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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 thank Chairs Eugene and Levin and the members of the Youth Services and 
General Welfare Committees for holding this important hearing and providing us with the 
opportunity to testify.   
 
I. Why Data Collection on Runaway and Homeless Youth is Important  
 
Runaway and homeless youth (RHY) are some of the most vulnerable youth in New York City.  
Homelessness in and of itself is traumatic for young people and research has shown that 
homeless youth experience high rates of violence, sexual assault, illness, and behavioral 
disorders.1  Homeless youth may also engage in survival sex and drug use as a way to cope with 
being homeless.2 Thus, there are many issues a homeless youth is facing in addition to needing a 
stable place to live.  
 
These youth require specific services in order to help them become mature, successful adults 
who can thrive as active participants in society. In order to help homeless youth overcome the 
myriad of issues and obstacles they face, it is important to know how many homeless youth there 
are and the key demographics, such as their race/ethnicity, age, and sexual orientation, as well as 
mental health needs.  It is only through knowing how many RHY there are, and their needs, that 
we can ensure New York City has the full continuum of services available for them, including 
shelter beds, mental health services, health care, education and job training, etc. 
 
Given the importance of knowing the scope of need for runway and homeless youth services, 
there have been several attempts to approximate and/or count homeless youth.    
 
Nationally, a 2009 study by the U.S Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), 
found 22,700 unaccompanied youth across the country.3 A 2004 study by the Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Administration estimated the number much higher at 1.6 million.4 In 
New York City, we have long-estimated that there are over 3,800 youth under 24 who are 
homeless and unsheltered and several thousand more in the City’s various shelter systems.  This 
estimate is based on a 2008 study conducted by the Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family 
Services with the assistance of Columbia University.  Most recently, as a supplement to the 
official HOPE Count, there was a Youth Count conducted in January 2013.  While this was a 
tremendous collaborative effort that produced invaluable information, as discussed more fully in 
this testimony, the Youth Count did not capture all homeless youth. 
 
                                                            
1 Urban Institute, Youth Count! Process Study, July 2013 at page 1. Available at:  
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/412872-youth-count-process-study-2.pdf  
2 Id.  
3 Opening Doors: Federal Strategic Plan for Preventing Homelessness, 2010, at page 15. Available at: 
http://usich.gov/resources/uploads/asset_library/Opening%20Doors%202010%20FINAL%20FSP%20Prevent%20E
nd%20Homeless.pdf 
4 Urban Institute, Youth Count!, supra note 1 at 6.  



In addition, we think it is important to note that in 2006 CCC released a report based on our 
research and surveys with homeless youth, in which our first recommendation was to “improve 
data collection efforts among city agencies that serve homeless youth.”  Within that 
recommendation, we suggested that the Department of Youth and Community Development 
(DYCD) should improve methods of data collection and analysis because little information was 
known on how many young people sought homeless services and this was imperative to 
informing policies around prevention and service needs.5 
 
To ensure the City has the continuum of services that meet the many needs of homeless youth, 
we need an accurate and reliable count to determine how many youth are actually in need. While 
there have been several efforts to quantify the need to date, if we can secure more accurate data 
on homeless youth, we will better understand the kinds of services this diverse population needs 
and help us ensure the appropriate number of slots for services exist.   
 
II. Sexually Exploited Youth:  Local Law 23 
 
One of the most vulnerable groups of youth, if not the most vulnerable, is sexually exploited 
youth- many of whom are also homeless.  While appreciating the difficulty in both identifying 
and counting these young people who may not disclose or come into contact with city agency 
staff, CCC supported the passage of Local Law 23.  This 2013 law requires DYCD and ACS to 
provide an annual report to the City Council on the number of sexually exploited youth that came 
into contact with DYCD’s RHY services or ACS.  Prior to this law, estimates about the size and 
needs of this population were often based upon a 2007 OCFS report that estimated that there 
were approximately 2,253 sexually exploited youth in NYC.6 
 
In preparation for today’s hearing, the City Council has drafted a briefing paper which includes 
information provided by ACS and DYCD in their first Local Law 23 report submitted to the 
Council.  The ACS/DYCD report identifies the challenges in identifying children who have been 
sexually exploited, such as young people not admitting it or not identifying themselves as 
victims and the reluctance for young people to disclose this information during intake sessions.  
That said, ACS and DYCD have used the Safe Harbor funds they received from the state to help 
them better identify these young people, including the addition of a sexually exploited youth 
counselor at the Children’s Center where youth entering ACS’s system often enter. While state 
Safe Harbor funds remain one-year Legislative additions, CCC is pleased that the legislature 
nearly doubled their appropriation this year from $1.65 million to $3 million and we hope NYC 
will receive additional funding.  
 
