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| present this testimony on behalf of Coalition for the Homeless, a not-for-profit organization that assists
more than 3,500 homeless New Yorkers each day. Since its founding in 1981, the Coalition has
advocated for proven, cost-effective solutions to the crisis of modern homelessness, which now
continues into its third decade. The Coalition has also struggled for more than 25 years to protect the
rights of homeless people through litigation around the right to emergency shelter, the right to vote, and
appropriate housing and services for homeless people living with mental illness and HIV/AIDS.

The Coalition operates several direct-services programs that both offer vital services to homeless, at-
risk, and low-income New Yorkers, and demonstrate effective, long-term solutions. These programs
include supportive housing for families and individuals living with AIDS, a job-training program for
homeless and formerly-homeless women, a Rental Assistance Program which provides rent subsidies
and support services to help working homeless individuals rent private-market apartments, and two
buildings in Manhattan which provide permanent housing for formerly-homeless families and
individuals. Our summer sleep-away camp and after-school program help hundreds of homeless
children each year. The Coalition’s mobile soup kitchen distributes more than 900 nutritious meals to
street homeless and hungry New Yorkers each night. Finally, our Crisis Intervention Department
assists more than 1,000 homeless and at-risk households each month with eviction prevention
assistance, client advocacy, referrals for shelter and emergency food programs, and assistance with
public benefits.

The Coalition also represents homeless men and women as plaintiffs in Callahan v. Carey and
Eldredge v. Koch. In 1981 the City and State entered into a consent decree in Callahan in which it was
agreed that, “The City defendants shall provide shelter and board to each homeless man who applies
for it provided that (a) the man meets the need standard to qualify for the home relief program
established in New York State; or (b) the man by reason to physical, mental or social dysfunction is in
need of temporary shelter.” The Callahan consent decree and Eldredge case also guarantee basic
standards for shelters for homeless men and women. Pursuant to the decree, the Coalition serves as
court-appointed monitor of municipal shelters for homeless adults.

New York City’s Historic Homelessness Crisis

New York City is in the throes of a historic homelessness crisis. Currently, more than 39,000 homeless

men, women, and children bed down in municipal shelters each night, the highest number since
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modern homelessness began three decades ago. In addition, more than 10,000 homeless families are
sleeping in the municipal shelter system on any given night, including 16,000 children — an all-time
record high.

By any measure, the Bloomberg administration’s approach to the problem of homelessness has failed.
This is especially true of the Mayor’'s decision to cut off homeless families and individuals from a
tongstanding priority for Federal housing programs like the Section 8 voucher program — which are
proven to reduce homelessness — and his administration’s creation of deeply flawed and unrealistic
local rent subsidy programs to replace those successful Federal programs.

State policies and the actions of State agencies have contributed greatly to the present crisis. State
officials in the Pataki administration have imposed harmful, misguided rules — like the counterproductive
plan to charge homeless families “rent” to stay in a municipal shelter. Most troubling, State officials
have collaborated with the City on the deeply flawed local rent subsidy programs, like Advantage New
York, that create a revolving door back to shelter and that have led to all-time record family
homelessness.

Now, in the midst of record New York City homelessness, comes word that, the New York City Housing
Authority has rescinded thousands of Federal Section 8 vouchers issued to low-income families -~ and
is poised to eliminate thousands more. Moreover, instead of learning from the mistakes of the past,
Mayor Bloomberg and State officials are in effect doubling down on the failed policies of the past eight
years. The Mayor’'s continuing policy denying homeless people Federal housing assistance; his plan to
force homeless families to pay for the cost of emergency shelter; and the proposed changes to the
Advantage programs will only fuel further increases in homelessness in New York City.’

The Importance of Federal Housing Assistance in Reducing Homelessness

| offer this testimony today primarily to emphasize the crucial role Federal housing assistance - like the
Section 8 program — plays in reducing homelessness.

Over the past decade, a growing body of academic research has shown that Federal housing programs
and similar, long-term housing assistance are remarkably effective in reducing family homelessness —
both in helping homeless families move from shelters to permanent housing, and in ensuring that these
families remain stably housed.

Nevertheless, since 2005, the Bloomberg administration has broken with longstanding and successful
New York City policy which targeted scarce Federal housing resources to help homeless children and
families move from municipal shelters to their own homes. Reversing the Bloomberg administration’s
failed policy will reduce New York City family homelessness and save City taxpayer dollars currently
spent on expensive emergency shelter.

Background: Federal Housing Assistance for Homeless Families

» For two decades, New York City mayoral administrations have targeted scarce Federal housing
resources to homeless families residing in the municipal shelter system. The reasons for this are
threefold:

1. Scarcity: The Federal government does not provide sufficient Federal housing assistance to
help all those eligible to receive it. Indeed, nationally only one in four eligible households
receives Federal housing assistance, and currently more than 135,000 New York City families
are on waiting lists for Federal housing programs.
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2. Efficacy: Federal housing programs are enormously successful in reducing family
homelessness and helping formerly-homeless families remain stably housed.

3. Fiscal Policy: Finally, emergency shelter for homeless families — which currently costs nearly
$36,000 per year — is both expensive and largely paid for by the City and State. Federal
housing programs are less expensive and do not use City and State tax dollars.

* Thus, since 1990, tens of thousands of homeless New York City families have successfully moved
from shelters to their own homes with the help of Federal housing programs.

The Failed Bloomberg Administration Policy

¢ Unfortunately, since 2005 the Bloomberg administration has actually eliminated homeless families’
longstanding priority for scarce Federal housing assistance.?

 Currently homeless families in New York City have virtually no access to the two major Federal
housing programs available to low-income households: Section 8 vouchers, and public housing. In
2009 the City will assist more than 12,000 low-income families with Section 8 vouchers and more
than 5,000 new families with public housing ~ almost none of them homeless families.

* The Bloomberg administration’s current approach echoes “Alternative Pathways,” a flawed policy
implemented by the Dinkins administration in the early 1990s that re-directed Section 8 vouchers
away from homeless families in shelter and that ultimately triggered a rise in the family shelter
population. The Dinkins administration ultimately abandoned the flawed “Alternative Pathways”
policy after family homelessness soared in the early 1990s.

 Similarly, since the Bloomberg administration adopted its policy cutting off Federal housing aid to
homeless households, the number of new homeless families entering shelters has increased for
three consecutive years and, in recent months, the number of homeless families in municipal
shelters reached all-time record levels.

» The Bloomberg administration replaced proven Federal housing programs with untested,
controversial, time-limited subsidy programs. The deeply flawed “Housing Stability Plus” program
(2005-2007) was abandoned as a failure.

* The current “Work Advantage” program — with time limits of two years — began in 2007. The first
group of time-limited families began to run out of assistance this past year, and already more than
1,000 Advantage families have returned to the City’s shelter system. Bloomberg administration
officials have no plan in place to assist formerly-homeless families who reach time limits and are
still in need of housing assistance.

Research Shows that Federal Housing Programs Reduce Family Homelessness

* Awealth of research and experience shows that Federal housing programs — Section 8 vouchers
and public housing — successfully reduce family homelessness.® (Please see briefing paper
attached.)

¢ Studies by researchers from New York University, Columbia University, the University of
Pennsyivania, the Vera Institute, and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
show that housing vouchers successfully help move homeless families from shelters and help them
retain housing.
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The failed Bloomberg policy was based on unsubstantiated claims that the availability of Section 8
vouchers was “inducing” families to enter the homeless shelter system. However, City officials then
and now have never presented empirical evidence for these claims.

