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Good morning.  My name is Stephanie Gendell and I am the Associate Executive Director for 
Policy and Government Relations at Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York (CCC).  
CCC is a 70-year-old independent, multi-issue child advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring 
every New York child is healthy, housed, educated and safe.   
 
I would first like to congratulate Stephen Levin on becoming the new Chair of the General 
Welfare Committee.  CCC has worked with the Council Member on many issues to date and 
knows that his ability to resolve matters expeditiously and practically, as well as his commitment 
to children and families, will make him an extremely effective Chair for this important 
committee.  We also welcome all of the new members of the General Welfare Committee—we 
look forward to working with all of you to make New York City a better place to be a child.    
In addition, CCC would like to congratulate Gilbert Taylor on being named the new 
Commissioner of the Department of Homeless Services (DHS).  We believe Mr. Taylor’s 
management style and passion for helping children, families and vulnerable New Yorkers make 
him an excellent choice for the position.  In fact, in just the few short weeks that he has been the 
Commissioner, he has already made several critical improvements and personally assisted in a 
case that came to CCC’s attention. 
 
We believe that this is an exciting time for New York City and for addressing the City’s 
affordable housing and homelessness crisis.  We appreciate the City Council holding this hearing 
today and for the opportunity to testify. 
 
I. Record Number of Children Living in Shelter  
 
Today’s hearing comes at a time when homelessness has reached unprecedented levels in New 
York City, with more children living in shelters than ever before.  As of February 20, 2014, there 
were 10,743 families living in the DHS shelter system, including 22,509 children.1  This is 
compared to February 2013 when there were 20,8032 children living in shelter and 16,6203 in 
February 2012.  This is a 35% increase in just 2 years. 
 
Additionally, families with children are living in shelters for increasingly longer periods of time: 
the average length of stay for families was 337 days in Fiscal Year 2012, compared to 375 days 
in Fiscal Year 2013.4  As of December 2013, the average length of stay for families with children 
in DHS shelters was 429 days.5  
 
The expansion of cluster site shelters is an unfortunate result of New York City’s record 
homelessness.  Cluster sites provide less access to the services that help families move out of 
shelter faster.  Unlike conventional, Tier II shelters, which generally provide services such as 
case management and housing search assistance onsite, families in cluster site shelters often must 

                                                            
1 New York City Department of Homeless Services, Daily Report, Feb. 20, 2014. Available at:  
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/downloads/pdf/dailyreport.pdf 
2 New York City Department of Homeless Services Local Law 37 Report. Available at: 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/ops/nycstat/downloads/pdf/ll37_report_02_2014.pdf 
3 Id. 
4 New York City Mayor’s Management Report, Department of Homeless Services. Available at: 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/ops/downloads/pdf/mmr2013/dhs.pdf. 
5 New York City Department of Homeless Services, Local Law 37 Report, supra, note 2. 



obtain services offsite.  This can pose additional obstacles for homeless families, especially for 
those who work long or irregular hours, or who must accompany their children on long 
commutes to their schools. 
 
In addition, creating new cluster sites is an inefficient response to the City’s increase in 
homelessness because it does not confront the underlying reasons behind the crisis, which is the 
high cost of housing in New York City relative to what low-income families can afford, and the 
lack of programs to assist homeless families in their moves out of the shelter system.  
Furthermore, Tier 2 shelters and cluster sites are inefficient to taxpayers as they cost 
approximately $3,000 per month while it typically costs $1,000 per month to provide a housing 
subsidy to a homeless family. 
 
II. The Impact of Homelessness on Children 
 
Data on the experiences of homeless children paint a disturbing picture regarding the well-being 
of the record numbers of children who sleep in DHS shelters.  Homelessness creates risks to the 
physical and emotional well-being and educational success of children.  
 
