
As health care and public health professionals, we urge the city to indefinitely halt all
its plans to move individuals back into congregate shelters. We have seen firsthand
how the COVID-19 pandemic has decimated the health and wellbeing of people
experiencing homelessness. Therefore, we are alarmed by the decision to move almost
8,000 individuals from hotels to shelters, a decision that threatens the health of the city at
large.

People with unstable housing are at increased risk for severe COVID-19, as they are older1

and have high rates of chronic disease.2 Throughout the pandemic, individuals experiencing
homelessness faced particularly high risk for COVID-19 infection and mortality. One analysis
by the Coalition for the Homeless found that through February 2021 the mortality rate for
New Yorkers living in congregate shelter was 49% higher than the mortality rate for the
general New York population.3 This increase was largely attributed to the rampant spread of
COVID-19 in shelters, settings where congregate living made social distancing and
quarantine impossible.

In response, the city opened hotels to those who had been living in shelters. This was an
urgent public health intervention that allowed thousands to self-isolate, thus protecting
themselves and others from the virus. The federal government supported these efforts, with
FEMA providing funding for COVID-19-related shelter interventions, funding that will persist
until September 2021.4

Additionally, recent data show that overdose deaths among people experiencing
homelessness decreased6 in NYC when hotelling began. We are in the midst of an
overdose death crisis in NYC, with the highest number of opioid overdose deaths in the
history of the city. Overdose is the leading cause of death of individuals experiencing
homelessness.5 Forced relocation to congregate settings would thus compound both the risk
of COVID-19 infection and deaths from overdose.

Further, this misguided plan flies in the face of the state’s own reopening guidelines. The
state’s plan, in accordance with CDC recommendations, clearly states: “Unvaccinated
individuals and individuals who have an unknown vaccination status must be spaced six feet
apart in assigned sections.”7 Unfortunately, vaccination rates among individuals who are
experiencing homelessness are unclear. The Department of Homeless Services (DHS) has
reported that 6,851 clients have been fully vaccinated through its own vaccination program8

as of July 2. However the true proportion of those who have been vaccinated is unknown,
given unclear data on the number of people staying in shelters, and the number of people
who have received vaccines from other sites. Relocating individuals into congregate shelter
without knowledge of vaccination rates, and with no means to properly socially distance
within shelters,is clearly a dangerous decision. This is particularly true given the new threat
of the Delta variant, which now makes up the majority of cases in New York City.9 The
alarmingly high infectivity of this variant, particularly among those who are not vaccinated,
means that increased transmission within shelters could lead to an explosion of cases
across the city.

Repopulating shelters now constitutes an unwarranted return to an inadequate,
overburdened system that directly threatens the health of thousands of New Yorkers and,
indirectly, that of the entire city. The dangers of this decision were recognized in a recent
federal ruling, which stated that the city must investigate reasonable accommodations for
individuals with disabilities prior to relocation.10 This requirement is a bare minimum. If we
are to continue to protect the health of the most vulnerable among us and prevent another
resurgence of the virus, we must not move forward with the plan to relocate individuals into
congregate shelter and, indeed, must reverse the relocations that have already taken place.



Additionally, we must use allocated federal funding to maintain individual shelter options for
those experiencing homelessness. Finally, we must rapidly enact legislation such as Intro
146 at the municipal level and the “Housing Our Neighbors with Dignity” (HONDA) Act and
FHEPS expansion bill at the state level to make real commitments to providing affordable,
secure housing for our most vulnerable. Congregate shelter is not an adequate substitute for
secure, stable housing; it is high time that we recognize housing as a human right in New
York City.
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