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Homeless Policy in New York City was big news in September. Stories made headlines, but weren’t 
news to homeless people, care providers or advocates. The NY Times broke record numbers of people in 
city homeless shelters story, an 18% increase this year to 44,000 people (This figure is now over 46,000). 
Then the Wall Street Journal reported average adult family length-of-stay in the shelters increased to 
414 days. Next, the NY Daily News headlined that New York City’s shelter population included a stunning 
19,000+ children. Finally the City released its Mayor’s Management Report for 2012, reporting 3,262 
homeless people living on streets, in parks or in subways, up from 2,648 in 2011, a 19% increase. 

I was quoted in interviews and stories that, in spite of real effort and hard work by caring state and city 
officials, we must do more to fight homelessness. Rising homelessness, the Bloomberg administration 
said, is results primarily from decreased rent subsidies, like elimination of the Advantage rent program. 
They’re right, though high unemployment, cuts in social programs and rising housing costs all played a 
critical role in the crisis. It’s important not to play the blame game. The issue is improvement moving 
forward.  New York City has not just a moral obligation to provide shelter to homeless people; we also 
have a legal obligation. The City is under a court order that requires it. 

The least effective, most inhumane, most costly way to address homelessness is to “kick the can down 
the road.” Appropriate health care, social services and housing for homeless people is expensive, but it’s 
a better value. Considering savings in productivity, health outcomes, avoided physical, mental and 
emotional trauma and long-term consequences of homelessness, the price tags aren’t even close. 

That’s why Care for the Homeless provides high-quality, client-centered health care, human services and 
shelter to homeless individuals so critically needed, but also works for long- term policies to ameliorate, 
prevent and end homelessness. Advocating for long term policies isn’t easy in today’s tough economic 
environment dominated by austerity plans and cutbacks. But improving homeless peoples’ lives and 
dramatically decreasing homelessness can be accomplished. Care for the Homeless provides life-
changing and life-saving services to our clients every day. I’m proud of the daily difference we make for 
people in need. I’m also guided by the knowledge homelessness wasn’t a major American problem 
before the 1970s, and that programs are working in America today in the fight to end homelessness.           

Care for the Homeless worked in numerous efforts to advance effective policies in the fight against 
homelessness in September. We launched efforts to better inform and involve our staff and clients 
about issues and empower them to advocate for crucial policies. I testified at a City Council public 
hearing on homeless policy on September 25th. We sent a Care for the Homeless client and Board 
Policy Chair Barbara Knecht to a National Health Care for the Homeless conference on developing and 
advocating for better policies, and provided staff training. I also wanted to let you know about some of 
the trends and research impacting homeless policy I’ve been thinking about: 

Poverty, America-Style: A September Census Bureau report on income and poverty set a 2011 U.S. 
poverty rate of 15% as median family income declined by 1.7%. Children are disproportionately 
impacted: 1 in 5 kids is in poverty; 1 in 10 in a family with income below 50% of the poverty level! 
Poverty for a family of four is below $18,530 annually. The study found during the 2-year-period 2009-
10, 28% of Americans had at least one “spell of poverty lasting 2 or more months.” Real U.S. median 
household income was 8.7% lower than at its peak in 1999 (Income, Poverty and Health Insurance 
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Coverage the U.S. – 2011, Sept., 2012, U/S. Census Bureau). People know poverty is affecting public 
policy: A Rasmussen poll released Sept. 23rd reports says 80% of Americans say U.S. poverty is severe.  

Good news and bad news about affordable housing: The good news is 1.3 million homeowners in 
American emerged from negative equity (owing more on their mortgage than their home is worth). But, 
the bad news is 10.8 million families are still “under water” on their homes - including 22.3% of all U.S. 
home mortgages, according to a September, 2012, “Negative Equity Report” by CoreLogic, a research 
firm that provides analytics to the financial industry. Worse, the well-respected Case Schiller Report in 
September reported average home prices may decline further, foreshadowing more foreclosures.      

