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I. INTRODUCTION 

On November 24, 2020, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, will hold a hearing regarding the progress of the Foster Youth Task Force that was established by Local Law 144 of 2016, and comprised of advocates, youth, parents, providers of foster care services and government officials with the intention of examining the foster care system and making recommendations for improvement. The Committee will also hear Int. 148, sponsored by Council Member Levin, which would require that the New York City Department of Homeless Services (DHS) recognize time spent in foster care as homelessness for the purpose of meeting rental voucher eligibility requirements. Among those expected to testify include representatives from the New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS), DHS, providers, community services organizations and members of the public, including youth and parents. 

II. FOSTER YOUTH TASK FORCE

In October 2015, the New York City Council held its first Foster Youth Shadow Day, where foster youth spent the day, or “shadowed,” Council Members in their offices and during a Stated Meeting of the entire Council. Consequently, many Council Members introduced legislation based on their conversations with the foster youth that day, and in the fall of 2016, a package of legislation was passed regarding foster care. Local Law 144 of 2016 created the Foster Care Task Force (hereinafter “Task Force”) to develop recommendations for improving services for youth in foster care and outcomes for youth aging out of foster care.[footnoteRef:2] The Task Force was required to include representatives of ACS, Department of Social Services (DSS), Department of Education (DOE), Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD), Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH), NYC Housing Authority (NYCHA), the City Council, the Public Advocate, foster care providers, advocacy organizations, youth who are in foster care, youth who have recently aged out of foster care, and a parent with child welfare experience.  [2:  Local Law 144-2016, available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=2735469&GUID=7EDC8458-EB93-447B-A91B-E0A5D9C70348] 

Prior to the formation of the Task Force, ACS released the ACS Foster Care Blueprint FY2016 - FY2018 in January 2016, which identified key priorities and strategies for improving case practice and results across the foster care continuum.[footnoteRef:3] Key strategies of the Blueprint included No Time to Wait, a multifaceted initiative to reduce children’s length of stay in foster care; Home Away from Home, an effort to strengthen foster parent recruitment and increase the use of kinship care in order to enhance children’s well-being; and Strong Families NYC, ACS’s largest foster care initiative ever, combining reduced caseloads, universal trauma screening, and evidence-based models to address attachment, trauma and mental health needs.[footnoteRef:4] Through implementation of the Foster Care Blueprint, ACS received results such as fewer children in foster care, more children in kinship guardianship, fewer children returning to foster care, and recruiting more foster homes.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  NYC Administration for Children’s Services, Report of the Interagency Foster Care Task Force (March 2018) available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/testimony/2018/TaskForceReport.pdf]  [4:  Id.]  [5:  Id.] 

The Task Force held five meetings between June 2017 and March 2018 and generated 16 recommendations that built upon the ACS’ Foster Care Strategic Blueprint.[footnoteRef:6] The recommendations covered three main areas: 1) improving permanency outcomes; 2) improving health, mental health, and educational services for children in foster care; and 3) improving the prospects of young adults leaving foster care. The initial report was released in March 2018 and a one-year update report was released in March 2019.[footnoteRef:7] The Task Force issued its final report in March 2020.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Id.]  [7:  NYC Administration for Children’s Services, Interagency Foster Care Task Force: One Year Progress Report (March 2019) available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/testimony/2019/TaskForceReport.pdf]  [8:  NYC Administration for Children’s Services, Interagency Foster Care Task Force: Final Report (March 2020) available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/testimony/2020/taskforcemarch2020.pdf] 

Below are the Task Force recommendations as well as notable status updates:[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Id.] 