Research studies by three respected economists refute the Bloomberg administration’s claim that
Federal housing programs produce a significant “inducement” effect. Instead, the studies show that
eliminating priority for Federal housing programs leads to an increase in the family homeless
population.

Following are highlights of research studies from the past decade:

¢

“An extensive body of careful research has demonstrated that housing vouchers are critically
important both for preventing families with children from becoming homeless and for helping
those who do enter the shelter system to leave it for permanent housing and not become
homeless again....For families who do become homeless, housing vouchers are an extensively
tested and demonstrably effective tool for moving to permanent housing and remaining stably
housed.” (Jill Khadduri, researcher at Abt Associates and former senior official at the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development)

“Formerly homeless families are generally quite simitar to other low-income families.
Homelessness for most is not a protracted experience, and housing subsidies alone are
sufficient to allow the vast majority to leave shelter and maintain stable housing in the
community.” (Marybeth Shinn, Vanderbilt University)

“Shelter population rose during the boom because the city slowed the rate at which it moved
families into subsidized housing and it continued to rise after the boom because there was a
recession. The population fell when the city stepped up placements into subsidized housing and
the recession ended.” (Brendan O’Flaherty and Ting Wu, Columbia University, study of rise and
fall in NYC family homelessness from 1997 to 2004)

“We found that subsidized housing succeeds in curing homelessness among families,
regardless of behavioral disorders or other conditions. Whatever their problems — substance
abuse, mental illness, physical illness or a history of incarceration — nearly all of the families in
our study became stably housed when they received subsidized housing.” (Marybeth Shinn and
Beth Weitzman, New York University, five-year study of 564 homeless and low-income families)

“Across all cohorts and follow-up periods, those families exiting to subsidized housing exhibited
the lowest rates of reentry. Subsidized housing appears to be associated with better protection
against shelter return than exiting to one’s own housing, other destinations, or unknown
arrangements.” (Vera Institute, study commissioned by NYC Department of Homeless Services
analyzing rates of return to shelter for formerly-homeless families)

Moving Forward: How the City of New York Can Successfully Reduce Family Homelessness

The implications of these research studies for City policy are very clear: Federal housing assistance
reduces family homelessness and reduces return rates for formerly-homeless families. Coalition for the
Homeless urges City officials to repeal current policies that restrict Federal housing assistance to
homeless families: The City should once again provide priority status to homeless families and
individuals seeking Federal housing aid.

To address the current Section 8 funding crisis, the City can tap into several resources:
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» Utilize existing public housing apartments for families who have lost Section 8 vouchers.

» Utilize Federal stimulus funds through the Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-Housing
program, which provide up to 18 months of rental assistance.

e Finally, the City and State can utilize their won funds to extend rental assistance at least until the
Federal funding problems are addressed.

Thank you for the opportunity to present this testimony.

! Attached please find New York City Council testimony addressing the flaws in the proposed Advantage program
changes.

? The Bloomberg administration policy was implemented in two stages: (1) in October 2004 the New Yark City
Department of Homeless Services halted referrals of homeless families to the top priority category for waiting lists
administered by the New York City Housing Authority for the Section 8 voucher program and public housing; and
{2} in 2005 the New York City Housing Authority reduced the priority classification for homeless people who
submitted applications for both Federal housing programs — effectively removing homeless New Yorkers from the
so-called “emergency category.” In 2004, the Bloomberg administration also introduced a replacement rent
subsidy program targeted to homeless families, the time-limited “Housing Stability Plus” program. This program
was abandoned in 2007 and replaced with new subsidy programs, including another time-limited {to a maximum
of two years) program called “Work Advantage.”

® Following are the research studies referenced in this briefing paper:

Cragg, Michael and Brendan O’Flaherty, “Does Subsidized Housing Increase Homelessness? Testing the
Dinkins Deluge Hypothesis,” Milken Institute (June 1997)

Khadduri, Jill, “Housing Vouchers Are Critical for Ending Family Homelessness” (January 2008), Homelessness
Research Institute of the National Alliance to End Homelessness, available at

http://www .endhomelessness.org/content/article/detail/1875.

O'Flaherty, Brendan and Ting Wu, “Fewer Subsidized Exits and a Recession: How New York City's Family
Homeless Shelter Population Became Immense,” Journal of Housing Economics (April 2006).

Shinn, Marybeth, “Ending Homelessness for Families: The Evidence for Affordable Housing,” Enterprise
Foundation and National Alliance to End Homelessness (pre-publication release, 2009).

Shinn, Marybeth, Beth C. Weitzman, et al, “Predictors of Homelessness Among Families in New York City: From
Shelter Request to Housing Stability,” American Journal of Public Health, Volume 88, Number 11 (November
1998), pp. 1651-1657.

Vera Institute, “Understanding Family Homelessness in New York City” (September 2005), available at
http://www vera.crg/publication pdff315 584.pdf.

Wong, Yin-Ling Irene, Dennis Cuthane and Randall Kuhn, "Predictors of Exit and Reentry Among Family Shelter
users in New York City,” Social Science Review 71, Number 3 (1997), pp. 441-462.
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General Welfare Committee Hearing
April 15,2010

Submitted by Patrick Markee, Senior Policy Analyst, and Giselle Routhier, Policy Analyst
Coalition for the Homeless

We present this testimony on behalf of Coalition for the Homeless, a not-for-profit organization that
assists more than 3,500 homeless New Yorkers each day. Since its founding in 1981, the Coalition has
advocated for proven, cost-effective solutions to the crisis of modern homelessness, which now continues
into its third decade. The Coalition has also struggled for more than 25 years to protect the rights of
homeless people through litigation around the right to emergency shelter, the right to vote, and
appropriate housing and services for homeless people living with mental illness and HIV/AIDS.

The Coalition operates several direct-services programs that both offer vital services to homeless, at-risk,
and formerly-homeless New Yorkers, and demonstrate effective long-term solutions. These programs
include supportive housing for families and individuals living with AIDS, a job-training program for
homeless and formerly-homeless women, a Rental Assistance Program which provides rent subsidies and
support services to help working homeless individuals rent private-market apartments, and two buildings
in Manhattan which provide permanent housing for formerly-homeless families and individuals. Our
summer sleep-away camp and after-school program help hundreds of homeless children each year. The
Coalition’s mobile soup kitchen distributes 1,000 nutritious meals to street homeless and hungry New
Yorkers each night. Finally, our Crisis Intervention Department assists more than 1,000 homeless and at-
risk households each month with eviction prevention assistance, client advocacy, referrals for shelter and
emergency food programs, and assistance with public benefits.

The Bloomberg Administration’s Flawed Approach to Family Homelessness

New York City is in the throes of a historic homelessness crisis. Currently, more than 39,000 homeless
men, women, and children bed down in municipal shelters each night, the highest number since modemn
homelessness began three decades ago. In addition, more than 10,000 homeless families are sleeping in
the municipal shelter system on any given night, including 16,000 children—an all-time record high.

By any measure, the Bloomberg administration’s approach to homelessness — including the Mayor’s 2004
five-year plan to reduce homelessness — has failed. This is especially true of the Mayor’s decision to cut
off homeless families and individuals from a longstanding priority for Federal housing programs — which
are proven to reduce homelessness ~ and his administration’s creation of deeply flawed and unrealistic
local rent subsidy programs to replace those successful Federal programs.