For example, children experiencing homelessness have an increased risk of illness compared to 
children who are not homeless: they suffer from four times as many respiratory infections, five 
times as many gastrointestinal infections, and twice as many ear infections.6  Additionally, they 
are four times as likely to suffer from asthma and have high rates of asthma-related 
hospitalizations.7  Homeless children also suffer disproportionately from food insecurity, as they 
are twice as likely to go hungry as non-homeless children, and, due to these nutritional 
deficiencies they are at an increased risk of obesity.8 
 
Being homeless has also been demonstrated to be harmful to children’s emotional well-being. 
Homelessness causes traumatic disruptions in the lives of children, who, in addition to losing 
their homes, experience loss of their friends and community, sense of security, routines, 
possessions, and privacy.9  Homelessness also makes families more vulnerable to other forms of 
trauma, such as witnessing violence, physical or sexual assault, and abrupt separation from 
family members.10  As a result, homelessness increases a child’s risk of experiencing mental 
illness. For example, half of school-age homeless children experience anxiety, depression, or 
withdrawal, compared to 18 percent of children who are not homeless, and one in three homeless 
children ages eight and under suffers from a major mental disorder.11   
 
Finally, the impact of homelessness on a child’s education can be devastating, because it often 
causes disruptions affecting their attendance and academic performance.  Nationally, only 77 

                                                            
6 The National Center on Family Homeless, The Characteristics and Needs of Families Experiencing Homelessness, 
Dec. 2011. Available at: http://www.familyhomelessness.org/media/306.pdf.  
7 Id. 
8 Id. 
9 The National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Facts on Trauma and Homeless Children, 2005, at page 2. 
Available at: 
http://www.nctsnet.org/nctsn_assets/pdfs/promising_practices/Facts_on_Trauma_and_Homeless_Children.pdf 
10 Id. 
11 Id. 



percent of homeless children attend school regularly.12  While the attendance rate for children in 
New York City shelters is higher, at 83.6 percent,13 this is still insufficient to meet the 
Department of Education’s 90 percent attendance requirement for promotion.14  Additionally, 
homeless children are twice as likely to repeat a grade compared to non-homeless children.15 
Homeless children also have low rates of preschool enrollment, with fewer than 16 percent of 
eligible preschool-aged homeless children enrolled in preschool nationally.16   
  
III. Family Shelter Conditions  
 
As was well documented in Andrea Elliot’s recent New York Times article, “Invisible Child,” 
the deplorable conditions at the Auburn Family Shelter make it an inappropriate place for a child 
to live.  For example, the article explains in great detail the mold, vermin and sexual predators 
roaming the hallways within the Auburn Family Shelter, which housed 280 children at the time 
he article was written in late 2013.  
 
CCC is grateful that the de Blasio administration has taken action within weeks of coming into 
office to address conditions at the Auburn Family Shelter in Fort Greene, as well as the 
Catherine Street Family Shelter in lower Manhattan, which has also been plagued by violations 
making the facility unsafe for children.    
 
CCC supports the Mayor’s announcement to close both Auburn and Catherine Street, transfer the 
400 children and their families to other shelters and/or assist them in obtaining permanent 
housing, and increase funding for security and programming at the two shelters during the 
transition period.  
 
The Preliminary Budget for Fiscal Year 2015 directs $1.3 million to improve security and 
programming at the Auburn Family Shelter and the Catherine Street Shelter.   
 
CCC is pleased that the Mayor and his Administration agree that these shelters are not safe or 
appropriate for children and we commend him not only for recognizing this problem, but also for 
acting on it in order to protect and improve the lives of New York City’s homeless children.  
While these two shelters are likely the most egregious, we hope that this is the beginning of 
DHS’s review of conditions at all of its Tier 2 shelters, as well as the cluster sites, and that 
additional closures, renovations and resources will be sought for other facilities unsafe for 
children. 
 