1) Identify strategies to increase placement of children in foster care with kin. 
· ACS has increased the proportion of children placed with kin from 31 percent in March 2018 to 39 percent in November 2019.
· In spring 2018, ACS created 10 new kinship specialist positions in the Division of Child Protection (DCP).
· ACS secured private funding to expand upon the Home Away from Home initiative, increasing foster home recruitment and improving kinship placement and support for caregivers.
2) Identify strategies to increase and improve the quality of Family Time (aka family visiting).
· ACS launched a Family Time Pilot with a total of four agencies from Fall 2018 to Fall 2019 to implement strategies to improve the quality of Family Time practice. 
· ACS has hired a Parent Engagement Specialist and established a Parent Advisory Council to the Commissioner, which includes parent advocates from across the child welfare continuum. 
· Rise has provided training and technical assistance to foster care agency staff to enhance Family Time practice
· Foster care provider agencies can now request ACS approval and payment for alternative visiting locations when parents lack appropriate housing. This program served 222 families from May 2018 to November 2019.
3) Enhance materials for parents about the child welfare system and their rights. 
· As of March 2020, ACS was in the process of updating the “Parent’s Guide to Child Protective Services” and the “Handbook for Parents with Children in Foster Care” with input from parents, parent advocates, legal advocates and other key stakeholders. 
4) Explore feasibility of establishing dedicated guidance counselors for children in foster care.
· In 2019, DOE hired approximately 100 school-based Community Coordinators to connect highly mobile youth, including students in foster care, to a range of supportive services and ACS provided training to this staff.
· DOE is piloting efforts to link foster care youth to Success Mentors.
5) Identify strategies to provide academic enrichment services, tutoring and social-emotional supports for middle school students in foster care. 
· The proportion of middle school students in foster care enrolled in DYCD programs has increased from 14% to 20% since ACS and DYCD signed a data-sharing memorandum of understanding in March 2018. 
6) Identify strategies to improve service coordination and regulatory oversight to support DOE students in foster care.
· DOE has released comprehensive guidance on the rights of students in foster care and has begun to train borough and school-based staff on its contents.
7) Explore opportunities to expand intensive, trauma-informed psychosocial and behavioral supports for youth in family foster care. 
· As of March 2020, ACS increased new foster home recruitment by 50% over two years after a prior six-year decline.
· ACS is working with its foster care provider agencies to maximize use of the redesigned Medicaid services to support youth in foster care, including Psychosocial Rehabilitation, Community Psychiatric Supports and Treatment, and Crisis Intervention.
8) Explore feasibility of implementing wraparound model for youth in foster care with significant mental health needs. 
· Since September 2018, DOHMH has partnered with City and State stakeholders to implement a High Fidelity Wraparound demonstration project in the Bronx and Brooklyn for NYC children and youth with serious social, emotional, or behavioral concerns who are involved in multiple child service systems (e.g., child welfare, juvenile justice, behavioral health, special education). 
9) Advocate to NY State Department of Health to ensure that youth leaving foster care are eligible for Home and Community Based Waiver Services (HCBS), which are designed to serve individuals with complex physical and/or mental health needs.
· In 2019, NY State Office of Mental Health (NYS OMH) adjusted the HCBS eligibility data process to include anyone who had previously been enrolled in Bridges to Health or Children’s Waiver services, thus giving them access to HCBS in the adult system,
10) Advocate to NYS OMH to provide ACS with access to PSYCKES (Psychiatric Services and Clinical Knowledge Enhancement System).
· NYS OMH has agreed to grant ACS access to PSYCKES and was scheduled to begin exchanging data in the spring of 2020.
11) Facilitate access to home visiting services for pregnant and parenting youth in foster care
· DOHMH and ACS have collaborated to implement strategies to increase the utilization of the Nurse-Family Partnership and New Family Home Visits Programs by conducting outreach and providing marketing materials to all ACS divisions, and foster care and preventive agencies. 
12) Ensure that eligible foster youth aging out of care receive the NYCHA N-zero priority (the highest priority for public housing), if they are legally in the care and custody of ACS, regardless of the location of their foster placement. 
· Effective June 2018, NYCHA implemented this recommendation to ensure that foster youth are eligible for N-zero priority even if they are placed outside of the city.
13) Advocate to increase State-set housing rental assistance for youth and families. 
· Currently, families reunifying with children in care and youth ages 18 to 20 leaving foster care can receive a State-set recurring monthly subsidy of up to $300 for a maximum of 3 years or a total of $10,800 to assist with renting an apartment. Recent legislation passed in Albany clarifies that the subsidy is permitted in situations where there are roommates, but the subsidy amount has not been increased.
14) Explore expansion of transitional housing for youth leaving foster care. 
· ACS partnered with NYC Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) to submit a joint application to the Federal Office of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) in order to obtain Housing Choice Vouchers through the Family Unification Program. This was successful with 57 vouchers awarded. 
· ACS is currently successfully referring and discharging single youth and pregnant/parenting young adults to 15/15 supportive housing.
15) Provide integrated, accessible information on housing resources for youth leaving foster care 
· In 2019, ACS launched a mobile-enabled resource website, ACS ConnectME, that features resources for families, older youth in foster care, foster parents and child welfare professionals. 
16) Explore strategies to provide supportive services to youth ages 16-25—both during and after foster care—to achieve career, educational and housing goals.
· In December 2019, ACS launched the Fair Futures Initiative, aimed at enhancing and improving outcomes for foster care youth ages 11-21 in the areas of education, employment, housing, and permanency. Despite unprecedented challenges due to a $9 billion revenue shortfall from the COVID-19 pandemic, the Council was successful in preserving this initiative in the FY2021 budget.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  NYC Council Press Release, Speaker Corey Johnson, Finance Committee Chair Daniel Dromm, and Capital Budget Subcommittee Chair Vanessa Gibson Announce Agreement on FY 2021 Budget
(June 30, 2020) available at https://council.nyc.gov/press/2020/06/30/1999/] 