Now, in the midst of record New York City homelessness, comes word that, instead of learning from the
mistakes of the past eight years, Mayor Bloomberg is in effect doubling down on the failed policies of his
first two terms. The Mayor’s plan to force homeless families to pay for the cost of emergency shelter and



the proposed changes to the Advantage programs will only fuel further increases in homelessness in New
York City.

We offer this testimony to express our concern regarding:

* Families currently on the City-administered Advantage program and reaching the end of their
time limit.

e The forthcoming changes to the Advantage program proposed by the Bloomberg administration
which we believe make a bad program even worse.

e The City’s plan to implement “rent” requirements for homelessness families in municipal
shelters.

Advantage New York: No Advantage for Homeless Families

Since its inception in 2007, the City of New York has moved over 15,000 families from shelters to
permanent housing using the three Advantage programs (Work, Fixed Income, or Children’s).
Unfortunately, with the Work Advantage program limited to only one or two years of assistance and
given the recent funding problems with the Federal voucher program, this means thousands of formerly
homeless families are currently, or will soon be, left with no assistance and put at extreme risk of
returning to shelter.

According to DHS’s own data, between September 2007 and October 2009, nearly 1,000 re-applications
for shelter have been filed from families that have timed-off of the Advantage programs.' The
applications, predictably, started to spike in mid-2009—at the Work Advantage program’s two-year

mark. This rate of return is especially troubling considering the thousands more families that are expected
to time-off the program this coming year.

Families with disabilities or other barriers to work who were previously guaranteed a Federal Section 8
voucher after participating in Children’s or Fixed Income Advantage are now, as a result of the Section 8
crisis, left with no assistance once they reach the limit of their City subsidy. By the end of 2010, this will
amount to a total of 3,551 families. These are families that have a significant barrier to work, as was
established in their qualification for the program. However, even before the recent Section § funding
problems, City records show that many families promised Section 8 vouchers through these two programs
never received them and many of them have returned to shelter.

Nevertheless, even before the Section § crisis, the Work Advantage program was always fundamentally
flawed, and was designed simply as a revolving door back to shelter. By the end of 2010, 3,543 families
will have timed off of the Work Advantage program. At the end of just two years of assistance, many of
these families will still be unable to afford their rent in full. According to DHS’s own report to the New
York State Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance, families on Work Advantage are working a
median of 32 hours per week at $9.50 an hour.’ This amounts to $304 per week and roughly $1,216
per month before taxes.

The math tells it all. With most Work Advantage families placed in apartments with rents at about $1,100
a month or more, these families will not be able to afford their apartments after being cut off from
Advantage assistance. Adding Work Advantage families to the families whose Fixed Income and
Children’s Advantage subsidies will be expiring this year, we can estimate that more than 7,000 families
are at risk of returning to shelter in 2010.

"' From DHS data entitled, "Reapplications of Families with Prior Advantage Exits," obtained via FOIL
? DHS March 2009 report to NYS OTDA, obtained via FOIL.



To make matters even worse, the City has now proposed changes to the Advantage program that, instead
of improving upon the existing flaws, would actually exacerbate many of the problems with the program.
Indeed, the City’s proposed changes actually combine the worst features of the Work Advantage program
and the even-more-deeply flawed Housing Stability Plus program, which was abandoned by the
Bloomberg administration as a failure in 2007.

The City’s new proposal would eliminate Children’s and Fixed Income Advantage. The remaining
program would still be time limited to only one or two years and it will not transition families onto
Section 8 vouchers. Families will be required to work at teast 35 hours a week — a requirement for
receiving a second year of assistance, and something many families will not be able to achieve. (Note that
currently most Work Advantage families are approved for a second year. Note also that, as described
above, the City’s own data show that the average Work Advantage family works fewer than 35 hours a
week.)

During the first year, each family would be required to pay 30 percent of its income towards the rent.
During the second year, the family would be required to pay 50 percent of the rent or 30 percent of its
income, whichever is greater resulting in a very sharp increase in their contribution. After the second
year, families would be cut off from assistance.

Again, consider the math. The typical Advantage family will have pre-tax income of around 1,200 per
month, and will have apartment rents of around $1,100 or more. By the second year the family will be
forced to pay nearly half of its pre-tax income in rent, and after that the family will have no way to afford
the rent. Even the examples cited by City officials in their February 10, 2010, letter to the State
(attached), which outlines the proposed changes, show that the typical Advantage family will become
homeless after one or two years.

Again, with families making an average of only $9.50 an hour, the expectation that they would be able to
contribute more during the program and then pay over $1,000 in rent at the end of the program is
incredibly unrealistic. Furthermore, the work requirement completely ignores that we are in the middle of
the worst recession since the Great Depression and the City’s unemployment rate is still at a whopping 10
percent.

The Bloomberg administration’s proposed changes to the Work Advantage program represent a classic
case of ideology ignoring basic reality. Moreover, the administration’s policies on homelessness continue
to ignore the research that consistently shows that long-term, flexible housing assistance is the best way to
reduce homelessness and prevent families from ever returning to shelter.’ The City’s short-term assistance
will continue to act as a revolving door right back into the shelter system if serious are not made.

Charging Homeless Families “Rent” for Shelter—the Worst Possible Idea

As if the problems with Advantage weren’t numerous enough, the City is also planning on re-
implementing a disastrous policy from 2009—charging homeless families “rent” for shelter. According to
the City’s calculations, a family of three making $25,000 a year would be forced to pay $926 a month to
stay in a municipal homeless shelter!

The City’s ideology in promoting this policy is completely misguided and unrealistic. Families entering
shelter will need to use every available resource to help them get out of shelter and into permanent

* Vera Institute for Justice, 2005, “Understanding Family Homelessness”



housing, including saving as much money as possible. Imposing “rent” would keep families in shelter
longer and prevent them from saving any money towards independent living.

The City of New York’s imminent plan to charge homeless New Yorkers rent for shelter stays stems from
a state regulation (18 NYCRR 352.35), issued in 1995 by the Pataki administration at the strong urging of
then-New York City Mayor Giuliani.

On May 1, 2009, the City of New York first piloted their shelter rent program by implementing a new
"Income Contribution Requirement," requiring working homeless families to pay for the cost of shelter.
The City's misguided policy was immediately criticized by community leaders, shelter providers, elected
officials, and homeless families, who said it effectively blocks homeless New Yorkers from saving their
small incomes in order to move from shelters to permanent housing. Not-for-profit shelter providers
opposed the new rules because it forced them essentially to become "bill collectors."

In addition, the new policy was implemented in a haphazard and unlawful way, with many families
ordered to pay "rent" before receiving legal notices, some families threatened with ejection from shelter,
and many other problems.

A May 8, 2009 New York Times article (attached) highlighted the plight of two homeless women with
children, both of whom were being asked to pay large portions of their meager incomes in order to stay in
shelters.

* Vanessa Dacosta, who earns $8.40 an hour as a cashier at Sharro, was informed that she had to give
$336 each month out of her roughly $800 in monthly wages to her Manhattan homeless shelter.

* Martha Gonzalez, who is 49 and lives with her 19-year-old son in a rundown City-operated shelter in
Brooklyn, said she was informed last week that she owes $1,099 in monthly rent on a $1,700 monthly
income as a security guard in Manhattan.

While New York City was directed to temporarily suspend the policy by the state last summer, the
Bloomberg administration made it clear at a City Council hearing last year that the policy would be re-
introduced. Inits latest iteration the NYC Human Resources Administration apparently plans to “garnish
wages” to enforce the shelter rent requirement.