Regardless of these inherent difficulties, according to the Council Briefing Paper, ACS and 
DYCD came into contact (through various sources) 458 sexually exploited youth (although this 
may be a duplicated count) in 2013.  This is a significant number of young people/contacts and 

                                                            
5 Young and Homeless:  A Look at Homeless Youth in New York City, March 2006.  Citizens’ Committee for 
Children. 
6 NYS Office of Children and Family Services, “New York Prevalence Study of Commercially Sexually Exploited 
Children.”  2007. 



indicates how critical it is for the City to ensure there is a continuum of services for these young 
people.7 
 
III. The 2013 Youth Count in New York City  
 
New York City conducted its first ever Youth Count on January 28, 2013 to attempt to count 
street homeless youth and young adults. This count was conducted on the same evening as the 
Department of Homeless Services’ (DHS) annual Homeless Outreach Population Estimate 
(HOPE) count.  New York City participated in this national youth count as one of nine pilot sites 
across the country. In New York, the count was done in collaboration with the New York City 
Coalition in the Continuum of Care, the New York City Department of Homeless Services and 
the Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family Services. CCC and our volunteers had the 
opportunity to assist in this this historic youth count and we are grateful to everyone who worked 
hard on this collaborative effort to quantify youth homelessness. 
 
On the night of January 28, 2013, there were 1,420 homeless youth officially identified:  710 in 
the DHS homeless shelter system; 253 in the DYCD RHY system; and 128 on the street 
identified in the HOPE count.  There were an additional 182 youth (132 of whom met the HUD 
definition of homelessness) identified through the Youth Count. 
 
The 2013 HOPE count estimated a total of 3,180 unsheltered people sleeping on the streets on 
the night of January 28th. Of those, only 128 were under the age of 25 and were reported as the 
city’s official estimate of street homeless youth.8 This number is surprisingly low since providers 
and advocates who have conducted previous counts of homeless youth in New York City have 
numbers ranging in the thousands. While the count was a good first start and had good 
intentions, due to the low number of homeless youth reported we cannot rely on the 2013 count 
as an official number of all homeless youth.  
 
The reason behind the low numbers was primarily due to the methodology used for the count. 
The number of youth counted for the HOPE count was collected by checking a limited number 
of trains, a portion of city streets and places that are visible from the streets.9 The count was also 
conducted on one of the coldest nights of the year, which means there was a high chance that 
anyone sleeping on the street may be staying in hidden places in an attempt to stay warm. 
Homeless youth have a greater chance than most street homeless to keep themselves hidden as a 
result of their negative experiences with police, institutions, trauma and vulnerabilities to street 

                                                            
7 According to the Council Briefing Paper, the contacts were as follows:  102 youth who had contact with DYCD; 
38 additional sexually exploited youth referred from ACS to DYCD’s Summer Youth Employment Program; 31 
young people served by JCCA’s Gateways foster care program; 10 at JCCA’s non-secure placement residence; 94 
cases at the Mt. Sinai- St. Luke’s Roosevelt New Beginnings preventive service program; 80 through the Ali Forney 
Center; 25 through the Hetrick-Martin Institute; and 80 at the Door. 
8 Counting Homeless Youth Matters And NYC Can Do Better: Briefing Report on the 2013 Point-in-Time Count of 
Street Homeless Youth and Recommendations for 2014. NYC Association of Homeless and Street-Involved Youth 
Organizations & Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family Services. Available at: 
http://www.empirestatecoalition.org/main/pdf/2013%20NYC%20Youth%20Count%20Briefing%20Report%20Resp
onse-%20Counting%20Homeless%20Youth%20Matters.pdf 
9 Counting Homeless Youth Matters supra note 6 at 2.  



violence.10 Therefore, one can assume that many homeless youth were not in plain sight from the 
street and were not counted. In addition, the HOPE count failed to capture youth who may couch 
surf, engage in sex for a place to stay, be living doubled up in public housing, sleeping in 
emergency rooms, abandoned buildings, or any other place not visible from the street.11   
 
