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POLICY MATTERS
Care for the Homeless

Each year near the winter solstice, December 21st, across North America communities observe Homeless Persons’ 
Memorial Day. That day was chosen because it’s the longest night of the year. 

Most people have never heard of Homeless Persons’ Memorial 
Day though it’s been observed for 25 years in at least 175 cities. 
It’s rarely covered by the media. But it should be a media story, 
especially at a time when growing income inequality, stagnant social 
mobility, falling real income for middle and low income workers and 
an affordable housing crisis have put more of us and our neighbors 
at risk of homelessness or unstable housing. 

The observance remembers those who died in our community 
this year without housing. Many being remembered, were it not for 
this observance, would have no memorial at all. Just as important, it 
recognizes how homelessness robs its victims of health, opportunity 
and dignity. 

Academic and health studies have documented that impact.           
The age adjusted life expectancy for chronically homeless 
people is 30-40 years less than the national average. Homeless 
people suffer from startlingly higher rates of physical disease 
and mental illness. The stark impact of long term unstable 
housing has caused epidemiologists to conclude homelessness 
is an independent risk factor contributing to deaths.

Even compared to others of the same economic and medical condition, people experiencing homelessness fare 
far worse. Dr. David Morrison, in the International Journal 
of Epidemiology, wrote homelessness “is a health hazard 
beyond conventional based issues of poverty...homeless 
people are at a greater risk of premature death (by 1.4 times) 
than other deprived populations defined by conventional 
measures of socioeconomic circumstances.”

So it was in December that Care for the Homeless, New York 
City’s largest provider of health care exclusively to homeless 
people of all ages, along with the city’s oldest rescue mission, 
New York City Rescue Mission, held our Homeless Persons’ 
Memorial Day observance. 

The names of 105 people who died without housing in the 
city this year were read. As each was read that person’s name, 
and if we had it their picture or date of death or some other 
fact about the person was projected on a wall, a bell tolled 
and a candle was lit. Cont’d.

Homeless Memorial Day...
The Longest Night of the Year

For more information please contact Jeff Foreman at: policy@cfhnyc.org or at www.careforthehomeless.org    
30 E. 33rd Street   Fifth Floor         New York, NY 10016          (212)-366-4459
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Activists filled the room and raised candles in tribute

Become an advocate today! Join us on Facebook 
and on Twitter for up-to-the-minute info.

Susan Sarandon spoke along with homeless advocates 
at the 2014 Memorial
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It wasn’t a comprehensive list of homeless people who 
died in New York City in 2014. It was just the names CFH 
and several providers of services or housing and their 
clients were able to put together. At a time when a number 
of communities and several states claim to be on the verge 
of ending modern day homelessness, New York City, and a 
number of other cities continue to be plagued by a growing 
homelessness crisis increasingly made up of families and 
children. 

There were big name speakers including actress and 
activist Susan Sarandon, Miss America 2015 Kira Kazantsev, 
NYC Public Advocate Letitia James and Manhattan Borough 
President Gale Brewer. But the event was led by currently 
or recently homeless peer advocates. They shared 
heartbreaking stories of struggling to come back from 
homelessness and of life in the city’s shelter system or living 
rough on the streets. They remembered friends “who didn’t 
make it, who died too young, victims of homelessness.”

Al Arterburn, still living in a shelter and working “an 
unreliable job,” talked the statistics of homelessness. “They 
say on any given night in our rich country 600,000 people 
are homeless,” he said. “If that’s true, more than one in ten 
of those men, women and children live in New York City 
where over 58,000 slept last night in city Homeless Services 
shelters, including me, with thousands more in shelters run 
by other agencies, and thousands and thousands slept on 
our sidewalks, parks and subways.”

Despite optimistic proclamations and national statistics 
most people at the Homeless Memorial service didn’t 
believe the homeless population in the U.S. could be 
declining. They’re right about New York City where despite 
new programs that have placed 750 families with children 
from shelter into public housing and are issuing 3,000 
subsidies to transition families from shelter to housing, the 
homeless shelter census is up over 10% in 2014.

Even if homelessness across the country is declining there 
are worrisome statistics in the mix. For every ten extremely 
low income U.S. households there are only three housing 
units affordable to them. HUD defines a household as “cost 
burdened” if they pay more than 30% of gross income on 
housing but as many as 12 million households pay more 
than 50% of income for housing. The official U.S. poverty 
rate, widely criticized as artificially low, is 14.5%. That puts 
46 million-plus people in the U.S. below poverty and by 
definition at risk of homelessness. 

The reading of names at the New York memorial was 
moving. As names were read they occasionally stopped for 
a personal story about the individual being memorialized. 
One woman living in a shelter, Monica Sayers, remembered 
waking up across from a woman who had died in her 
sleep. The story was recounted of a young homeless man 
beaten to death as he slept on a Bronx church step. Jerome 
Murdough, a mentally ill military veteran arrested for 
trespassing while sleeping in a stairwell, was jailed at Rikers 
Island where his desperate cries were ignored over a long 
night when he eventually baked to death in a solitary cell 
without working ventilation.

At a time when New York City, like all of the country, is 
focused on community-police relations and tensions are 
high, NYPD officer Vanessa Wanderlingh told the story of 
Eric Smith, a homeless man she knew, visited in the hospital 
and later she contributed to and raised the money for his 
funeral. She sobbed as she spoke and there wasn’t a dry 
eye in the house as nearly 200 hundred held candles and 
sang in remembrance. 