Although Bloomberg administration officials have repeatedly told the news media that they are compelled
to implement the shelter rent requirement by the State, it is clear that administration officials strongly
support the shelter rent rules. Indeed, last year the Bloomberg administration opposed State legislation
that would have ended the shelter rent requirement (see the Mayor’s memo in opposition, attached), and
this year top Bloomberg administration officials have continued to lobby State Legislators opposing
similar efforts to ban shelter rent.

Charging homeless families “rent” for shelter will lead to longer stays in shelter as families have less
money to save for security deposits and rent in a permanent apartment. These longer shelter stays will
also end up costing the State and City more money. The annual cost to shelter a homeless family is
$38,000, the majority of which is paid by City and State tax dollars.

This new policy also puts families at risk of being ejected from shelter. According to DHS’s new Client
Responsibility Procedure, if families do not pay their shelter “rent,” they could be put out on the streets
for a minimum of 30 days. Children would then be at risk of being put in foster care, at greater cost to
their emotional development as well as New York City taxpayers.



There is no upside to the implementation of shelter rent. It will not save the City or State money and at the
same time it will keep families in shelter longer and put families and children at serious risk of being
ejected from shelter if they do not comply with these new rules.

We strongly support efforts by New York State Assemblymember Keith Wright, New York State Senator
Dantel Squadron, and others to include language in the State budget that will prohibit the City of New
York from charging “rent” in homeless shelters, and we urge the administration and the City Council to
join in those efforts.

A New Wave of Homeless Families?

Ultimately, Mayor Bloomberg’s strategy fails to address the reality that family homeless is, at its root, a
housing affordability problem. The Mayor’s current strategy ignores the factors that are driving families
into homelessness in the first place—high unemployment, low wages, and lack of affordable housing.

The Mayor’s proposed changes make a bad situation even worse. Many formerly-homeless families
timing off of Advantage assistance already end up back in shelter. Furthermore, the new changes to the
program do nothing to improve the situation of families, but only make it more difficult for them to reach
self sufficiency. Add to these the burden of shelter “rent” and how it will force many families to stay in
shelter longer and longer.

If the Bloomberg administration is successful in imposing these misguided, punitive policies, it is likely
that New York City will face a new wave of family homelessness—one to break even the current record
numbers.
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BRIEFING PAPER
Research Proves that Federal Housing Programs Work to

Reduce Family Homelessness
By Patrick Markee, Coalition for the Homeless
February 12, 2009

A growing body of academic research has shown that Federal housing programs and similar, long-term
housing assistance are remarkably effective in reducing family homelessness — both in helping
homeless families move from shelters to permanent housing, and in ensuring that these families remain
stably housed. This policy brief summarizes research over the past decade and discusses its
implications for policy in New York City.

Background: New York City’s Shifting Policies on Housing Assistance for Homeless Families

Since modern homelessness began more than 25 years ago, New York City mayoral administrations
have targeted scarce Federal housing resources to homeless families residing in the municipal shelter
system. The reasons for this are threefold:

1. Scarcity: The Federal government does not provide sufficient Federal housing assistance to help
all those eligible to receive it. Indeed, nationally only one in four eligible households receives
Federal housing assistance, and currently more than 135,000 New York City families are on waiting
lists for Federal housing programs.

2. Efficacy: Given the mismatch between need and the availability of Federal housing aid, New York
City mayors and policymakers have recognized that these scarce resources must be effectively
targeted to the neediest households — i.e., homeless families who need help moving from shelters
to permanent housing because private-market housing is out of reach.

3. Fiscal Policy: Finally, emergency shelter for homeless families — which currently costs nearly
$36,000 per year - is both expensive and largely paid for by the City and State governments, while
Federal housing programs are not.

Thus, since the 1980s, tens of thousands of homeless New York City families have successfully moved
from shelters to their own homes with the help of Federal housing programs.

Unfortunately, since 2004 the Bloomberg administration has actually eliminated homeless families’
longstanding priority for scarce Federal housing assistance.! Currently homeless families in New York
City have virtually no access to the two major Federal housing programs available to low-income
households: the Housing Choice Voucher program (also known as Section 8 vouchers), and public
housing (administered by the New York City Housing Authority). Instead, the Bloomberg administration
has directed Federal housing assistance to other low-income and working families and individuals. In
FY 2008, for instance, 11,847 low-income households were placed into housing with Section 8
vouchers, while 5,220 low-income households were placed into public housing apartments? — almost
none of them homeless families.

The Bloomberg administration’s current approach echoes “Alternative Pathways,” a flawed policy
implemented by the Dinkins administration in the early 1990s that re-directed Section 8 vouchers away
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from homeless families in shelter and that ultimately triggered a rise in the family shelter population.
The Dinkins policy was based, like the Bloomberg policy, on unsubstantiated claims that the availability
of Section 8 vouchers was attracting families to the homeless shelter system and driving up the shelter
census. However, City officials then and now have never presented empirical evidence for these
claims.

The Dinkins administration ultimately abandoned the flawed “Alternative Pathways" policy after family
homelessness soared in the early 1990s. Simitarly, since the Bloomberg administration adopted its
policy cutting off Federal housing aid to homeless households, the number of new homeless families
entering shelters has increased each year for three consecutive years and, in November 2008, the
number of homeless families in municipal shelters reached all-time record levels.

Number of Homeless Families in the New York City
Shelter System, 1983-2008
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Source: New York City Department of Homeless Services and Human Resources Administration, shelter census reports
Prepared by Palrick Markee, Coalition for the Homeless, 212-776-2004

Research Shows that Federal Housing Programs Reduce Family Homelessness

The following is a summary of several research studies that analyze the extensive evidence that
Federal housing programs help homeless families ieave homelessness and remain stably housed,
including one study that debunks many of the myths behind the Bloomberg administration’s current
policies.

Vera Institute study, September 2005:

The Vera Institute study, “Understanding Family Homelessness in New York City,” which was
commissioned by the New York City Department of Homeless Services (and can be found on the
agency website), is the most recent comprehensive study of shelter re-entry among homeless families.®
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The study analyzed return rates for all homeless families who exited the New York City shelter system
in City fiscal years 1994, 1998, and 2001 over two-, five, and ten-year follow-up periods. It also broke
out the families based on those leaving to unknown arrangements, those leaving to their own housing,
and those leaving to subsidized housing. (The report further analyzed return rates for various types of
housing subsidies.)

The study concluded that, “Across all cohorts and follow-up periods, those families exiting to subsidized
housing exhibited the lowest rates of reentry. Subsidized housing appears to be associated with better
protection against shelter return than exiting to one’s own housing, other destinations, or unknown
arrangements.... NYCHA public housing placement seemed to offer the best protection against shelter
reentry, at least in the short term. Not counting Mitchell-Lama placements, families placed with NYCHA
public housing demonstrated the lowest two- and five-year return rates in this study. However, families
placed in Section 8 Non-EARP housing in 1994 showed the lowest ten-year rate of reentry.”

Vera Institute Study: Rates of Return to Shelter for
Homeless Families in New York City, 1994, 1998, 2001
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Source: Vera Institute, Understanding Family Homelessness in NYC (September 2004}

Cragg and O'Flaherty study, June 1997:

This study, entitled “Does Subsidized Housing Increase Homelessness?: Testing the Dinkins Deluge
Hypothesis,” was co-authored by two economlsts Brendan O’Flaherty of Columbia University and
Michael Cragg of the Milken Institute.* They analyzed the Dinkins administration’s early 1990s
“Alternative Pathways” program, which re-directed Section 8 vouchers away from homeless families
and which ultimately resulted in a surge in the number of homeless families in municipal shelters.

