
July 22, 2021

Mayor Bill de Blasio
City Hall
New York, NY 10007

Dear Mayor de Blasio:

I write today regarding the urgent need to pause further transfers to congregate shelters as the
Delta variant drives a rapid increase in COVID cases in New York City. A far better policy than
transfers to congregate shelters would be to accelerate placement in permanent housing by
immediately implementing the expanded voucher program established by Intro 146.

Several weeks ago, cases were trending in the right direction in New York City. But in just the
past few weeks, the rise of the more contagious Delta variant has become a major cause for
concern. Since it was first picked up in genome sequencing several months ago, Delta has
ballooned from just a small percentage of cases to the vast majority. Where the Delta variant
made up less than 10% of cases at the beginning of June, it now accounts for 75% of
sequenced cases in New York City. In the past two weeks alone, Delta’s surge has driven a
three-fold increase in COVID cases. Hospitalizations are also on the rise here. Given COVID’s
trajectory in other cities with high rates of Delta, the recent trend in New York City raises
enormous concerns about what lies ahead.

De-densifying congregate shelters last year was the right decision, and as numbers rise again, it
is imperative that we act with caution. Despite the city’s efforts, vaccination rates among the
city’s shelter residents remain low--as of July 2, the Department of Homeless Services (DHS)
had fully vaccinated just 6,851 clients, and although this data is difficult to track, most experts
estimate the total vaccination rate is no more than 30 to 40%. Congregate shelters, where it is
not uncommon to sleep 20-50 to a room, are incredibly conducive to the spread of the virus,
particularly with a more contagious variant like Delta. The ventilation in these shelters has not
been updated, nor has spacing been increased to the recommended 6 ft. Moreover, it is
impossible to follow CDC masking guidelines while sleeping. This puts the lives of homeless
New Yorkers at risk, and it threatens our ability to curb the spread of the virus in the city as a
whole. We know that outbreaks in congregate settings can spread outside the walls of the
facility, as has happened in Singapore and Britain.

Due to the recent ruling in the Legal Aid case, transfers from hotels to congregate shelters were
paused, but they are now slated to restart on Monday. To proceed would be dangerous. By
ceasing further relocations, DHS could keep congregate shelters at a lower density and spread
out the individuals who have already been transferred there, while ramping up vaccination
outreach efforts for homeless New Yorkers who have not yet gotten the vaccine. FEMA is
obligated to offer funding for hotel rooms for at least another 30 days, as they have not yet
issued a letter notifying the city that the program will be discontinued. With transfers paused, the
city could be directing its energy towards lobbying FEMA to extend this funding. During that



time, it is my hope that Intro 146, which I co-sponsored, will be implemented, allowing some of
those slated to return to congregate shelters to move into permanent housing instead.

The current surges in places like California should serve as a warning to us: if we want to avoid
further hospitalizations and deaths, we must take steps to limit the spread of Delta immediately.
As we enter a third wave of COVID in New York City, it is not safe to reopen congregate shelters
at full density.

Sincerely,

Council Member Mark Levine
Chair, Health Committee


