[bookmark: _GoBack]Committee on Children and Youth 
Christina Yellamaty, Legislative Counsel
Elizabeth Arzt, Senior Policy Analyst
Sandra Gray, Finance Analyst
Saiyemul Hamid, Finance Analyst
Julia Haramis, Finance Analyst

      			






THE COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF NEW YORK

Briefing Paper of the Legislative Division
Andrea Vazquez, Director
Smita Deshmukh, Deputy Director, Human Services 


Committee on Children and Youth 
Hon. Althea Stevens, Chair


April 24, 2024 

Oversight: Evaluating the Close to Home Program








INTRODUCTION
On April 24, 2024, the Committee on Children and Youth, chaired by Council Member Althea Stevens, will conduct an oversight hearing titled “Evaluating the Close to Home Program.” Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the Administration of Children’s Services (ACS), and other interested stakeholders and members of the public. 
HISTORY OF THE CLOSE TO HOME PROGRAM
	The Close to Home initiative allows New York City youth adjudicated as low risk juvenile delinquents to be placed in the custody of ACS for residential services and aftercare.[footnoteRef:1] ACS oversees their Close to Home Program (CTH), in which young people receive therapeutic services at small group homes in or near the five boroughs where they are close to resources that can support their treatment and transition back into their communities.[footnoteRef:2] CTH resulted from an evaluation of New York State’s juvenile justice system.[footnoteRef:3] In September 2008, Governor David Peterson created a 32-member Task Force on Transforming Juvenile Justice.[footnoteRef:4] The Task Force examined the use of incarceration and out-of-home placement for youth who were adjudicated for acts of delinquency.[footnoteRef:5] The Task Force concluded that a one-size-fits-all correctional approach was failing in multiple areas, and that the system needed to consider how to identify or create the community-based supports that were needed for youth to succeed.[footnoteRef:6] The punitive, corrections-based model led to high costs, poor outcomes, and other problems.[footnoteRef:7] Additionally, the Task Force found that many youth in juvenile justice facilities posed no significant risk to public safety at all.[footnoteRef:8] The Task Force then provided a set of recommendations for New York State in order to provide more effective and costly services to justice involved youth.[footnoteRef:9] They included developing and using community-based alternatives to placement, limiting the use of institutional placement as only a last resort, replacing large institutional facilities with smaller programs that were rich with rehabilitative services and close to youth’s homes, and supporting young people after they returned home from placement through effective aftercare services.[footnoteRef:10] [1:  Office of Children and Family Services, Close to Home, available at: https://ocfs.ny.gov/programs/rehab/close-to-home/]  [2:  Administration for Children’s Services, Close to Home, available at: https://www.nyc.gov/site/acs/justice/close-home.page]  [3:  The Center for Children’s Law and Policy. (February 2018). Implementation of New York’s Close to Home Initiative: A New Model for Youth Justice. Available at: https://www.cclp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Close-to-Home-Implementation-Report-Final.pdf]  [4:  Id.]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  Id.] 

	Following the Task Force’s recommendations, New York City underwent a series of reforms, community-based partnerships, and programs that demonstrated better outcomes for public safety and youth.[footnoteRef:11] These included the first local alternative-to-placement program, Esperanza, by the New York City Department of Probation, the development of a range of community-based alternatives to detention for youth, the creation of the Division of Youth and Family Justice (DYFJ) at ACS, and more.[footnoteRef:12] During this period of reforms, arrests of youth in New York City declined significantly, including a 26 percent decrease in misdemeanor arrests and a 14 percent decrease in felony arrests from 2008 to 2012.[footnoteRef:13] This provided a strong foundation for the Close to Home initiative, which was authorized by the New York State Legislature and Governor Andrew Cuomo in 2012.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id.] 

SCOPE OF THE CLOSE TO HOME PROGRAM
I. Non-Secure Placements (NSP) and Limited Secure Placements (LSP)
	ACS oversees two types of residential placement services: Non-Secure Placements (NSP) and Limited Secure Placements (LSP).[footnoteRef:15] A Family Court Judge decides whether to place a youth in an NSP or LSP, depending on the youth’s risk level.[footnoteRef:16] NSP, for which ACS contracts with non-profit providers, is designed to look and feel like a home environment, and is meant to serve youth that have been deemed to be lower risk by a family court judge.[footnoteRef:17] NSP serve young people who have committed acts that would have been crimes if they were adults.[footnoteRef:18] NSP offer a range of services, in which youth: [15:  Id.]  [16: ]  [17:  Administration for Children’s Services, Non-Secure Placement (NSP), available at: https://www.nyc.gov/site/acs/justice/non-secure-placement.page]  [18:  New York State Unified Court System, Crimes Committed by Children Between 7-18, available at: https://www.nycourts.gov/courthelp/Criminal/crimesbyChildren.shtml “Juvenile Delinquents do not have criminal records. Family Court proceedings are confidential and in some instances the cases can be sealed.” ] 

