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Introduction
On January 21, 2015, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, will hold a hearing on homelessness and the implementation of the new rental subsidy programs, Living in Communities (LINC) and Resolution Number 503, a resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.2819, which would establish a hospitality gift fund for the homeless. Note that the State bill number cited in the Resolution is from the 2013-2014 State legislative session and the Resolution will be amended when the bill is reintroduced. Gilbert Taylor, the Department of Homeless Services Commissioner, Steven Banks, Commissioner of the Human Resources Administration, advocates for the homeless, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.  
Background

Homelessness in New York City

The United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) provides an annual point-in-time estimate of homelessness nationwide.
 The January 2014 estimate found that while the number of people living on the streets and in shelters across the country fell this year, the homeless population in New York City grew in almost every category including individuals, families, and the chronically homeless.
 According to data from the New York City Department of Homeless Services (DHS), there have been a total of 77,417 unique individuals in the shelter in Fiscal Year 2015 to date.
 Comparing Fiscal Year 2014 and Fiscal Year 2015 to date, homelessness increased among families with children from 47,394 to 53,148 unique individuals in the shelter system.
 During that same time period, homelessness also grew among adult families from 5,275 to 5,563 unique individuals, and among single adults from 17,829 to 18,706.

  Data from DHS shows that as of January 15, 2015, there are a total of 58,539 individuals in the shelter system, including 42,404 individuals in families with children, 4,597 individuals in adult families, 3,182 single women and 8,356 adult men.
 Research shows that the primary causes of homelessness include lack of affordable housing, limited housing assistance programs, foreclosures, poverty, limited job opportunities, and domestic violence.

Actions Taken Under Bloomberg Administration

Prior to 2005, the City’s main resource for combating homelessness was to prioritize homeless individuals and families for housing programs, such as public housing and federal Section 8 rental vouchers.
 For decades, these resources had been a proven, effective way to move families out of shelter and keep them stably housed.
 In 2005, the Bloomberg Administration ended the policy of giving the homeless priority for New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) apartments.
 The Bloomberg Administration argued that giving preference to homeless families encouraged people to enter shelters to jump to the front of the line on the public-housing waiting list.
 In 2005, 1,780 apartments were set aside for the homeless, and an additional 1,835 families received federal Section 8 housing vouchers.
 By fiscal 2013, those numbers had dropped to 95 apartments for homeless families.

In 2005, the Bloomberg Administration implemented a program called “Advantage” where homeless households were given City-funded short-term rental subsidies.
 These time-limited subsidies have proven wasteful and ineffective, with more than one of every three formerly-homeless families returning to seek shelter after their subsidies ended.
 Although the Advantage program has ended, the program’s short comings continue to fuel a record number of homeless families and individuals. For example, within four years of the start of the Advantage program, more than 3,100 Advantage families returned to the shelter system at a cost of at least $106 million to taxpayers.
 These 3,100 families make up over 27 percent of all families no longer receiving Advantage rental assistance.
 The sharp rise in Advantage families returning to shelters has been a contributing factor to current record homelessness.

Actions Taken by de Blasio Administration 

In order to combat the growing homelessness crisis, the de Blasio Administration has taken several steps to reverse policies of the Bloomberg Administration and move homeless individuals and families into permanent housing. At today’s hearing, the Committee expects to learn more about the Administration’s efforts, including how successful the Administration has been at moving people into permanent housing and if any of the programs will be increased over the course of 2015.
Living In Communities (LINC) Rental Subsidies
The Living in Communities (LINC) Rental Assistance Program encompasses five rental subsidy programs for individuals and families in the DHS or Human Resources Administration (HRA) shelter systems. LINC I, II, and III are available to a limited number of families with children currently residing in the DHS and HRA shelter systems,
 and LINC IV and V are for a number of single adults and adult families in the DHS shelter systems, including safe havens and drop in centers.
 LINC I and II are joint programs of the City and the State.
 The City is not seeking State reimbursement for the LINC III, IV, or V programs, which will be solely funded by the City.
 Each subsidy is targeted to specific populations within the City shelter system. Pursuant to the Rules of the City of New York implementing the programs, the rental levels for apartments under the LINC program are capped, however, under its discretion, HRA can choose to raise such levels.
 Further, all individuals and families receiving LINC rental assistance subsidies will be provided after-care services.
The LINC I rental assistance program helps families in shelter who are working, but are unable to afford housing.
  To qualify, the family must be working at least a combined 35 hours a week, have income that does not exceed 200 percent of the federal poverty level, and have an active or single issue public assistance case.
 Families receiving a LINC I rental subsidy pay 30 percent of their income toward rent and may receive the subsidy for up to three years.
 Families who have been in the shelter system the longest will be prioritized for the receipt of a LINC I subsidy.
 In the first year, LINC I will provide rental assistance to approximately 1,101 families in shelters.