Cragg and O'Flaherty closely examine the claim that the availability of Federal housing assistance — in
particular, Section 8 vouchers — for families in shelter had increased the family shelter population.
Their analysis found that, while the availability of housing subsidies does have some minor impact on
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attracting families to the shelter system, this effect is far outweighed by the large and positive impact of
moving families from shelters to permanent housing.

They summarize their findings in this way: “We test the conventional wisdom and reject it. Better
prospects of subsidized housing increase flows into the shelter systemn, but this incentive effect is not
nearly large enough to offset the first order accounting effect — taking families out of the shelters
reduces the number of families in them.”

Khadduri research brief, January 2008:

Jill Khadduri, a researcher at Abt Associates and former senior official at the United States Department
of Housing and Urban Development, prepared a survey of recent academic and government research
entitled “Housing Vouchers Are Critical for Ending Family Homelessness.” The research survey
emphasizes the findings common to many of the growing number of studies: that Federal housing
vouchers help to mitigate many of the risk factors associated with episodes of family homelessness.

Khadduri concludes her research survey as follows: “An extensive body of careful research has
demonstrated that housing vouchers are critically important both for preventing families with children
from becoming homeless and for helping those who do enter the shelter system to leave it for
permanent housing and not become homeless again....For families who do become homeless, housing
vouchers are an extensively tested and demonstrably effective tool for moving to permanent housing
and remaining stably housed.”

Shinn and Weitzman study, November 1998:

An early landmark research study by Marybeth Shinn and Beth C. Weitzman, professors at New York
University, was one of the first to confirm that Federal housing subsidies curtail return episodes of
homelessness.® Shinn and Weitzman followed two cohorts of families — 266 homeless families seeking
shelter, and 298 welfare-recipient families — over five years, and found that at the end of that period 80
percent of families with long-term housing subsidies remained stably housed, while only 18 percent of
families with no housing subsidy were stable.

Shinn and Weitzman concluded, “For the last six years, government and private foundations have
worked under the assumption that behavioral disorders are the root cause of homelessness and that an
individual cannot be stably housed until these disorders have been addressed. Our research refutes
that assumption. We found that subsidized housing succeeds in curing homelessness among families,
regardless of behavioral disorders or other conditions. Whatever their problems — substance abuse,
mental illness, physical iliness or a history of incarceration — nearly all of the families in our study
became stably housed when they received subsidized housing.”

Wong, Culhane, and Kuhn study, Autumn 1997:

This study, conducted by Yin-Ling Irene Wong, Dennis Culhane, and Randall Kuhn of the University of
Pennsylvania, was the first major research study to analyze homeless client database information to
measure rates of shelter re-entry among homeless families.” The findings of this study are echoed in
the later studies. The University of Pennsylvania researchers found that “hazard rates” of returning to
shelter were much higher among families who left to unknown destinations or to their own housing,
compared to those who left to subsidized housing. They also looked at two-year rates of re-entry
among families exiting shelter and found the following: “The rate of re-entry is highest among families
who were discharged to their own housing (37%) and lowest among those who were discharged to
subsidized housing (7.6%).”
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Moving Forward: How the City of New York Can Successfully Reduce Family Homelessness

The implications of these research studies for City policy are very clear: Stable, long-term housing
assistance reduces family homelessness and reduces return rates for formerly-homeless families.
Coalition for the Homeless urges City officials to adopt the following policies:

» Repeal current City policies that restrict Federal housing assistance to homeless families: The City
should once again target a significant portion of scarce Federal housing subsidies (including both
Section 8 vouchers and public housing apartments) to those families most in need — homeless
families residing in shelters — by once again providing priority status to homeless families and
individuals seeking Federal housing aid.

e Reform local rental assistance programs to make them work like Federal housing vouchers; Rental
assistance for homeless families must be stable and long-term — that it, it should not include
arbitrary, one-size-fits-all time limit. The value of the subsidy must not arbitrarily decline, but,
rather, should be adequate to bridge the gap between income and the real cost of rental housing.
The Bloomberg administration should reform its homeless rent subsidy programs to eliminate
arbitrary, one-size-fits-all time limits.

For more information, please visit our website www.coalitionforthehomeless.orq.

' The Bloomberg administration policy was implemented in two stages: (1) in October 2004 the New York City
Department of Homeless Services halted referrals of homeless families to the top priority category for waiting lists
administered by the New York City Housing Authority for the Section 8 voucher program and public housing; and
(2) the following year the New York City Housing Authority reduced the priority classification for homeless people
who submitted applications for both Federal housing programs — effectively removing homeless New Yorkers
from the so-called "emergency category.” In 2004, the Bloomberg administration also introduced a replacement
rent subsidy program targeted to homeless families, the time-limited “Housing Stability Plus” program. This
program was abandoned in 2007 and replaced with new subsidy programs, including another time-limited (to a
max1mum of two years) program called “Work Advantage.”

Clty of New York, Office of the Mayor, “Mayor's Management Report FY 2008."

® Vera Institute, “Understanding Family Homelessness in New York City” (September 2005), available at
hitp://www.vera.org/project/project! 3.asp?section id=6&project id=68&sub_section id=38.

Cragg, Michael and Brendan O’Flaherty, “Does Subsidized Housing Increase Homelessness? Testing the
Dlnkms Deluge Hypothesis,” Milken Institute (June 1997)

® Khadduri, Jill, “Housing Vouchers Are Critical for Ending Family Homelessness” (January 2008), Homelessness
Reerch Institute of the National Alliance to End Homelessness, available at
http://www.endhomelessness.org/content/article/detail/1875.

Shinn, Marybeth, Beth C. Weitzman, et al, “Predictors of Homelessness Among Families in New York City:
From Shelter Request to Housing Stability,” American Journal of Public Health, Volume 88, Number 11
gNovember 1998), pp. 1651-1657.

Wong, Yin-Ling Irene, Dennis Culhane and Randall Kuhn, “Predictors of Exit and Reentry Among Family Shelter
users in New York City,” Social Science Review 71, Number 3 (1997), pp. 441-462.
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Housing Vouchers Are Ciritical for

Ending Family Homelessness

Jill Khadduri, Abt Associates, Inc.

H ousing vouchers are successful in helping families
exit homelessness and can protect poor families
from becoming homeless. The idea that adequate
amounts of affordable rental housing would prevent
and end family homelessness is intuitive, [t is also
firmly grounded in the research licerature on the
causes of homelessness and on the efficacy of pro-
grams that seek to end homelessness for individual
families. This paper summarizes those research find-
ings and draws out cheir implications for housing
policymakers on all levels of government—in the
first instance, for the federal government, which car-
ries che responsibility for adequately funding the
Housing Choice Voucher Program and for setting
the parameters for the use of those housing subsidies.

For Entire Communities, Shortages of
Affordable Housing Lead to Increases
in Homelessness

When homelessness became a visible phenomenon
in the 1980s, the high rates of mental illness and
substance abuse among people who slept on the
streees or came into emergency shelters led analysts
1o focus on the “deinstitucionalization” of people
with mental illness and on new forms of addiction
as the primary causes of homelessness for individu-
als and to de-emphasize the role of housing markets.
By the lasc years of the 20th century, homeless fami-
lies with children had become almost as visible as
adults who became homeless by themselves. Based
on the most thorough survey to date of homeless
people, in a typical week in the late 1990s, 98,000
children were in families using the services system
that had been developed to deal with homelessness.!
At the same time, economists had begun to use data
to demonstrate that homelessness was, in fact,
linked o shortages of affordable housing.