· Attend school taught by the Department of Education’s Passages Academy and earn credits toward middle school promotion or a high school diploma;
· Can have regular phone calls, visits with families and attend events alongside family members;
· Receive medical, mental health, and/or substance abuse services as needed; and
· Participate in recreational, cultural, and group activities within and outside of the facility, such as playing for local high school sports teams, visiting museums, going on camping trips, producing music, and performing community service.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Id.] 

LSP serve youth who have been deemed by a family court judge to present higher risk than those placed in an NSP setting.[footnoteRef:20] LSP residences are more restrictive and have higher security features compared to NSP group homes.[footnoteRef:21] Each LSP group home serves between 6-20 youths. The services in LSP homes include: [20:  Administration for Children’s Services, Limited Secure Placement (LSP), available at: https://www.nyc.gov/site/acs/justice/limited-secure-placement.page]  [21:  Id.] 

· Classes taught by Department of Education teachers in schools located within the LSP homes;
· Medical, mental health, and substance abuse services as needed;
· Various cultural and recreational activities; and
· Regular visits and contact with families.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Id.] 


II. Specialized Programming 
	In addition to NSP and LSP, ACS also aims to address specialized needs of youth in CTH through specific programming. Two specialized programs serve youth with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (I/DD), and youth who exhibit Problematic Sexual Behaviors (PSB).[footnoteRef:23] ACS programming for youth with I/DD aims to provide support and treatment to meet the participants’ broad range of physical, emotional, and developmental needs, in a manner that maximizes their chances for reintegration and success in their community.[footnoteRef:24] Providers are required to ensure that all staff receive training on I/DD and are capable of providing support to individuals in this population.[footnoteRef:25] Specialized programming for youth with PSB aims to reduce deviant sexual interest and/or inappropriate behaviors, justice involvement, and non-specific mental health disorder symptoms.[footnoteRef:26] Programming for youth with PSB incorporates family therapy, individual therapy, parent training, cognitive-behavioral therapy, skills building, and interventions in school and other community-based systems.[footnoteRef:27] Through these interventions, the programming aims to provide skill-building relating to impulse control, respecting privacy, boundaries, and more.[footnoteRef:28]  [23:  Administration for Children’s Services, Residential and Aftercare Services for Adjudicated Youth (Close to Home) Concept Paper, 2022, available at: https://www.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/close_to_home/ConceptPaper.pdf]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  Id.]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  Id.] 

III. Transitional Residential Care 
	ACS has specific programming for males who are preparing to leave CTH facilities without a permanent living arrangement.[footnoteRef:29] Youth can enter a 6-12 month long transitional residential program (TRC) where they are provided with services encouraging personal growth, development, and empowerment to make mature and healthy decisions.[footnoteRef:30] TRC serves youth age 17-23 in a nonrestrictive, homelike setting.[footnoteRef:31] These are youth who have demonstrated readiness for independent living and can function independently, but do not have a committed permanent residence planned.[footnoteRef:32] Additionally, TRC offers youth case management, educational/vocational services, and connections to personalized resources.[footnoteRef:33] CTH has reported seeing an increase in older youth since the implementation of Raise the Age.[footnoteRef:34]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  Id. ]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Id.]  [34:  Id.] 

IV. Aftercare
Aftercare planning begins on the first day a youth is placed into CTH, since the provider responsible for residential care is also responsible for aftercare.[footnoteRef:35] A designated aftercare worker stays in contact with the youth to monitor compliance with conditions of release, the ability to maintain the youth safely in the community, and managing crises.[footnoteRef:36] Aftercare services are provided to youth for an average of 4-6 months, and include:  [35:  Id.]  [36:  Supra, note 22.] 