The LINC II rental assistance program will assist families who have had two or more prior stays in DHS or HRA shelters of 30 days or more, with at least one stay within the last five years of the beginning of the current shelter stay.
 To qualify, families must have some source of income, but it may be earned or unearned (such as Social Security benefits), and have an active or single issue public assistance case, or be eligible for public assistance.
 Like LINC I, families will pay 30 percent of their income toward rent and families who have been in the shelter system the longest receive priority.
 Families with a LINC II subsidy are eligible for up to five years of the subsidy.
 In the first year, LINC II will provide rental assistance to approximately 970 families in shelters.

The LINC III rental assistance program is geared toward families affected by domestic violence.
 To qualify for LINC III, a member of the household must have been certified as a survivor of domestic violence, and be eligible for or have an active or single issue public assistance case.
 The amount a household will contribute toward rent under LINC III is the difference between the household’s actual rent, minus the standard public assistance shelter allowance and a contribution from any household members with earned income.
 The contribution of such household members is a pro rata share or 30 percent of the individual’s gross income, whatever is less.
 In the first year, LINC III will provide rental assistance to approximately 1,900 families in the shelter system, with approximately 900 from HRA domestic violence shelters and 1,000 families in the DHS shelter system who have been certified as survivors of domestic violence.

The LINC IV rental assistance subsidy is targeted to single adults and adult families in DHS shelters, safe haven beds, or drop in centers that are, or include, an adult over the age of 60, and are unable to afford housing.
 LINC IV, like LINC I and II, requires the individual or family to pay 30 percent of their income toward rent.
 Unlike the other LINC programs, LINC IV may be continued indefinitely if funding continues to be available.
 LINC IV requires the household to include a public assistance case and have income that does not exceed 200 percent of the federal poverty level.
 Priority for LINC IV is given to individuals and families who have had the longest length of stay in shelter and to the oldest or medically frail adults.
 Over the next year, LINC IV will assist approximately 1,100 seniors in shelters.

The final subsidy program, LINC V, is available to single adults and adult families in DHS shelters, safe havens, and drop in centers who are working but unable to afford housing.
 LINC V also requires the individual or family to pay 30 percent of their income toward rent.
 LINC V is available for up to five years, and additional years on a case by case basis if the individual continues to be employed.
 In addition to being employed in unsubsidized employment or part of a Shelter Exit Transitional Jobs Program, LINC V requires the individual or household to have a public assistance case and income that does not exceed 200 percent of the federal poverty level.
 Like all other LINC programs, individuals and families are prioritized based on their length of stay in shelter, and additionally adults who are working the most hours will be prioritized for LINC V.
 In the first year, approximately 1,000 individuals will receive a LINC V subsidy.

NYCHA Priority for Homeless Families and Section 8

In June of 2014, the de Blasio Administration announced a plan to move 750 families out of shelters and into New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) apartments; NYCHA’s board approved the plan on July 24, 2014.
 NYCHA has more than 178,000 apartments in 334 developments citywide and approximately 5,000 apartments become available each year.
 247,000 families are on the waiting list for an apartment.
 By the end of October, all 750 families had moved out of homeless shelters and into the NYCHA apartments.
 In addition to NYCHA, for 2014, 280 families received Section 8 vouchers.

Issues and Concerns

Capacity 

Due to the growing shelter census, DHS has had issues with maintaining sufficient capacity. Since New York is covered by a unique legal right to shelter pursuant to the Callahan v. Carey consent decree,
 DHS must provide shelter to every eligible individual and family. According to DHS Commissioner Taylor at a February 2014 General Welfare Committee hearing, the entire shelter system averages a one percent vacancy rate nightly.
 Due to this “capacity crisis,” for the first time in over a decade families seeking shelter were forced to sleep overnight at the Prevention Assistance and Temporary Housing (PATH) intake facility.
 PATH is the intake facility for all families with children seeking shelter in the City and it is not intended for families to stay overnight. Despite the isolated nature of this incident, it underscores the current capacity crisis DHS faces. In addition to the current efforts with NYCHA and the LINC program, at today’s hearing the Committee expects to learn what DHS plans to do to address the current capacity concerns.
Implementation of LINC


In September 2014, DHS began sending shelter residents letters notifying them of their eligibility for LINC I, II and III (LINC IV and V were not launched until mid-December 2014).  The letters indicated that families would have 90 days to find permanent housing, and after that time period DHS and HRA would re-assess if the family still met eligibility criteria.
 However, according to advocates and media outlets, at the launch of the program many LINC recipients were unable to find landlords that were willing to accept the program. According to one recipient interviewed by WNYC, she had been in touch with “30 or 40 landlords” who all stated that they did not know enough about the program to accept the subsidy.
 Further, the Rent Stabilization Association warned its members that “[u]ntil we are … convinced by the city that the risks of these programs are worth assuming, we are telling our members to proceed with caution.”