Craig Mayes of the Rescue Mission spoke about a friend 
who died while living at the mission. Philip Malebranche, 
currently in a city shelter, said of his medical providers, “if 
they could write just one prescription for their homeless 
patients it wouldn’t be for a wonder drug, it’d be for housing.”

This occasion can’t be simply a memorial of those who 
passed away, as truly important as that is. It has to be about 
the realization that it doesn’t have to be this way, too. 

“What is most frustrating,” Care for the Homeless Executive 
Director Bobby Watts told the group, “is that we know what 
works to prevent and end homelessness. We know that 
housing first works. That supportive housing works for 
those who need it. That subsidies like the federal Section 8 
program work.”

“We can end modern day homelessness,” Watts said. “And 
it wouldn’t cost more than what we’re already spending.”

Homelessness is a public health hazard making any 
medical condition or disease worse and harder to treat. It 
causes or aggravates depression and other mental illness. 
For children it means developmental delays, poor academic 
performance, mental stress and disorders that can last a 
lifetime. 

As we deal with public health hazards like lead in paint or 
the threat of epidemics of flu, HIV or Ebola, so we should 
deal with homelessness as the threat to public health it is. 
Speaker after speaker at the Homeless Memorial said if 
we won’t do what is needed to end homelessness because 
it’s the right thing to do or because it promises better 
outcomes for victims and communities, we should do it to 
protect public health and to save public resources. The tens 
of thousands who will pause amidst the holiday rush to 
remember those who died this year without housing could 
then realize the thing each observance will ask for: that 
someday soon there will be no need to spend the longest 
night of the year this way. 

Homeless Memorial Day Cont’d.
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The Busy Policy Activist’s January Calender
Thursday, January 1, New Year’s Day! January CFH Policy Matters is published. 

Monday, January 5, “First Monday” Policy Briefing, 5 p.m., Conference Room, CFH office, 30 E. 33rd Street, Manhattan; 
everyone welcome! Report card discussion on NYC Homeless Policy in 2014

Sunday, January 11, 61st Anniversary FDR’s Second Bill of Rights, includes “The right of every family to a decent home” 
and “The right to adequate medical care and the opportunity to achieve and enjoy good health” (Sounds like the CFH Mission 
Statement)

Sat. and Sun., January 17th-18th, CFH Speaker/Certified Client Advocate Training, requires advance registration at 
policy@cfhnyc.org

Monday, January 19th, Martin Luther King Day, often celebrated as a day of service

Tuesday, January 20th, CFH Policy “Agenda Setting” Meeting, CFH clients/ staff/Board, 30 E. 33rd St., 12:30 p.m.

Monday, January 26th, NYC’s Homeless Outreach Population Estimate-”HOPE Count” (2 CFH teams will be 
volunteering; you can join up at policy@cfhnyc.org (approx. 10:30 p.m.-4 a.m.)

It’s been a year since the new city 
administration took office with the promise 
to end the tale of two cities that increasingly 
made New York City unaffordable to most 
New Yorkers and where homelessness was 
increasing at an alarming rate. At CFH’s 
first “First Monday” 2015 Policy Briefing we 
pause to look at the state of homelessness 
in New York City. Part policy presentation 
and part group discussion, it’ll be a story of 
great promise and much to be done.

The briefing, open to all, will be held at 
the Care for the Homeless administrative 
offices on the 5th floor at 30 E. 33rd Street, 
in the main conference room, at 5 p.m. on 
Monday, January 5th. It will be led by CFH 
client leader advocates and staff. 

 

1st MONDAY 
Policy Briefing 
 

Homeless Policy 
2014 in NYC: 

MONDAY,  
JANUARY 5TH, 2015 

Care for the Homeless Office  
Conference Room  
30 E. 33rd Street, Manhattan 
 

5:00 PM 

 “A First Year Report Card” 
 

January: 1st Monday Policy Briefing
A One Year Report Card on Homelessness 

The bad news is more of the same – homelessness continued 
to grow in 2014, as we all know. The City had to open at least 24 
new homeless (mostly family) shelters. For the first time ever 
the Department of Homeless Services daily census went over 
59,000.

But the new de Blasio administration, and a City Council really 
committed to fighting homelessness has turned the corner 
on new policies to prevent and fight homelessness. They’ve 
dramatically increased resources for preventing homelessness 
and especially helping New Yorkers at risk of evictions, they’ve 
recreated a priority for some NYCHA public housing targeted to 
families in homeless shelters, and they’ve started rental subsidy 
programs for over 3,000 homeless families to transition them 
from shelter to permanent housing. That’s good news.

But here’s the really great news: there’s evidence the new 
tools are working. It’s surely working for the 750 families 
(perhaps 2,250 people or more) who have already left shelter 
for NYCHA housing, and some of the families who have gotten 
rental subsidy vouchers to move out of shelters.

In December the DHS shelter census rose over 59,000. It was 
up to at least 59,064. And then, even as the weather got worse, 
it fell a little bit and then a little bit more. It got down to 58,466. 
It gives us great hope the city’s new tools to fight homelessness 
will help turn the tide.

Of course the numbers involved, especially in NYCHA priority 
units but also in rental subsidy vouchers, are not scaled to the 
size of the crisis: they should be far more. But the great news 
is the evidence they can and will work as part of what’s needed 
to fight homelessness.

Bad New and...Great News!