IV. Recommendations  
 
While CCC is pleased with the initial changes we have seen for homeless children and their 
families under the current Administration, we believe that there is more that needs to be done.  
                                                            
12 National Coalition for the Homeless, Education of Homeless Children and Youth, Sept. 2009, at page 1. Available 
at: http://www.nationalhomeless.org/factsheets/education.pdf 
13 New York City Mayor’s Management Report, Department of Homeless Services, supra, note 4. 
14 New York City Department of Education, Regulation of the Chancellor. Available at: 
http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/DB08E4BD-DE50-4D96-87FF-9260B3C1AB4D/0/A501.pdf 
15 The National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Facts on Trauma and Homeless Children, supra, note 9. 
16 National Coalition for the Homeless, Education of Homeless Children and Youth, supra, note 12.  



We believe there are three key elements to addressing family homelessness:  1) Prevent family 
homelessness; 2) Provide safe and appropriate shelter for homeless families; and 3) Help 
homeless families access permanent housing. 
 
1. Prevent Family Homelessness  
 
The best way to reduce the number of families in the shelter system, and eliminate the trauma 
homelessness causes children, is to prevent families from becoming homeless in the first place.   
 
Current preventive services in New York City include the Department of Homeless Services’ 
HomeBase program, the FEPS rent subsidy for public assistance recipients, HRA One-Shot 
deals, civil legal services and other innovative program at nonprofits working with residents of 
some of the most at-risk neighborhoods in the City.  
 
CCC believes funding for these current homelessness prevention programs, as well as new ones 
developed by the de Blasio administration, will help reduce the homeless population.  
 
Preventing family homelessness will require the City to address the affordable housing crisis, 
ensure wages are sufficient, increase anti-eviction assistance, increase the supply of supportive 
housing, and provide after-care services to families leaving the shelter system. 
 
We hope to see these essential, cost-effective programs supported with sufficient funding 
through City, State and Federal funding streams.  
 
2. Review Shelters and Address Concerns   
 
While we are grateful that the Administration has recognized the poor conditions in two of the 
City’s shelters for children and families, more needs to be done to ensure that all homeless 
children are provided safe, decent shelter accommodations and that their basic needs are met.  In 
order to get a better understanding of shelter conditions throughout the City, CCC recommends 
that DHS do a full review of all shelters for children and their families—both Tier 2 and cluster 
sites and then make the findings publicly available. 
 
CCC respectfully requests that the City consider a new policy prohibiting children from being 
placed in family shelter facilities with shared bathrooms. 
 
Finally, CCC urges the Administration to include additional resources to not only examine 
current conditions in shelters, but also to address additional concerns if they exist in the 
Executive Budget for Fiscal Year 2015.   
 
3. Help homeless families access permanent housing 
 
We were very excited to hear the Mayor speak at his Preliminary Budget Address about working 
with Governor Cuomo to create a new homelessness prevention pilot, which would include 
eviction-prevention services and rental assistance.  We are looking forward to hearing more 
details about the plan.   



We strongly believe that addressing family homelessness requires the creation of a new housing 
subsidy program for New York City.  Since the elimination of Advantage, the length of stay in 
shelter has continued to grow because families have been unable to find housing without the 
assistance of a subsidy.   
 
Not every family in the shelter system or at risk of becoming homeless will need a subsidy, 
however.  Given the number of families living in DHS shelters, we feel it is critical for the City 
to use all resources available to provide permanent, affordable housing for homeless families. 
This includes granting homeless families prioritized access to NYCHA public housing units and 
Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers, prioritizing homeless families for access to new affordable 
housing units, and increasing the supply of supportive housing. 
 
Finally, increasing the supply of affordable housing and supportive housing, deepening tax 
credits, and ensuring working families earn a living wage, will go a low way towards helping 
families access permanent housing. 
 
In conclusion, CCC looks forward to working with the new Administration and the City Council 
on addressing family homelessness in New York City.  Thank you for this opportunity to testify. 
CCC appreciates the City Council’s interest in this very critical issue. 