On the same night, the new Youth Count was conducted by counting youth who come to DYCD 
funded drop-in centers and some supportive housing providers.   A total of 182 additional youth 
came to the 14 drop-in centers (which were left open overnight) and 5 supportive housing 
residences; 132 of these youth met the HUD definition of homelessness.  These homeless youth 
counted at these locations were not added to the official number submitted to the federal 
government because they were considered sheltered and the HOPE count is of unsheltered 
individuals.12 In addition, non-DYCD funded drop-in centers were not asked to participate and if 
a youth came to a DYCD-funded center during the day but did not return between 10:00 pm and 
4:00 am they were not counted.13  
 
At the participating locations, a survey was given to unsheltered youth in order to gain a better 
understanding of the demographics of homeless youth. In total, there were 182 respondents and 
of them 132 met the HUD definition of homelessness and their answers were counted in the 
survey.  The survey results show that the majority of homeless youth come from minority 
populations.14 Of the survey respondents, 90 percent were Latino or Black, 34 percent were 
Lesbian, Gay or bisexual, and 6 percent were transgendered.15 The average length of time a 
youth was homeless was an alarming 927 days, which is close to 2 and half years.16 There were 
low levels of educational attainment and employment among respondents: 47 percent had less 
than a high school diploma, 21 percent were currently enrolled in school, 22 percent were 
employed, and 63 percent were disconnected, which means that they were not in school and not 
employed.17 Fifty-three percent of the youth that had graduated from high school also had 
experience with the criminal justice system,18 which demonstrates that homeless youth often 
come into contact with multiple City agencies. Fighting frequently with parents and experiencing 
physical, mental or sexual abuse were cited the most often as the reason the youth became 
homeless, both at 34 percent.19 Thirty-one percent of respondents reported being kicked out of 
their home and 20 percent reported parental neglect or parent not meeting basic needs.20 Lastly, 
66 percent of youth in the sample had run away or lived apart from their parents before the age 
of 18 and 42 percent had been placed in foster care or a group home.21  
 

                                                            
10 Id.  
11 Id. 
12 Id. 
13 Id. 
14 A Count of Unaccompanied Homeless Youth in New York City, November 2013 at page 2.  Available at:  
http://shnny.org/images/uploads/2013-NYC-Homeless-Youth-Report.pdf 
15 Id.  
16 Id.  
17 Id. at 3.  
18 Id.  
19 Id. 
20 Id. 
21 Id. 



Although the data gathered on January 28, 2013 does not give us a complete count and picture of 
all homeless youth in New York City, this data is very revealing. It shows us that homeless youth 
are already part of minority populations and that they are facing difficult obstacles along with 
their homelessness, such as low educational attainment, incarnation and unemployment.22 It also 
shows there are several points in time when we can assist them since they frequently come into 
contact with multiple City agencies such as the Administration for Children’s Services, the 
Department of Education, the Department of Youth and Community Development, and the 
Department of Homeless Services.  
 
IV. Recommendations  
 
In order to better meet the needs of homeless youth in New York City, it is critical that we not 
only continue this initial count of homeless youth, but also expand the count to ensure we are 
capturing the numbers and needs of all homeless youth. Therefore, CCC recommends that the 
City should be responsible for the youth count (DHS and/or DYCD). We believe that having a 
New York City agency responsible for conducting a homeless youth count gives the number 
validity and it can be conducted in an accurate and credible manner allowing the findings to be 
universally accepted. 
 
CCC also recommends that the City change the methodology of the count. In order to learn more 
about homeless youth and where to find them, the City should speak to homeless providers and 
homeless youth to help design the counting process. Homeless youth and providers can inform 
the City on where to best locate street homeless youth and also help determine how and where a 
survey should be administered.  
  
We look forward to the possibility of working with DHS, DYCD and the City Council in order to 
develop an annual youth count and create a framework of services to meet the needs of homeless 
youth in New York City.  
 
In addition, we recommend that the City advocate for a larger allocation of state Safe Harbor 
funding and that this additional funding be used to not only help identify sexually exploited 
youth but provide services to them.  Notably, while we need to expand the service continuum for 
all sexually exploited youth, we believe we need to do much more to make sure that the City has 
services for sexually exploited boys.   
 
Thank you for this opportunity to testify. We appreciate the City Council’s interest in this very 
critical issue. 
 

                                                            
22 Id. 


