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A Newsletter report about Policy research and Issues Affecting Homeless People in New York City 

 
 “You and I as citizens have the obligation to shape the debate of our time, not only with the votes we 
cast but the voice we lift.”  -President Barak Obama, 2013 Inaugural Address- 
 
Bringing homeless policy into the debate: In 2012 there was no real civic discussion about helping or 
housing homeless people, which really isn’t surprising because there was no significant discussion about 
any poverty issue. We can’t let that happen again in 2013, certainly not in New York State or New York 
City. That’s why, despite some talk about affordable housing, it was disappointing that in his 78 minute 
“State of the State” speech and his Budget Address in January, Governor Cuomo never mentioned 
homeless policy or homeless people, despite the swiftly increasing population of people experiencing 
homelessness in New York City. New York state was probably a factor in the recent explosion in New 
York City’s homeless population. They can help solve it..  
 
In 2011, the state eliminated appropriations to the city’s “Advantage” rental program for transitioning 
homeless families from shelters to permanent housing. Advantage allowed subsidies of up to $662 
monthly for a family of 2 in the first year, requiring each household to pay at least 30% of their gross 
income in rent; and up to $482 in a second year, requiring payments of at least 40% of gross household 
income in rent. When the state eliminated its payment the program lost eligibility for a matching federal 
grant. New York City ended Advantage rather than pick up the state and federal shares of the cost. 
 
The Advantage program could have been improved, but ending it with no replacement program was a 
catastrophe. Care for the Homeless, and virtually all advocates for homeless people, predicted the 
calamity to come. City homeless shelter population soared from about 35,000 to now well over 48,000; 
children in those shelters exploded to well over 20,000 a night. It is a self-inflicted tragedy harming 
homeless people, our community and taxpayers. 
 
At the time Advantage was being eliminated the city Department of Homeless Services estimated the 
program was 90% effective in transitioning families from homelessness to permanent housing. Even if 
only 50% of those using a transitional subsidy were permanently housed, or the program was improved 
to provide subsidies for a longer period or to include more supports, it would still save taxpayer dollars.  
 
House the homeless and save tax dollars: This didn’t have to happen. It’s more expensive to provide for 
homeless individuals, families and children in city shelters than to subsidize them in supportive and 
permanent housing, and it’s a better and more productive outcome. A Care for the Homeless 2013 
policy goal is raising public consciousness about policies affecting homeless people and making these 
critical issues part of the 2013 New York City civic discussion.   
 
Everyone agrees: we need more affordable housing. Governor Cuomo, who of course was Secretary of 
the Department of Housing and Urban Development in the Clinton administration, has promised a new 
program for affordable housing that he intends to fund at $200 million a year for 5 years, for an 
aggregate $1 billion dollars. Just as important, I’m pleased to see at a recent Daily News Mayoral 
candidate forum that every candidate agreed more affordable housing was a must for New York City, 
and committed themselves to at least 60,000 new affordable housing units over a 4-year-term. Frankly, 
15,000 units a year aren’t enough; but having this in the political debate is a great start! 
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Another study showing housing is a health care issue. HealthLawProfBlog recently reported on a study 
of Medicaid patient’s readmissions after hospitalization, finding the cause was often not quality of care 
or inappropriate discharge but homelessness. We’ve long been making this case.. The article cited a 
New York City Department of Health pilot project to find housing for homeless patients specifically to 
reduce the incidence of readmissions (also reported in Modern Healthcare). The City DOH project 
showed significant reductions in readmissions and dramatic reductions of 50% in emergency room visits, 
saving 27% in readmission costs and 30% for emergent care for the patients studied. It’s another 
example where doing the right thing, providing proper care for people experiencing homelessness, best 
serves those experiencing homelessness, the community and saves taxpayer dollars. 
 
Average life expectancy of homeless people is 30 years lower than the general population. The work our 
nurses, doctors, nurse practitioners, social workers and other staff provide is amazing and life-saving. 
But without a home, no treatment truly maximizes the effectiveness of health care for our patient, or 
for taxpayers.           
 
Tracking legislation to protect homeless people: Brutal hate crimes against homeless people are 
increasingly a problem. A study released by the National Coalition for the Homeless (NCH) documented 
1,289 violent attacks targeted at homeless people by non-homeless perpetrators from 1999 to 2011, 
with 339 causing a death. They documented 105 attacks in 2011, causing 32 deaths, including the fatal 
beating of a 57 year-old homeless New York City woman by a 20 year-old boy for no apparent reason, 
and other New York City deaths. These are shocking figures especially because most attacks on 
homeless people go unreported or unrecorded. The NCH study documented the perpetrators of these 
viscous attacks were mostly young men or boys; 73% were under 30 and 31% were still teenagers, all 
perpetrating “crimes believed to be motivated by the perpetrator’s bias against homeless individuals or 
their ability to target homeless people with relative ease.”   
 
Care for the Homeless applauds the work of a number of New York State Senators in introducing the 
proposed “Homeless Protection Act” which would make it a crime to intentionally target a person for 
violent crimes because of the perception or belief that they are homeless. Hats off to legislation sponsor 
State Senator Neil Breslin, and co-sponsor Senators Adams, Hassell-Thompson, Klein, Krueger, Parker, 
Perkins and Stavisky.  Read my letter thanking them here.  

Thank you for caring about homeless people, and fighting to end homelessness. 

 

Bobby Watts, Executive Director 
Care for the Homeless 


