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On February 27, 2009 the Committee on Youth Services, chaired by Council Member Lewis A. Fidler, will hold an oversight hearing entitled, “Federal and State Legislative Issues Regarding Runaway and Homeless Youth.” Those invited to testify include The Honorable Jeanne Mullgrav, Commissioner, the Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD), service providers, community-based organizations (CBOs), and other advocates.
Background


The federal Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) defines “homeless youth” as an individual under the age of 21 who cannot live in a safe environment with a relative and lacks a safe alternative living arrangement.
  The Act defines “runaway youth” as street youth who spend a “significant amount of time on the street or in other areas that increase the risk to such youth for sexual abuse, sexual exploitation, prostitution, or drug abuse.”
  New York State regulations define a “homeless youth” as an individual under age 21 who is “in need of services and without a place of shelter where supervision and care are available.”
  In New York State, “runaway youth” refers to an individual under the age of 18 who, without the consent of a parent or legal guardian, is not residing at their legal residence.
  


Nationwide, the homeless youth population is estimated at approximately 1.7 million. 
  It is also estimated that 15 percent of youth will become homeless at least once before age 18.
  The distribution in gender among homeless youth varies depending on the study and sampling used.  However, one national survey of youth found that males were significantly more likely than females to report recent homelessness.
  In addition, as adolescents transition into adulthood, evidence suggests that the risk of homelessness increases among males.


The reasons for youth homelessness are varied.  The U.S. Department of Health and Human Resources reports that the two principle causes of youth homelessness are:

 1) a breakdown in family relationships and;

 2) inadequate interventions from systems that are charged with protecting, nurturing, and supervising youth when their families cannot.
  

Primarily, youth attribute family conflict as the number one reason for their homelessness.
  The second leading cause is the link between homeless youth and foster care.
  There is also growing evidence suggesting that many homeless youth have spent time in juvenile detention.
  In fact, in an effort to formulate its framework for youth policy, youth in public care (those in and aging out of foster care) and youth in the juvenile justice system were identified as special target populations by the White House Task Force for Disadvantaged Youth.

The issues faced by these youth are extensive.  Family conflict reported often encompasses physical abuse, neglect, as well as high rates of sexual abuse.
  Therefore, it is not surprising that the prevalence of mental health disorders among this population is profound.  One study found that over seventy-five percent of runaway and homeless youth met the American Psychiatric Assocation’s DSM-III-R criteria for at least one disorder.
   
Homeless Youth in New York City

In New York City in 2008, the Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family Services prepared “A Count of Homeless Youth in New York City” (2008 NYC Survey), determining that there are nearly 4,000 homeless youth in our City.
  The survey defined homeless youth as:

an individual, living separated from their guardian who has not yet reached their 24th birthday who: resides in a program for homeless persons or lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence which may include living in a motel, hotel, or abandoned building, or public or private place not ordinarily used as a regular sleeping accommodation. 

On any given night, 1,600 of these children will have spent the night outside in an abandoned building, at a transportation site, or in a car, bus, train or other vehicle.
  Researchers emphasize that it is difficult to track this population and, as a result, it is likely that the number of homeless youth in New York City is actually significantly higher.  

In addition to the prevalence of homeless youth, the 2008 NYC Survey gathered qualitative information about the homeless youth surveyed in order to better understand the ways in which this population can be served.  The average age of the youth interviewed was twenty and, on average, the youth had left home at age 16.  Almost all of these youth then struggled with homelessness for the entire four-year period.  There was not a wide disparity in gender, with 50 percent reporting female, and 44 percent reporting male (while roughly 6 percent failed to responds).

The studies findings also included the following:

· Fifty percent of youths did not have a high school diploma or equivalency.

· Sixty-nine percent of youths identified as Black or Hispanic; and six percent identified as Native American.

· Thirty percent of youths identified as homosexual or bisexual.

· Twenty-nine percent of youths said they were homeless because they were “thrown out” of home.

Of  the youth surveyed, many reported involvement with the foster care and juvenile justice system.  Twenty-nine percent of homeless youth have experience with the foster care system.  In addition, 15 and 27 percent, respectively, have been to a juvenile detention center and jail or prison.  Of homeless males, twenty percent of them had at least one experience with juvenile detention.  

Issues and Concerns

In addition to the fundamental issue of increased funding, from all levels of government, to assure available, safe and successful programs which serve runaway and homeless youth, a number of amendments to existing State and Federal laws, rules and regulations are have been proposed by sponsors in Albany and Washington, each of which seek to improve the quality of life for this often frail and underserved population. These recommendations include:

1.  Amending the Federal and State runaway and homeless youth acts to increase the maximum eligible age for services to 24 years old from 21 years old.  The cap of 21 years has created serious service gaps for RHY youth between the ages of 21 and 24;
2.  Amending State and Federal RHY laws to recognize lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or questioning (LGBTQ) youth by clarifying residential shelter gender requirements; 

3.  Allowing RHY to stay in Transitional Independent Living programs (TILs) for a full 18 months, regardless of how close a youth is to her or his 21st birthday when entering the program;
4.  Easing the restriction on State certification that requires RHY shelters to be staffed 24 hours, which has proven to be excessive and represents a financial burden on already tight budgets, substituting in current regulations a less stringent requirement of “adequate supervision”, as appears in the Federal RHY Act;

5. Eliminating the State requirement that providers of residential services for non-RHY persons maintain separate direct care staff, recreational areas and programs, by allowing young people with similar needs to share staff, common space and programming; and
6.  Providing start-up grants for State certification applicants to use during the certification waiting period, which can be up to a year long, and which often poses serious budgeting problems as the provider must maintain the space they seek to become certified without renumeration from the State.
Conclusion

At today’s hearing, the Youth Services Committee will hear examine recommendations for improving the quality of programs for RHY in New York City.
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