· As of March 2020, 68 foster staff across 12 foster care agencies and programs have been trained in Young Adult Work Opportunities for Rewarding Careers curriculum and over 200 youth participated in Mentored Internship Program, a paid internship program with a mentoring component.
· ACS expanded the Fostering College Success Initiative (also known as the “Dorm Project”) from 50 students in FY17 to over 120 students in FY19. Participants receive full tuition, room, and board.

III. CITYFHEPS

In 2004, the Bloomberg Administration introduced a City-funded, time-limited rental subsidy program for individuals and families in the Department of Homeless Services (DHS), called Housing Stability Plus.[footnoteRef:11] Housing Stability Plus was a five-year rental subsidy that gradually declined in assistance and included work requirements.[footnoteRef:12] Citing that Housing Stability Plus was ineffective due to opaque rules, low subsidies, and lack of access to stable housing, the Bloomberg Administration replaced the program in 2007 with Advantage, a two-year subsidy.[footnoteRef:13] The Advantage program initially offered subsidies for people in shelters if they worked 20 hours a week or more and then was expanded to incorporate additional populations.[footnoteRef:14] In 2011, the State pulled funding for Advantage, which covered two-thirds of the total cost, and the City subsequently cut the remaining third of the funding.[footnoteRef:15] About 8,500 families ended up returning to DHS shelters in the years after the program’s end.[footnoteRef:16] [11:  Coalition for the Homeless, The Bloomberg Administration’s Flawed Homeless Rental Assistance Plan: A Misguided Plan with Opportunities for Effective Change, (Nov. 2004), available at
https://www.coalitionforthehomeless.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/Briefing-cityrentplan-11-2004.pdf. ]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Joe Lamport, A New Program to Fight Homelessness, The Gotham Gazette, (May 30, 2007), available at https:// www.gothamgazette.com/housing/3574-a-new-program-to-fight-homelessness. ]  [14:  Id.]  [15:  Peter Nasaw and Thomas J. Main, De Blasio and Homelessness: A New Progressive Mayor Wrestles with an Old Social Problem, The Gotham Gazette, (May 1, 2017), available at http://www.gothamgazette.com/opinion/6902-deblasio-and-homelessness-a-new-progressive-mayor-wrestles-with-an-old-social-problem. ]  [16:  Patrick Markee, The Revolving Door Keeps Spinning: New Data Shows that Half of “Advantage” Families Have Returned to the NYC Homeless Shelter System, Coalition for the Homeless, (Dec. 28, 2013), available at https://www.coalitionforthehomeless.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/PolicyBrief-RevolvingDoorKeepsSpinning2013.pdf. ] 

In 2014 and 2015, the de Blasio Administration re-instituted City rental assistance vouchers for homeless households and those at risk of homelessness, including Living in Communities (LINC);[footnoteRef:17] City Family Eviction Prevention Supplement and City Family Exit Plan Supplement (CityFEPS) programs;[footnoteRef:18] and Special Exit and Prevention Supplement (SEPS)[footnoteRef:19] for single adults and adult families.  [17:  R.C.N.Y. Title 68 Chapter 7 LINC Programs]  [18:  R.C.N.Y. Title 68 Chapter 8 CITYFEPS Programs; SEPS Program]  [19:  Id.] 

