welfare Committee hearing, then DHS Commissioner Seth Diamond provided the Committee with an overview of the various efforts and partnerships.
 In addition to its regular work with HRA’s Back to Work program, DHS makes referrals to the Department of Small Business Services to connect clients with work opportunities, targets services to young adults in shelter with programs run by the City’s Center for Economic Opportunity, and partners with the Department of Consumer Affairs’ Office of Financial Empowerment to offer financial counseling to families in shelter earning more than $1,000 a month, among other efforts.
 

At today’s hearing the Committee is interested in learning more about the type of casework assistance provided to shelter clients, the specific programs DHS utilizes to assist clients in gaining self-sufficiency, and how casework services vary depending on whether a family is placed in a Tier II facility, a hotel, or a cluster site.
Issues and Concerns 

The Auburn Family Residence and DHS Directly Operated Facilities

Out of the more than 150 shelters for families with children,
 only five shelters are currently operated directly by DHS, with the remainder run by not-for-profits under contract with DHS.
 The five-part article, Invisible Child, published by the New York Times, chronicled the story of Dasani, an 11-year old who lived in a 520-square-foot room with her parents and seven siblings at the Auburn Family Residence, one of the few remaining shelters directly operated by DHS. In addition to the personal struggles of the family, the article highlighted the various issues at Auburn including inadequate heating, issues with vermin and mold, a lack of response to allegations of sexual assault by staff members, and improper food, among other issues.  In addition to the New York Times piece, issues at Auburn have been highlighted in media accounts and criticized by advocates for several years, including citations from the State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance (OTDA).
  In DHS’ most recent Family Services Shelter Performance report for October to December 2012, which only ranks family shelters providing full social services and does not include hotels, cluster sites, or Next Step facilities, Auburn was ranked in the 4th Performance Tier out of six tiers (the 1st Performance Tier is the highest).
 The only other DHS directly operated facility included in the rankings was the Jamaica facility which was ranked in the 6th Performance Tier.
 Earlier in 2012, both Jamaica and Auburn had been ranked in the 6th Performance Tier.


The Auburn shelter is slated to undergo significant changes in the near future. Mayor de Blasio’s preliminary budget includes funds dedicated to upgrading Auburn.
 Additionally, the New York Times recently reported on DHS’ planned improvements to the Auburn shelter, and another family residence, the Catherine Street shelter (formerly known as the LIFE shelter), which is a DHS directly operated facility often cited by OTDA and previously ordered by the State to remove all infants and toddlers from the facility.
  DHS has begun moving families out of the Auburn and Catherine Street shelters, with other families to follow in June and the fall, in order to limit disruptions to school.
 After the transition, both shelters will be converted to residences for adult families.
 In recent weeks, security has more than doubled at Auburn and there are security guards stationed outside every bathroom.
 The approximately $13 million in funds allocated for the upgrades will include enhanced security, closed-circuit security cameras, renovated bathrooms, and refurbished rooms.
   

Today, the Committee is interested in learning more about the issues affecting Auburn and Catherine Street, and how the newly allocated funds will be used to improve services and conditions in the shelters. The Committee also expects to learn how shelter operations and conditions are affected when shelters are operated directly by DHS, and whether there are any other similar plans for upgrades at other family shelters.
Cluster Sites 

Cluster site housing, shelter units co-located in private apartment buildings, has been sharply criticized by advocates and in media reports. A 2013 report from DNAinfo categorized the program as, “[a] tax payer-funded gift to landlords that sends needy families to shabby buildings.”
 Conversely, DHS asserts that the program provides the agency with the necessary flexibility to fulfill its legally mandated obligation to shelter every homeless family and individual who does not have any alternate housing options.
 During an October 2013 General Welfare Committee hearing, then Commissioner Michelle Ovesey testified that although “cluster site units are not the best model to use as emergency housing,”
 they are used to meet unanticipated needs because shelters cannot be procured instantly.
 Commissioner Ovesey also testified that cluster sites are needed for larger families, and two-thirds of cluster site units are occupied by families with four or more members.
 Advocates and media reports allege that buildings used for cluster site housing are often subject to multiple housing code violations, provide sub-par casework services to clients, and displace rent-paying tenants in affordable units because landlords receive higher rents from the City to house homeless families. 
According to a spring 2013 investigative report on cluster site housing from the Institute for Children, Poverty and Homelessness (ICPH), “participating providers continue to place homeless families in insecure buildings with multiple serious housing code violations and isolate families by housing them far away from necessary services and support staff.”
 ICPH examined four cluster site providers which combined make up over one-third of the existing cluster site units under contract until at least June 2013 and found that their buildings had a total of 2,404 violations, an average of 42.9 per building.
 The worst housing code violations included lead paint hazards, rat, mouse, roach, flea and bedbug infestations, mold, exposed electrical wires, and insecure front doors.
 When ICHP additionally examined the social services delivered by the same two contracted providers it discovered that families must go offsite for case management support.
 While some families were found to only have to take a 13.6 minute trip from the building to case manager’s office, other families were required to travel between 28 and 43 minutes.
 At the 2013 hearing, then Commissioner Ovesey also testified that at the per-diem, non-contracted cluster sites social services are “minimal” and it is within the discretion of the operator whether or not to provide social services.
 According to her testimony, although all providers at the time did provide some services, they were all “minimal.”
 Advocates have consistently supported ending the cluster site housing program.

At today’s hearing the Committee expects to learn about DHS’ plans with regard to cluster site housing, and whether the program will continue to expand. The Committee is also interested in the types of services available in cluster site housing and how they differ from the state-mandated services in Tier II facilities. 
Conclusion

At today’s hearing, the Committee expects to learn the new Mayoral Administration’s plans for the future of the DHS family shelter system, including the types of facilities families are placed in, the quality and variety of services families receive, and how the Administration plans to improve conditions within shelters. The Committee is also interested in learning more details about the transition undergoing the Auburn and Catherine Street shelters, and if there are any plans for similar changes at other facilities. 
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