· Family counseling;
· Mental health services;
· Academic support;
· Vocational assistance;
· Recreational and cultural programming; and
· Skill-building.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Administration for Children’s Services, Placement Process, available at: https://www.nyc.gov/site/acs/justice/placement-process.page] 


An aftercare worker begins communicating with an assigned youth during the residential care period and works with such youth’s family to create a plan for the transition to aftercare.[footnoteRef:38] The aftercare worker continues to monitor their assigned youth’s progress in the community to make sure such youth is receiving all the necessary services.[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Id.]  [39:  Supra, note 35. ] 

CLOSE TO HOME BUDGET & RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

According to the Mayor’s 2024 Preliminary Management Report, the number of young people entering CTH placement during the first four months of Fiscal Year 2024 increased 88 percent from 25 young people in Fiscal 2023 to 47 in Fiscal 2024. [footnoteRef:40]  This is consistent with the increase in detention admissions.[footnoteRef:41] Additionally, the releases from CTH residential care to aftercare decreased 35 percent, from 23 percent to 15 percent from the first four months of fiscal year 2023 to the first four months of Fiscal 2024.[footnoteRef:42] According to the report, this decrease reflects “a decline in staff determination of youth aftercare readiness.”[footnoteRef:43] Despite the decline in transitions to aftercare programming, discharges from CTH rose 25 percent from 20 to 25, between the first four months of Fiscal Year 2023 and the first four months of fiscal year 2024.[footnoteRef:44] This was driven by a large number of youth placed with dockets ending during the same period.[footnoteRef:45] Despite ACS’s pledge to develop restorative justice interventions and community support services, the CTH program was reduced in the Mayor’s FY 2025 November Budget Plan.[footnoteRef:46] [40:  Preliminary Fiscal 2024 Mayor’s Management Report - Administration for Children’s Services, (Last visited April 4, 2024) available at: acs.pdf (nyc.gov)]  [41:  Id.]  [42:  Id.]  [43:  Id.]  [44:  Id.]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Data provided by City Council Finance Division and Mayor’s Office of Management and Budget.] 

In the Administration’s November 2023 Financial Plan, CTH baseline funding was reduced by $7.2 million, starting in Fiscal 2025.[footnoteRef:47] ACS explained that this reduction was the result of underutilization of the program.[footnoteRef:48] At a March 2024 City Council hearing on the Mayor’s Preliminary Budget Plan, ACS Commissioner Jess Dannhauser stated that the agency had 90 youth presently enrolled in the CTH program, which reflected a 70% utilization rate.[footnoteRef:49] He reiterated that due to underutilization of CTH, the agency reduced the number of slots from 201 to 135 in its latest Request for Proposal (RFP) for provision of services, which was put out in September 2023. However after discussions with the New York State Office of Children and Family Services, the agencies agreed upon 147 slots to meet the demand for services.[footnoteRef:50] Commissioner Dannhauser maintained that despite the budget cuts, the agency plans to keep resources in place while condensing the size of the program. [footnoteRef:51] He added that the agency does not plan to seek a full financial restoration of the program in the Executive Plan.[footnoteRef:52] [47:  Id.]  [48:  Id.]  [49:  Testimony of ACS Commissioner Jess Dannhauser, FY 2025 Preliminary Budget Hearing, (March 22, 2024), available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6548654&GUID=D48DF55D-E7C3-4457-A68A-1836C42C9D55&Options=&Search= ]  [50:  Id.]  [51:  Id.]  [52:  Id.] 

As mentioned above, ACS issued an RFP for qualified CTH contractors in September 2023, [footnoteRef:53] and in March 2024, the agency announced awards.[footnoteRef:54] The five providers were: Good Shepherd Services, The Children’s Village, Rising Ground, SCO Family Services, and St. John’s Residence.[footnoteRef:55] The anticipated contract term runs from July 1, 2024 – June 30, 2027 with options to renew for two additional three year terms.[footnoteRef:56]   [53:  Residential and Aftercare Services for Adjudicated Youth Close to Home (CTH) RFP, (Sept. 11, 2023), available at: https://passport.cityofnewyork.us/page.aspx/en/rfp/request_browse_public ]  [54:  Administration for Children’s Services, email of April 2, 2024]  [55:  Id.]  [56:  Id.  ] 

CONCLUSION

At this hearing, the Committee intends to evaluate the efficacy of ACS’s Close to Home program for the justice involved youth it aims to serve. The Committee will examine the successes and challenges CTH providers are experiencing, as well as the impact of the forthcoming budget cuts. The Committee looks forward to the discussion with ACS and youth justice advocates to identify the steps that New York City can take to improve services for justice involved youth.
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