Researchers at the University of California,
Berkeley, analyzed how varying levels of homeless-
ness are linked to housing market phenomena, first
in California and then in the United Staces asa
whole. They took the most recent counts of home-
tess people in different U.S. cities and metropolian
areas and in California counties and demonstrated
that the rate of homelessness is greater in places that
have low vacancy rates and high rents.? They found
that a high incidence of housing cost burdens—
high rarios of rental payments to household
incomes—also is associated wich a relatively high
incidence of homelessness in a particular geographic
area. They concluded thac: “a simple economic
model of the tough choices faced by households and
individuals at the extreme lower rail of the income
distribution goes a long way rowards explaining the
problem. Most importandy, our findings suggest
that homelessness may be combated by modest sup-
ply policies combined with housing assistance
directed ro those for whom housing costs consurme a
latge share of their low incomes.™

Other research demaonstrated the link between
housing prices and the rate of homelessness among
the poverty population and also showed that the
rate of homelessness was lower in geographic areas
in which z larger fraction of subsidized rental hous-
ing was targeted to very poor households.*

The problem of housing affordability for the
poarest households is documented periodically by the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development’s (HUD's) Cffice of Policy
Development and Research. HUD's most recent
“worst case needs” report, based on American
Housing Survey data collecred by the Census Bureau
in 2003, shows that 2.3 million families with children
are renters withour housing assistance, with incomes
below 50 percent of the area median, and paying
moze than halftheir income for rent ot (less Fre-
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“Housing Vouchers Are Critical for Ending Family Homelessness

quently) living in severely substandard housing. And
the problem has been getting worse. The number of
worst case needs households rose from 4.76 percent
of all households in 2001 to 5.5 percent in 2005.%

Housing Vouchers Can Overcome
the Shortages of Affordable Housing
That Lead to Homelessness

Housing vouchers—rental housing assistance that
subsidizes the difference berween 30 percent of a
family or individual’s income and the amount
needed co renc in the private marker—are an effec-
tive way of overcoming shortages of affordable
housing, This approach to providing affordable
housing does not depend on the existence of private
market units with excremely low rents, so it is work-
able despite declines in the numbers of low-rent
units.® A voucher provides a subsidy that makes it
possible for a household to afford a housing unit
with a rent in abour the middle of the local housing
market. The family’s income is assessed each year,
and the subsidy is recalculated as needed. As rent
levels in the local housing market change, the mid-
dle poine in the rencal market is also recalculared.

The current federal program based on this
model is called the Housing Choice Voucher
Program. It is by far the largest federal housing pro-
gram that helps poor households, assisting abour 2
million housecholds at any one time. Paricularly for
families, housing vouchers have become the pre-
ferred form of housing assistance because of their
fexibilicy. Additional vouchers can come on line rel-
atively quickly, compared with building or rehabili-
tating additional housing units, Vouchers do not
have fixed unir sizes and can be matched to che size
of the family chosen for assistance. Because they
have no fixed location, they are less vulnerable w
the risk of creating concentrations of the poor than
property-based approaches to providing affordable
housing fer families with extremely low incomes,”
Vouchers also are the least expensive way of assisting
equally poor households, most of the time and for
most types of households.®

However, vouchers are not available 1o all fansi-
lies chat need the assistance. Together with the other
two programs that provide housing at 30 percent of
any household’s income, however low, they provide
only abour 4.5 million subsidy slots, leaving another
6 million renter houscholds with sevete housing
needs that puc them ac risk of homelessness.”

For Individua! Families, Proximate
Causes of Homelessness Are insufficient
Income to Pay Rent and Lack of
Experience as a Leaseholder

Families who become homeless are extremely poor,
with incomes at around half the federal definition of

poverty and too low to be able ro rent their own
housing without a subsidy. When asked abour the
immediate cause of their homelessness, the most
common answer given by families interviewed for
the National Survey of Homeless Assistance
Providers and Clients (NSHAPC) was “couldn’t pay
the rent.”" Factors that put families with children ar
tisk of becoming homeless include having newborns
or very young children, living in crowded housing
conditions, and moving frequently." Parents who
become homeless with their children often have
never been leaseholders or had “a place of their
own,” bur instead have lived with relatives or
friends since becoming adults.'? Summarizing the
literature on causes of homelessness for families
with children, Debra Rog and John Bruckner con-
clude: “Family homelessness is perhaps most aptly
described as a partern of residential instabiliry.
Homeless episades are typically part of 2 langer
period of residential instability marked by frequent
moves, short stays in one’s own housing, and dou-
bling up with relatives and friends.”

In most respects, families who become home-
less are similar ro other families with poverty-level
incomes and experience the same types of problems
associated with living with insufficient resources.
Like other poor family heads, parents who become
homeless have minimal work histories, lack employ-
ment skills, and have low levels of educational
attainment. They often suffer from depression, but
do not have higher rates of mental illness than other
poor families, They are no more likely to experience
conflict, trauma, and viclence. They are somewhar
more likely to have problems with substance abuse.
Parents who become homeless with their children,
typically by going to emergency shelters racher chan
atempting to live on “the street” (abandoned build-
ings or other places not fit for human habitarion),"
are somewhat [ess likely to identify themselves as
white and not Hispanic and more likely to be mem-
bers of the minority group most prevalent in their
local area.'™

The Same Families at Risk of Becoming
Homeless Can Avoid Homelessness by
Using Housing Vouchers

Just as families at risk of becoming homeless are
very similar to other poor families, they are very
similar to families who use housing vouchers sue-
cessfully. The latest research on “success rates” for
households ateempting to use vouchers confirms
that those with the lowest incomes are just as likely
to find a willing landlord and move into rental
housing subsidized by the voucher as households
with relatively higher incomes. Unemployed house-
holds are just as likely to succeed as those with jobs.
Despite the persistence of discriminarion against
minorities in U.S. housing markets, members of
minority groups succeed in using vouchers to the
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same extent as other households.'S Eaclier research
on voucher success rates showed that minorities find
it particularly easy to use vouchers in cities with
substantial populations of the same minority
group,'” so minority families at risk of homelessness
should not have problems using vouchers when they
are available.

A recently completed study of the use of hous-
ing vouchers by families eligible for welfare (the
Voucher Family Study) shows thac many of those
applying for vouchers have the same incxperience as
leaseholders that is common among families thac
become homeless. At the start of the study, families
often were living, together with their children, in
someone else’s household. About 25 percent did not
have their own aparument or house but instead were
living with relatives or friends. Another 2 percent
were homeless. Each family who applied for a
voucher and was found ro be eligible for the pro-
gram was placed, at random, into a “trearment
group,” which was offered a voucher, or a “control
group,” which was not offered a voucher. Both
groups were followed by the study over the next five
years. When interviewed four o five years after ran-
dom assignment, 43 percent of families in the con-
ol group reported that, at some point during the
year before they were interviewed, they had been
living with friends or relatives or otherwise without
a “place of their own.™'*

The Voucher Family Study confirmed what the
liverature on homelessness had already demon-
strated—tha receipt of housing assistance prevents
homelessness for individual families. For example, a
study conducted in New York Ciry found rhar a
strong predictor of whether a welfate family with no
prior experience of homelessness wowld not go 1o a
homeless shelter was whether the family had its
“own apartment with a rent subsidy.”'” An analysis
of a Fragile Families database of mothers who had
recently given birch and had incomes at less than
half of the poverty line found chat “homelessness is
related to having no housing assistance or having
lost thac assistance....”*®

The findings of the Voucher Family Study are
even more powerful than those of earlier studies
because of the random: assignment of families to a
control group, so that reductions in homelessness
cannot have been caused by differences in the char-
acteristics of families who get vouchers compared
with those who do not.?! The Voucher Family Study
found that voucher assistance resulted in a 74 per-
cent veduction in the incidence of homelessness. Five
years into the study period, 12.5 percenc of families
in the control group told interviewers that they had
been on the streets or in a shelter at some poinc dur-
ing the previous year, compared with 3.3 percent of
those who used the housing voucher provided at the
time of random assignment.