Having numerous programs with unique criteria confused both landlords and tenants, further exacerbating landlords’ hesitancy to accept City rental subsidies, which had already been compromised with the abrupt end of Advantage.[footnoteRef:20] On October 29, 2018, the de Blasio Administration consolidated the LINC, SEPS, and CityFEPS rental assistance programs into the City Fighting Homelessness and Eviction Prevention Supplement (CityFHEPS) program.[footnoteRef:21] The consolidation aimed to streamline services for tenants and landlords.[footnoteRef:22] CityFHEPS assists households in the community who are at risk of homelessness or are referred by agencies including (ACS to avert  (HRA or DHS shelter entry.[footnoteRef:23]  It also helps households who are experiencing street homelessness or residing in a DHS or HRA shelter to obtain permanent housing.[footnoteRef:24] All households must meet an income limit—income no greater than 200% of the federal poverty level—and satisfy public assistance requirements.[footnoteRef:25] In addition, there are separate eligibility criteria for households at risk of entry to, and currently in, HRA and DHS shelters or experiencing street homelessness.[footnoteRef:26] A household that is at risk of entry to an HRA or DHS shelter must be in one of the following groups to qualify for a CityFHEPS voucher to avert shelter entry:  [20:  NYC Dept. of Homeless Services, Press Release, City Proposes Single Unified Rental Assistance Program to Streamline and Simplify Rehousing Process, (July 18, 2018), available at
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dhs/about/press-releases/unified-rental-assistance-press-release.page. ]  [21:  Joe Anuta, Launch Date Set for Consolidated Rent-Voucher Program, Crain’s, (Oct. 2, 2018), available at https://www.crainsnewyork.com/real-estate/launch-date-set-consolidated-rent-voucher-program. ]  [22:  NYC Human Resources Administration, Rental Assistance, CityFHEPS, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/hra/help/cityfheps.page.]  [23:  R.C.N.Y. Title 68 Chapter 10-03.]  [24:  R.C.N.Y. Title 68 § 10-01 (e).]  [25:  A household must meet the following requirements with respect to public assistance. The household must apply for any assistance, if it is currently not in receipt of such. In addition, all household members who are eligible for public assistance must be in receipt of it and in compliance with public assistance requirements; R.C.N.Y. Title 68 Chapter 10 City FHEPS]  [26:  R.C.N.Y. Title 68 Chapter 10 City FHEPS] 

1. Determined by DSS to be at risk of homelessness and include a veteran; 
2. Be referred by a CityFHEPS qualifying program—ACS, TQH Task Force, DYCD, or DOC—and DSS determined CityFHEPS was needed to avoid shelter entry; or 
3. Be displaced by eviction, foreclosure, or hazardous conditions within the last 12 months and: 
a. Previously was in a DHS shelter; 
b. Has an active Adult Protective Services case or is in a designated community guardianship program;[footnoteRef:27] or  [27:  The Adult Protective Services program provides services for physically and/or mentally impaired adults ages 18 and older, and Community Guardian programs consist of court-appointed legal guardians who manage these adults’ domestic and financial affairs. NYC Human Resources Administration, Adult Protective Services, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/hra/help/adult-protective-services.page.  ] 

c. [bookmark: _Ref50550571]Will use CityFHEPS to stay in a rent-controlled apartment.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  NYC Department of Social Services, CityFHEPS Frequently Asked Questions For Clients in the Community, (Sept. 18, 2019), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/cityfheps-documents/dss-7r-e.pdf.] 


A household may qualify for a CityFHEPS voucher if the head of household is experiencing street homelessness or resides in a DHS shelter identified for imminent closure.[footnoteRef:29] An individual who is experiencing street homelessness must be living on the street or in a place not meant for human habitation.[footnoteRef:30] The individual also must have received case management services for at least 90 days from a DHS-contracted outreach provider, a DHS-contracted drop-in center, or transitional housing provider. [footnoteRef:31]  [29:  R.C.N.Y. Title 68 § 10-04(a)(8).]  [30:  R.C.N.Y. Title 68 § 10-01(mm).]  [31:  Id.] 

A household in a DHS or HRA shelter may also qualify for CityFHEPS if it belongs to either of the following two groups: 
1. [bookmark: _Ref50482983]First, the household must have a qualifying shelter stay, consisting of being: (i) in a DHS shelter for the last 90 days prior to certification with a gap of no more than 10 days; (ii) in a DHS single adult shelter for 90 of the last 365 days; (iii) in an HRA shelter; or (iv) in a DHS shelter and eligible for HRA shelter. Second, the household must: (i) include an individual under age 18 and the combined household has been working 30 hours per week for the last 30 days; (ii) be an adult only household working any number of hours per week for the last 30 days; (iii) include someone who is age 60 or older; or (iv) include someone who is age 18 or older who is either disabled or is exempt from public assistance work requirements due to caring for a family member with a disability.[footnoteRef:32]  [32:  NYC Department of Social Services, CityFHEPS Frequently Asked Questions For Clients in the Community, (Sept. 18, 2019), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/cityfheps-documents/dss-7r-e.pdf.] 