The Administration has taken several steps to help address the issues with the initial roll-out of the LINC rental subsidy program.
 The City has held several forums with landlords in order to explain the program. In addition, starting in November 2014, HRA decided to exercise its discretion to raise rent levels for LINC I, II and III. For example, the rent cap for a family of four was initially $1,257, however until further notice, a family of four with a LINC subsidy may rent an apartment for as much as $1,515.
 Additionally, the City is providing a $1,000 bonus for the first 1,000 apartments provided by landlords who commit to leasing apartments to tenants with LINC subsidies.
 The Administration also created a $3,000 “fund of last resort” for each apartment for the entire lease period.
 This fund is intended to cover any unpaid rent or damage to the apartment that are not covered by any other means and exceeds the security deposit.
 On January 6, 2015, the Administration also announced that any licensed brokers providing apartments to tenants under the LINC program would receive a 15 percent bonus until January 31, 2015.
 At today’s hearing the Committee expects to learn if these efforts have led to an increased number of apartments being rented with LINC subsidies. The Committee further expects to be provided with the number of individuals and families that have moved out with each LINC subsidy.
NYCHA –Limited Number of Units for Homeless Families

As discussed above, Mayor de Blasio’s plan to reduce homelessness included moving 750 families annually into NYCHA units. However, this number is significantly lower than previous administrations, including the Bloomberg Administration before it ended the priority in 2005. In 2005, 1,780 apartments were set aside for the homeless, and 1,835 families received federal Section 8 vouchers; by Fiscal Year 2013 only 95 families received NYCHA apartments.
 City Council Members and advocates for the homeless have pushed Mayor de Blasio to increase the priority set aside to 2,500 units a year.
 According to Deputy Mayor Barrios-Paoli, the decision to start out slow was to ensure that the families being placed in NYCHA apartments do not return to the shelter system because they were unable to pay rent or comply with NYCHA rules, and the Administration did not want to “flood NYCHA with X number of people and have them fail.”
 However, in light of the current homelessness census, today the Committee is interested in how the Administration determined that 750 would be a sufficient number and if there has been any consideration to increase the number of units set aside for homeless families in 2015.

Conclusion

New York City is currently facing record levels of homelessness not seen since the Great Depression.
 Individuals and families are entering the shelter system in greater numbers and staying for longer periods of time. At today’s hearing, the Committee expects to learn how the LINC rental assistance subsidy is affecting the current census. Specifically, the Committee expects to be informed whether the reported issues with the program’s implementation have been fixed and if individuals and families have successfully moved out of shelters and into permanent housing. 
o
Res. No. 503 Analysis
Resolution Number 504 would state that homelessness in New York City has increased dramatically in recent years, while our nation has continued to face challenging economic conditions and further that in New York City it is particularly difficult for people of modest means to secure reasonably affordable housing. The Resolution would cite the facts that as of November 2014, there were an all-time record 58,562 homeless people sleeping each night in the New York City shelter system and over the course of Fiscal Year 2013, more than 111,000 different individuals slept in the shelter system, including more than 40,000 different children.
The Resolution would further state that A.2819, sponsored by Assembly Member Keith L.T. Wright, would establish a voluntary hotel unit fee of two dollars per day that would fund a "Hospitality Gift Fund for the Homeless." The Resolution would explain that the fund would help not-for profit tax-exempt entities deliver services to the homeless and those at risk of becoming homeless, with the goal of reducing homelessness in New York State. The Resolution would conclude that every New Yorker deserves a decent place to live and more should be done to eliminate homelessness in New York City. Therefore, the Resolution would call upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.2819, which would establish a hospitality gift fund for the homeless.
Res. No. 503

Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.2819, which would establish a hospitality gift fund for the homeless.

By Council Members Levin, Chin, Eugene, Gibson and Mendez

Whereas, Homelessness in New York City has increased dramatically in recent years, while our nation has continued to face challenging economic conditions; and

Whereas, In New York City it is particularly difficult for people of modest means to secure reasonably affordable housing; and

Whereas, As of November 2014, there were an all-time record 58,562 homeless people sleeping each night in the New York City shelter system; and

Whereas, Over the course of Fiscal Year 2013, more than 111,000 different individuals slept in the shelter system, including more than 40,000 different children; and

Whereas, A.2819, sponsored by Assembly Member Keith L.T. Wright, would establish a voluntary hotel unit fee of two dollars per day that would fund a "Hospitality Gift Fund for the Homeless"; and

Whereas, The fund would help not-for profit tax-exempt entities deliver services to the homeless and those at risk of becoming homeless, with the goal of reducing homelessness in New York State; and

Whereas, Every New Yorker deserves a decent place to live and more should be done to eliminate homelessness in New York City; now, therefore, be it

Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, A.2819, which would establish a hospitality gift fund for the homeless.
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