New York City housing prices are rising according to a September Crain’s NY Business report. Supply is 
shrinking as demand rises adding “to the growing fear that a lack of inventory…could begin to drive 
prices higher across all segments of the residential housing market.” They also report a decrease in 
housing starts, bad news for the lowest income renters easily pushed into homelessness.   

 New York City’s Comptroller issued a September report on low and moderate income renters’ inability 
to afford city housing. The benchmark is that renters shouldn’t spend over 30% of income on rent, but 
the report says “almost 30% of all households spent more than 50% of their income on rent, a level that 
is considered by HUD to reflect a severe housing burden, and nearly 20% of all households in the city 
spent more than 75% of their income on rent.” The report warns of a “decreasing trend in rental 
housing affordability.” (“Through the Roof”, Sept., 2012, NY City Comptroller’s Office.)    

NYC Poverty: The New York City poverty rate is 21%, a 4.5% increase, according to a September 20th 
Census Bureau report. That’s 1.7 million people in poverty, up by over 100,000 in 1 year. Over 750,000 
live on less than 50% of the poverty level, under $9,265 annually for a family of four. Another way to 
think about poverty is to compare income disparity or ‘income inequality’. The Census Bureau uses the 
Gini coefficient that statistically compares incomes in the top 20% to the lowest 20%, to study income 
inequality. In Manhattan, median income in the highest quintile is $223,285, compared to $8,844 in the 
lowest quintile. With the top fifth making 40 times as much as the lowest fifth, Manhattan has the 2nd 
highest income inequality county in the U.S. Only Clarke County, Georgia is higher! The NY Times wrote 
that disparity is wider than in most third world countries, with exceptions like Namibia and Sierra Leone. 
New York State has the greatest income inequality of any U.S. state. The report says 20 states had 
increases in income inequality, while 30 had no change. No state had a decrease in income inequality. 
Poverty isn’t uniform geographically. Some NY Congressional districts poverty rates were far below the 
national average, but one had a 41% poverty rate and a 50% rate among children. 

Tight Budgets: Governor Cuomo’s Budget Director ordered state agencies to “assume zero budget 
growth” for the next two fiscal years. Meanwhile, New York City must cut $2 billion from its budget over 
18 months due to revenue shortfalls, the Bloomberg administration says. Step one: a 5% spending cut by 
most city agencies – but that’s just a start.   

“Continuing Resolution” Budget: Congress and the President acted to maintain government operations 
past the September 30th fiscal year end and through March 27, 2013. They passed a stop gap ‘continuing 
resolution’ with no change to programs including affordable housing and homeless assistance programs. 

Approaching a “Fiscal Cliff”? Part of the much discussed “fiscal cliff” is the automatic sequestration cuts 
that will occur if Congress and the President can’t agree on spending in the next budget. In September 
the Office of Management and Budget detailed the automatic cuts required by the Sequestration 
Transparency Act to most domestic and defense spending to reduce the deficit by $1.2 trillion. It 
includes a 2% Medicare cut and 8.2% cuts in non-exempt domestic programs. It could create 146,000 



more homeless people by a $159.7 million loss in HUD McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Grants; cut 
HUD Section 8 Rental Assistance by over $1.5 billion affecting over 186,000 tenants; slash $8.2 million 
from Runaway and Homeless Youth Act funding; take $5.5 million from Transition from Homelessness 
projects; and cut $2.7 million from the Health Care for the Homeless Program. The OMB report says 
sequestration was “a mechanism to force Congress to act on further deficit reduction…sequestration 
itself was never intended to be implemented.” And that is the fiscal cliff! 

When I testified about New York City homeless policy at a City Council hearing on September 25, I said 
each homeless person is another reason we must improve services and shelter and most importantly 
create programs to prevent and end homelessness. How many reasons are there? According to official 
New York City figures there are 46,084 homeless people in the city shelter system (Daily Census, DHS 
website, September, 2012) and 3,262 homeless people living on the streets (Mayor’s Management 
Report, September, 2012): that’s 49,346 reasons!  

Please let me know what you think, because policy does matter. 

 

Bobby Watts, Executive Director 
Care for the Homeless 