The Voucher Family Study team conducred
unstructured, in-home interviews with 141 families

who used vouchers to augment the “quantitative”
findings based on identically worded questions
asked of the larger sample of treatment and control
group families. “The in-depth interviews with
voucher users suggesrt that the fear of homelessness
is pervasive among families on TANF [Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families] or with incomes low
enough to be eligible for TANE. Many of the
women interviewed said chat receiving a voucher
substantially reduced their anxiety about keeping a
roof over their children’s heads. They expressed a
strong sense of relief at not having to worry about
how to pay the rent or whether their family would
end up homeless or living with friends or rela-
tives,"

Vouchers give young mothers the opportunity
to be on their own and to establish their responsibil-
ity as renters. Four to five years into the study
period, almost a quarter of the families in the con-
trol group of the Voucher Family Study (22 percent)
were living in multigenerational or extended-family
households, while almost all of the families who
used vouchers were in their own housing units.

Using a voucher also alleviates ocher conditions
found to put families at risk of homelessness:
crowded housing conditions and frequent moves.
The Voucher Family Scudy found thac, afier four to
five years, 46 percent of families without vouchers
were living in housing with less than one room per
person, while only half as many voucher users were
similarly crowded. While voucher users often used
the voucher to move into a housing unit located
outside their original census tract, they then moved
less frequently than members of the control group
over the study period.?*

For Families Who Become Homeless,
Vouchers Are an Effective Way of
Leaving Homelessness

The control group for the study of voucher use by
welfare families (12.5 percent of whom were home-
less at some point during the year before they were
interviewed) is emblematic of the millions of families
who cannot obrain affordable housing, hundreds of
thousands of whom become homeless. HUD's first
Annual Homeless Assessment Reporr to Congress esti-
mated chat close to 250,000 persons in households
with children were using shelters or transitional
housing at some point during jus three months in
early 2005.

A constant theme in evaluations of programs
that help people leave homelessness is that homeless
families, including families with severe challenges,
can become stably housed by using housing vouch-
ers.”® Many of the families studied in chis research
moved directly from homelessness to permanent
housing supported by a voucher or anather form of
housing assistance.

The Voucher Family
Study confirmed
what the literature
on bomelessness
bad already demnon-
strated—that
receipt of houstug
assistance prevents
howmnelessness for

individual families.
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The Homeless Families Program, implemented
at nine sites and rargeted o families who were both
homeless and high risk (e.g., mother less than 21
years of age, history of homelessness, no experience
renting or owning, chronic physical or mencal ill-
nesses, one or more children living apart}, demon-
strated thar, despite uneven implementation of the
case management that was part of the program,
these high-needs families used housing vouchers
successfully. “Despite years of instabiliry, ...at 18
months after entering the program, more than 85
percent of the families were still stably housed in the
six sices chat provided dara.”?

Another demonstration, the Family
Reunification Program, provided housing vouchers
to homeless families and others for whom lack of
adequare housing was a primary factor in out-of-
home placement of children. In addition 1o the
voucher, families received such services as housing
search assistance, adulr and family counseling, and
mental health services. Eighty-eight percent of the
families who were literally homeless {on the street or
in shelters) when they received a voucher remained
stably housed after a yeae.”

Those who leave homelessness with a rencal
subsidy are much less likely to become homeless
again than those who have no subsidy. For example,
the rate of readmission to shelters for those who left
shelters in New York City was much lower for those
who obtained subsidized housing than for those
who did not. Only 7.6 percenc of those who went
to subsidized housing came back to shelters within
two years, compared with 13 percenr of those who
went back to their prior residence and 37 percent
who went elsewhere,*®

Another study conducred in New York City
showed chat, when interviewed at least three years
after shelrer admission, families were 20.6 rimes
more likely to be stably housed (in their own apare-
menc for at least a year) if they had received hous-
ing vouchers or other subsidized housing during
the intervening period than if they had not.
“Subsidized housing was vircually the only predic-
tor of residential stability after shelter....Substance
abuse, like domestic violence. may disrupt families’
lives, We make no claim that housing solved any of
these prablems among poor families, but the prob-
lems contributed little to residential instability.”
The researchers tested whether the dramatic effect
of housing assistance reflected the assignment of
subsidized housing to families with less severe chal-
lenges and concluded that “the strong relationship
between receipr of subsidized housing and stability
was essentially unconfounded with individual char-
acteristics.”**

Most families with children do not need per-
manent supportive housing—that is, housing that
offers intensive services on a long-term basis of
indefinice duration. However, even those families
that do need long-term support to enable them to

care for their children and maintin stable housing
can use vouchers effectively. Many permanent sup-
portive housing programs for both families and
individuals place people who need intensive services
in scattered-site housing subsidized by tenani-based
vouchers ot by the McKinney-Vento Shelter Plus
Care Program, which has essentially the same sub-
sidy struceure as a voucher.

The use of vouchers for permanent supportive
housing has been studied for individuals with dis-
abilides. The Andings are relevant to families as
well. For example, a majority of homeless individu-
als selected for a demonseration program because
they had severe and persistent mental illness were
able to use housing vouchers successfully and to
achieve stable independent living. As part of the
demonstration, participants received help gerting
through the voucher application process and finding
a suitable housing unic.*®

[n addition to placing families directly into
permanent housing, vouchers have also been used
for programs that provide an explicit transitional
period during which services are intense and fami-
lies are expected to make progress toward address-
ing their problems and artaining independence. For
example, the Sound Families Program in three
counties in Washingron State makes extensive use
of vouchers, often with a “transition in place”
option that permits families to stay in the same
housing after graduating from the program. Among
families completing the program and interviewed
after one year, nearly alt had maintained permanent
housing.!

A recent survey of transitional housing pro-
grams for homeless families in five geographic areas
with large numbers of slots in such programs found
that 23 percent follow a transition-in-place model,
For programs that require a move, many families
use housing vouchers as the nexc step after transi-
tional housing. and the number doing so appears to
be limited more by the availability of vouchers than
by the feasibility of using a voucher when one is
available.%*

Whether a transitional period is needed o
help families who face considerable challenges
achieve stability in mainstream subsidized housing
is open to question.” Many families with mental
health problems and histoties of subsrance abuse
who are placed in facility-based settings intended 1o
provide a seabilization period [eave to use a tenane-
based housing voucher as soon as one becomes
available, preferring the greater independence and,
possibly, safer neighborhoods made possible by
voucher assistance.*

A case sometimes made for transitional hous-
ing is thac it can help families with less severe chal-
lenges become sufficiendy self-supporting so thar
they will be able to rent housing on their own with-
out a long-term rental subsidy. This hypothesis has
not been tested. Furthermore, families with children
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typically use a housing voucher only for a few
years,” so 2 period in a heavily-funded program for
homeless families followed by self-paid housing may
not be more cost-effective than immediate use of a
voucher by a homeless family. Researchers who
study the patterns and costs of the use of homeless
services have concluded that: “The current system
of providing temporary shelter [emergency shelrers
and transitional housing] in lieu of rental assisrance
would appear to be relatively inefficient, since it is a
less direct method of addressing the affordability
gap and since, compared with independent housing,
it carries such significant adminiscrative and facilicy
costs in addition ro the social costs of disruprive
shelrer stays on families and children,”

