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Today is Sequestration day. By law (Budget Control Act of 2011, which already cut federal domestic 
spending by more than $1 trillion over a decade) the automatic across-the-board cuts in federal 
programs (called “sequestration”) go into effect today, cutting $85 million in current fiscal year spending 
and $1 trillion over 10 years. The cutbacks, originally scheduled for January 2, 2013, were pushed back 
to March 1 as part of the “fiscal cliff” compromise in January. 

The $85 million cut means a 5% reduction in virtually all federal spending for homeless programs, health 
care for poor people, housing assistance and community development programs across the country, 
unless Congress and the President promptly act to avoid it. The cuts will devastate programs for 
homeless people across America – and particularly in New York City where the homeless population has 
increased by over 60% since 2002.  

Ironically, “sequestration” was created as a defense mechanism to assure Congress and the President 
would act on budget and fiscal issues before the sequester deadline. The idea was that no one would 
allow sequestration to actually occur. In a September report from OMB (Office of Management and 
Budget) they reported sequestration was “…a mechanism to force Congress to act on further deficit 
reduction…sequestration itself was never intended to be implemented.”  

The Center for Budget Policy and Priorities in Washington estimates New York state will lose 
$14,646,544 in community development block grant funding, $63,091,167 in public housing monies and 
$10,878,241 from homeless assistance.  HUD says sequestration will “be deeply destructive and affect 
numerous families, individuals and communities across the nation that rely on HUD programs.” They say 
125,000 individuals and families, many elderly or disabled, would lose Housing Choice vouchers “and be 
at risk of becoming homeless. “ HUD also says the cuts will “result in more than 100,000 formerly 
homeless people, including veterans, being removed from their current housing and emergency shelter 
programs” and “cuts to the Housing Opportunity for Persons with AIDS program will result in 7,300 
fewer low income households receiving permanent and short term supportive housing assistance.” A 
huge number of people will be thrown out of foreclosure and eviction prevention programs and housing 
counseling. It will remove 1.1 million units from public housing over the long term and require public 
housing agencies to defer maintenance even more. Over 2,000 affordable housing units scheduled for 
financing this year won’t get built.     

Health and health clinic funding will be slashed. A White House analysis reports sequestration will deny 
659,476 people HIV tests and take HIV medication from 7,400 diagnosed patients. It will eliminate 
169,375 people from substance abuse programs and result in 373,000 Americans diagnosed with serious 
mental illness – including 8,900 chronically homeless people – getting no treatment. Health centers lose 
$115 million in 2013, which translates to 900,000 fewer patients served. Cuts include Public Health 
Services Act, SAMSHA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration) and Ryan White 
programs, all three of which provide needed funding to Care for the Homeless and many programs 
delivering vital health care to poor and homeless people.  

Cabinet secretaries and agency administrators were instructed in a February 27th memo from OMB to 
consider ”delaying awarding of new financial assistance obligations, reducing levels of continued 
funding, and renegotiating or reducing the current scope of assistance” for their programs. Some 
computer programs that handle payments for agencies may be taken off line and handled manually to 



address changes, thereby potentially delaying federal payments even at a reduced rate. There is also a 
concern that payments through state or municipal governments, or passing through other recipients, 
may be delayed as administrators in those agencies struggle with how to adjust to funding reductions.   

There are important exceptions to “sequestration” that will help our consumers.  Many veterans 
programs, including funding for veterans homelessness programs, are not cut. There are also no cuts to 
mandatory programs (just to discretionary spending) so it won’t cut social security SSI or SSD checks. It 
won’t cut Medicaid, Medicare, TANF or SNAP (formerly food stamps) payments to recipients.  It’s 
important to reassure our consumers on these points. 

Some impacts of the cuts may be delayed for days or weeks. No federal agency will close down, 
although there may be very substantial numbers of layoffs, furloughs and work hour reductions. OMB is 
charged with immediately notifying  Governors, contractors and grant recipients (Care for the Homeless 
is a “recipient” providing health care services at our federally qualified health clinics with substantial 
funding from federal programs) how much they will lose, but it may take days or weeks to complete that 
process. Layoff notices have been going out to federal employees for over a week, but no federal layoffs 
will take effect until April due to notice requirements. Unemployment checks across the country may be 
reduced by March 7. There may be some funds under the Affordable Care Act and elsewhere that can be 
used to soften the pain, but not enough to solve problems caused by sequestration cuts. 

Normally when vital health care and human service programs are in such dire jeopardy, states and local 
governments try to replace some of the lost assistance. That’s unlikely in the current crisis because 
tightly stretched state and local budgets are taking major funding hits under sequestration themselves.  

One promising opportunity to repair the sequester damage is that Congress and the President have to 
act by March 27 to authorize federal spending or nonemergency services will shut down. That’s because 
Congress hasn’t passed an annual budget, but has been adopting short term “Continuing Resolutions” to 
keep government running at the same level previously authorized. The current continuing resolution 
ends on March 27. There is a consensus Congress will act on that authorization issue, probably the week 
before the deadline (because Congress is scheduled to be in recess the week of March 27). They could 
just adopt another continuing resolution, but it’s a real opportunity to eliminate, postpone or tinker 
with sequestration cuts. Nothing is easy in Washington, but an unavoidable deadline is always helpful in 
getting something done. 

If the sequester cuts are eliminated, or substantially reduced, during this month, and especially if the 
opportunity to repair the damage is clear, it is very possible federal administrators will delay irreparable 
impacts in expectation of the “fix”.  

Care for the Homeless has contacted the administration and repeatedly contacted members of the New 
York state Congressional delegation urging action to avoid the horrendous impact of these cuts. In a 
letter to all members of the New York delegation, Care for the Homeless Executive Director Bobby Watts 
laid out the devastating pain sequestration would inflict on poor and homeless people, and ended this 
way: “Please avoid sequestration, but I urge you to find a way to do it that holds the least influential, 
poor and homeless people in America, many of them frail or disabled, harmless.” We still need to get 
that message across. Everyone can help by letting their Senators and members of Congress know it’s 
important to you not to cut programs for homeless people and health care for poor people. You can 
reach New York’s Senators and members of Congress through the Congressional switchboard at 202-
224-3121. 

 