2. The household is in a DHS or HRA shelter and either: (i) includes a veteran; (ii) has an unexpired LINC certification letter or a SEPS or CITYFEPS shopping letter and would still be eligible for assistance; or (iii) has been referred by ACS, DYCD, the TQH Task Force, or DOC, and DSS determined that CityFHEPS was needed to shorten a shelter stay.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  R.C.N.Y. Title 68 § 10-04] 


Furthermore, a household may be eligible for a CityFHEPS rental assistance voucher to prevent entry into a City shelter.[footnoteRef:34] HRA accepts referrals for CityFHEPS from ACS, DOC, and the TQH Task Force to help those exiting foster care and City jails and those living in three-quarter houses avert shelter entry.[footnoteRef:35] Thus, while ACS has the ability to refer an individual to the CityFHEPS program, it is not necessarily required to do so. [34:  NYC Department of Social Services, CityFHEPS Frequently Asked Questions For Clients in the Community, (Sept. 18, 2019), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/cityfheps-documents/dss-7r-e.pdf.]  [35:  R.C.N.Y. Title 68 § 10-01(e).] 

IV. BILL ANALYSIS 

Int. 148 - A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring that the department of homeless services recognize time spent in foster care as homelessness for the purpose of meeting rental voucher eligibility requirements

Some youths who have spent time in foster care have difficulty obtaining stable housing; many youths end up “couchsurfing,” in homeless shelters, or in the corrections system. Additionally, according to a report from a local advocacy organization, homeless mothers are more likely to have spent time in foster care. This bill would allow youths who have spent time in foster care to be eligible for rental assistance vouchers that would allow them to obtain stable housing. Eligibility would be limited to those 24 years old or younger. If passed, this bill would take effect 120 days after it becomes law.
V. CONCLUSION

The Committee seeks an update on the implementation of the recommendations put forth in the follow-up reports of the task force and the latest on the five-year plan to address barriers to permanency (LL 143 of 2016) and the Foster Youth Experience Survey (LL 146 of 2016) to ensure that youth’s voices are continuing to be incorporated into ACS policy decisions. 

















Int. No. 148

By Council Members Levin, Brannan, Maisel and Ayala

..Title
A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring that the department of homeless services recognize time spent in foster care as homelessness for the purpose of meeting rental voucher eligibility requirements
..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:


1

14

Section 1. Chapter 1 of title 21 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 21-142 to read as follows:
§ 21-142 Rental assistance for foster care youth. a. Definitions. For the purposes of this section, the following terms have the following meanings:
Foster care youth. The term “foster care youth” means a young person who was placed in an out-of-home placement with the administration for children’s services after the filing of a petition in family court pursuant to article 3, 7, 10, 10-a, 10-b or 10-c of the family court act or section 358-a or 384-b of the social services law. 
Rental assistance program. The term “rental assistance program” means any city rental assistance program that is designed to help homeless individuals by subsidizing rent in which the human resources administration or the department of homeless services determines eligibility including, but not limited, to the LINC Rental Assistance Programs for Families with Children as defined in section 7.01 of title 68 of the New York codes, rules and regulations, the LINC Rental Assistance Programs for Single Adults and Adult Families as defined in section 7.10 of title 68 of the New York codes, rules and regulations, the Living in Communities Family and Friend Rental Assistance Program as defined in section 7.18 of title 68 of the New York codes, rules and regulations, the CITYFEPS Programs as defined in section 8.01 8 of title 68 of the New York codes, rules and regulations and the Special Exit and Prevention Supplement Program as defined in section 8.1 of title 68 the New York codes, rules and regulations.
b. Rental assistance program eligibility. For any foster care youth or former foster care youth who is 24 years old or younger, including a foster care youth or former foster care youth adopted or under guardianship at or after the age of 16, the department shall consider the time such youth spent in foster care as homelessness when determining such youth’s eligibility for rental assistance programs when such eligibility is dependent on having spent time residing in the city shelter system.
§ 2. This local law takes effect 120 days after it becomes law, except that the commissioner of homeless services may take such measures as are necessary for the implementation of this local law, including the promulgation of rules, before such date.
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