Policy Implications Are Clear:
Fund More Vouchers

At one point the voucher program grew by 100,000
units per year. Appropriators of funds for the
Housing Choice Youcher Program should return
immediately to the earlier policy of steady and mean-
ingful incremental growth of the voucher program.
The system for allocating voucher funds to Public
Housing Agencies (PHAs) should permic PHAs 1o
fund all of the vouchers authorized and should
reward them for using the full amount of voucher
funding allocared rather than creating funding rules
that, as in recent years, have created downward pres-
sures on the size of local voucher programs. ™

A growing program and adequate funding for
the slots aurhorized will reverse the situation in
recent years, in which vouchers stopped beitg avail-
able in many communities for outplacement of
families from shelters and transitional housing pro-
grams and lengths of sway within the residential sys-
tem for homeless families increased.™

Vouchers should be targeted to extremely low
income families and individuals. More than three-
quarters of the households with “worst case needs”
(77 percent) have extremely low incomes below 30
percent of the area median, which varies from
place to place bur on average is abour the poverry
line.”” In the current voucher program, each PHA
must provide at least 75 percent of vouchers for
newly assisted households ro extremely low income
households, and many PHAs exceed thar level,
However, there are countervailing pressures to
make the voucher program more “flexible” in ways
that could put tamilies with incomes below the
poverty level at a disadvantage. Congress should
think very carefully before expanding the number
of PHASs given broad auchority to change the rules
of the voucher program. If enacted, such demon-
stration authoriry should include preventing
homelessness among its objectives and ensure thar
it is 50 used and evaluared.

More explicit targeting of vouchers to the fami-
lies most ar risk of becoming homeless is acrractive

in concept, but difficult to achieve without perverse
consequences. Although risk factors for homeless-
ness are understood, it is not possible to determine
which among the many poverty-level families with
those characteristics will become homeless. A prior-
ity for receiving vouchers for families that have
already become homeless can encourage families to
enter shelters, because that becomes an effective way
of queuing up for the limited, available voucher
slots.

Congress could also consider an open enroll-
ment or entitlement voucher program for the very
poor most likely to become homeless—for example,
those with incomes below 15 percent of area
median income. This would aveid the perverse
incentives that would be associated with targeting a
program based on a waiting list to those who have
become homeless.

Some families who become homeless may have
a difficult time using vouchers because they have
been evicted from rental housing units or expelled
by PHAs from the voucher or public housing pro-
grams, A particularly difficule-to-setve group con-
sists of those with criminal records, who are
screened out of housing assistance progranis under
normal rules. Some parents who become homeless
may not be chronic substance abusers but nonethe-
less have arrests relared ro drugs or to domestic vio-
lence. A policy based on using housing vouchers ro
prevent and end homelessness should include exper-
imenting with, and evaluating, vouchet-based tran-
sition-in-place programs for homeless families thac
cannor become leaseholders in the private marker
immediately.

At the Same Time, Experiment with
Shallow or Time-Limited Subsidies

An alternative to housing vouchers for preventing or
ending homelessness is to provide “shallow” subsi-
dies {i.e., subsidies chat cover a smaller portion of
the rent} or subsidies that, unlike vouchers, last for a
limited period of time. Some communities are
already experimenring with cemporary assistance for
families deemed to be at imminent risk of going to
shelters because the leaseholder with whom they
currencly are “couch-surfing” or the landlord of che
unit in which they have been unable to pay the rent
has served notice that they cannot stay. A shallow
subsidy has been shown te be effective for maintain-
ing housing stability for people with HIV or
AIDS.# The effectiveness of such programs for fam-
ilies experiencing a housing crisis has not yet been
evaluated.®

A voucher program growing by 100,000 unics
a year still will not provide enough affordable
housing to prevenc all of the families that are expe-
riencing housing crises from going to a shelter or
sleeping in a place not fit for human habiracion.
Some of those housing crises may be prevenred

Vouchers should be
rargeted to extremely
low income families

and individuals.



Housing vouchers
are an effective way
of addressing the
shortage of afford-
able housing that is
the fundamental
cause of the family
howmnelesssiess that
appeared in the
mid- to late 19805
and has persisted

stnce then.

Congress should
return immediately
to a policy of steady
growth in the
Housing Choice
Voucher Program at
about 100,000

units per year and

should also test

and evaluate—the
potential for pre-
venting family
homelessness
through shallower
subsidies that would
have a lower bud-

getary cost per ynit.
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from turning into homelessness by using rent sub-
sidies that cost less to fund than che $6,000 per
year average subsidy for a two-bedroom voucher.
The time has come for formal demonstrations and
evaluations of the effectiveness of such programs in
preventing homelessness. Without 2 reasonable
prospect of a voucher program three times its cur-
rent size.** it is essentizl ro know which families
can use short-term rencal assistance while they gain
sufficient employment income to take over the full
rent payments and which families will need the
deeper and more permanent rent subsidy provided
by a voucher. For example, a parent may need a
longer-term housing subsidy because she has a dis-
ability thar limics her abiliey to work. The cash
income she receives from Supplemental Security
Income (S8I) or from a low wage, parc-time job
will not enable her to rent even the most modest
of housing unizs.

Conclusion:
Housing Vouchers Are Critical for
Ending Family Homelessness

An extensive bady of careful research has demon-
strated thar housing vouchers are critically impor-
tant both for preventing families with children from
becoming homeless and for helping these who do
enter the shelter system to leave it for permanent
housing and not become homeless again. Housing
vouchers are an effective way of addressing the
shortage of affordable housing that is the funda-
mental cause of the family homelessness that
appeared in the mid- to late 19805 and has per-
sisted since then. For particular families, having a
voucher serves as protection against the pattern of
housing instability that can lead to homelessness;
having a voucher virtually eliminaces the risk that
the family will enter a shelter or sleep in 2 place
not fit for human habitation.

For families who do become homeless, housing
vouchers are an extensively tested and demensirably
effective tool for moving to permanent housing and
remaining stably housed. Most families who
become homeless are very similar o poor families
that do not becore homeless. As is the case for
other poor families, they face such challenges as
depression, poor physical health, and spotty educa-
tional and employment histories. However, also as is
the case for other poor families, familtes thac
become homeless can use vouchers to move into
independent housing units in the private rental
marker.

Congress should return immediately to 2 policy
of sieady growth in the Housing Choice Voucher
Program at about 100,000 units per year and
should also rest—and evaluate—the potential for
preventing family homelessness through shallower
subsidies thar would have a lower budgetary cost per
umi.
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THE NATIONAL
ALLIANCE TO END
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nonpartisan, mission-driven
organization committed to
preventing and ending
homelessness in the United
States. The Alliance works
collaboratively with the
public, private, and non-
profit sectors to build state
and local capacity, teading
to stronger programs and
policies that help communi-
ties achieve their goal of
ending homelessness.
Guiding our work is A Plan,
Not a Dream: How to End
Homelessness in Ten Years.
This plan identifies our
nation’s challenges in
addressing the problem and
lays out practical steps our
nation can take to change
its present course and truly
end homelessness within 10
years.
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RESEARCH INSTITUTE,
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tion arm of the National
Alliance to End
Homelessness, works to
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building and disseminat-
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policy change. The goals of
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