
In June 2004, Mayor Bloomberg put forth Uniting for Solutions 
Beyond Shelter, a ten-year plan to end chronic homelessness in 
New York City.1 The proposal embraced ambitious objectives re-
garding homeless prevention and census reduction, including the 
goal of decreasing homelessness by two-thirds in five years. The 
city identified prevention efforts, rapid re-housing, and supportive 
housing as key elements of its plan. In a shift away from sheltering 
individuals and families, the new strategy promised to limit shelter 
activity while simultaneously moving the city’s homeless popula-
tion into stable housing. 

According to the city’s plan, a successful outcome included a decrease 
in the total number of families in shelter, applications for shelter, and 
length of stay in shelter, concurrent with an increase in the number 
of families exiting shelter and in the supply of affordable, service-
enriched, supportive housing units. Evaluating the program by its 
own standards highlights that one year shy of its five-year bench-
mark, New York City is no closer to reducing homelessness than it 
was at the outset of the 2004 initiative (see Figure 1).
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Rather than rapidly approaching the two-thirds reduction goal, the 
city continues to grapple with a fluctuating shelter population. The 
current fiscal year average for the daily census stands at 9,186 fami-
lies (see Figure 1), with the monthly average vacillating from a high 
of 9,513 families in October 2007 to a recent low of 8,827 in April 
2008. Despite small reductions in FY2004 and FY2005, the fam-
ily shelter census almost consistently increased, and it more than 
doubled from FY1998 to FY2008. Although applications for shelter 
showed a slight decrease (3.5%) from FY2004 to FY2007, the July 
to April FY2008 term shows a 20% increase in applications when 
compared with the same period in FY2007. Currently, daily intakes 
at the city’s PATH Center rarely dip below 100 families with children, 
with a typical day varying between 120 and 150 entrants.

Not only do more families continue to enter shelter—the length 
of time they stay remains more or less constant. Despite the plan’s 
objective of decreasing length of time in shelter, there has been 
no real decline in the average length of shelter stay for homeless 
families, with averages remaining almost unchanged from FY2004 
to FY2008. More so, the percent of families considered long-term 
stayers, those families in shelter for nine months or longer, has re-
mained at its pre-plan level of 19% (see Table 1). 

raises questions about the program’s ability to serve those fami-
lies most in need, as well as the program’s reported success (see 
Figure 2). The Department of Homeless Services’ internal reports, 
for example, indicate that its Bronx-based emergency intake facil-
ity, the PATH Center, turned away one in three families seeking 
shelter who were later deemed eligible for reapplication.2

Among the city’s strategies is a considerable investment in 
community-based prevention services. In 2004, HomeBase, an 
initiative geared at preventing homelessness, contracted with 
six different non-profit organizations to offer prevention ser-
vices in six community districts identified as high-risk areas for 
homelessness. In 2008, the city expanded the program to offer 
citywide prevention and aftercare services and currently reports 
a 95% success rate in its prevention efforts. The high number of 
families that continue to apply for and enter shelter, however, 

Average daily Family Shelter census by Fiscal year
Figure 1:

Fiscal Year

Source: NYC Mayor’s Management Report, NYC Department of Homeless Services
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Point-in-Time

number of Applications and Families  
Eligible for Shelter (Jul 04-Jan 08)

Figure 2:

*As of April 2008, 2,285 applications were completed, of which 40% were found eligible.
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The Institute for Children and Poverty (ICP) is an independent nonprofit 
research organization based in New York City. ICP works to provide 
timely analysis and recommendations that will enhance public policies 
and programs affecting poor or homeless children and their families. 
Specifically, ICP examines the condition of extreme poverty in the U.S. 
and its effect on educational attainment, employment and income, 
domestic and family violence, child welfare and foster care, and family 
homelessness and low-income housing. Please visit our Web site for more 
information. www.icpny.org
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In addition, despite the attention given to rapid re-housing, the 
number of families entering permanent housing actually decreased 
by 13% from FY2004 to FY2007 (see Figure 3). This decline is per-
haps, in part, the result of the failed Housing Stability Plus (HSP) 
Program, a 2004 rental subsidy program abandoned by DHS.3 Not 
only has the rate of placement diminished, the recidivism rate (the 
rate at which a family returns to shelter) for families placed in per-
manent housing has actually increased. The one-year recidivism rate 
increased 200%, from 1.5% to 4.5%, while the two-year recidivism 
rate increased 46%, from 7% to 10.2%.4 

These statistics on the challenges of rapid re-housing illuminate the 
lack of realistic housing options for homeless families. Starting in 
2003, the city pledged to increase affordable housing through the 
creation and preservation of 165,000 housing units for low-income 
and middle-class households. (The initiative defined low-income 
households as those with an income less than or equal to 80% of the 
area median income, which is $39,700 for a single person or $56,700 
for a family of four.)5 Given that homeless families in shelter have 
incomes well below this amount, however, such housing initiatives 
provide them with practically no assistance.

Likewise, the city’s commitment to increase the supply of service-
enriched and supportive housing offers little to the majority of 
homeless families. The current strategy, part of the city’s larger 
affordable housing plan, is a ten-year agreement to finance and 
develop 9,000 new units of supportive housing.6 The majority of 
these units, however, are slated for individuals, with only 13% 
available to families.7 Of this small percentage, only chronically 
homeless families identified by the city as having severe needs 
(including mental illness, substance abuse disorders, HIV/AIDS, or 
“disabling medical conditions”) qualify.8

Four years after New York City launched its ambitious action plan 
to end homelessness, the metropolis is far from meeting its five-year 
goal of reducing homelessness by two-thirds. Reviewing Uniting 
for Solutions Beyond Shelter by its own objectives indicates no real 
progress in any of the success outcome measures it puts forward. 
The number of families applying for shelter is higher, length of time 
in shelter is longer, housing placements are down, and recidivism 
is up. The goals of census reduction and permanently transitioning 
families out of homelessness are not necessarily one and the same. 
Programs that focus so intently on reducing numbers do so at the 
expense of any real progress in combating homelessness.

This report is based on New York City’s fiscal year (July 1 to June 30), 
which crosses the calendar year.
Neil deMause, “Target of Opportunities,” City Limits Investigates (Spring 2008): 26. 
The Prevention Assistance and Temporary Housing (PATH) Center replaced the 
Emergency Assistance Unit (EAU).
Housing Stability Plus offered homeless families with an active Public Assistance 
case a five-year rental subsidy that decreased in value by 20% each year. The pro-
gram was only in operation until 2007.
Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report (FY08). Available at:  
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml.
New York City Independent Budget Office, Fiscal Brief: The Mayor’s New Housing
Marketplace Plan: Progress to Date And Prospect for Completion, 2007. Available at: 
http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us 
Supportive Housing Network of New York, Funding The Solution To Homelessness: 
An Analysis of the New York/New York III Agreement, Spring 2006.
Ibid.
The city’s Supportive Housing Strategy, New York/New York III, targets only specific 
groups of the homeless population such as chronically homeless single adults, single 
adults in state psychiatric facilities, young adults with mental illness, youth aging out of 
foster care, and chronically homeless families with disabled heads of household.
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            *FY08 average based on available data for July 2007 through April 2008.
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Figure 3:

Source: NYC Department of Homeless Services

 FY08 data reports 5,909 placements for the first 10 months of the fiscal year.
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