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CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Between January 2023 and January 2024, homelessness in
New York State increased by 53.1% - more than four times
the average rate in the rest of the country, with New York City
accounting for 93% of this increase.’ The unsheltered
homeless population in NYC reached its highest level in over
a decade at approximately 4,140 people, a 2% increase from
the 2023 count.”

This rise in unsheltered homelessness has sparked increased
media coverage and political attention. Recent articles in
major publications have compared New York's approach to
other cities, often without acknowledging what is already
being done in New York City. While elected officials have
proposed various initiatives, Homeless Services United (HSU)
identified a critical gap: the absence of input from street
outreach providers who work directly with clients.

HSU'S RESPONSE AND LERDERSHIP

HSU, representing the majority of nonprofit organizations
providing street outreach, safe havens, and shelter programs
in NYC, has taken a proactive role in addressing this complex
issue. Through its Street Outreach Committee, HSU has
created this comprehensive analysis and set of
recommendations based on provider experiences.
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The Street Outreach Committee consists of DHS-contracted
outreach, safe haven, respite, and stabilization bed providers
who work with relevant government agencies to ensure that
all persons living on the streets can access appropriate
shelter and housing services. This committee serves as a vital
coordination hub in an increasingly crowded field.
HSU's leadership in this space includes:
e Facilitating regular coordination between diverse
outreach providers
e Documenting effective practices based on frontline
experiences
e |dentifying systemic barriers that prevent successful
transitions
e Advocating for evidence-based policy changes
e Providing a unified voice for providers in policy
discussions

UNDERSTANDING THE GOMPLEN
ECOSYSTEM

Street outreach in NYC operates within an exceptionally
crowded ecosystem that has evolved over the past 25 years.
While the Bloomberg Administration attempted to streamline
services in 2007 by awarding one contract per borough, the
system has since become increasingly complex with
multiplying teams, nonprofits, government agencies, and
funding streams.
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The current ecosystem includes:

e Organizations and Programs: BIDS, IMT, SOS, ACT, Streets
to Home, Faith-Based, SHAP, PATH, Private & Corporate
Partners, SHOW Van, and specialized airport outreach
teams

e Government Agencies: DHS, OMH, NYC H+H, Private
Hospitals, DOHMH, MTA, NYPD, DSNY, Port Authority,
Mayor's Office, Amtrak, PATH

e Data Systems: StreetSmart, RHIO, CAPS, Electronic
Health Records, Epic Cares, Foothold, AWARDS, CARES,
PSYKES

This complex network creates significant coordination
challenges, with different funding requirements, data
systems, and reporting mechanisms making unified client
service difficult. As the central coalition of providers, HSU
has been working to navigate this complexity and identify
strategic points for intervention.

POLITIGAL GONTEXT AND HSU'S
POSITIONING

Several high-profile initiatives addressing  street
homelessness have recently been announced by elected
officials:

e Mayor Adams announced a $650 million investment in
January 2025 to "tackle street homelessness," including
900 new Safe Haven beds and 100 Runaway and
Homeless Youth beds’
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e NYC Comptroller Brad Lander released "Safer for All: A
Plan to End Street Homelessness for People with Serious
Mental Illness in NYC," emphasizing a more coordinated
system and "housing first" approach4

e Governor Hochul’s successful attempt to expand
involuntary commitment laws in her FY26 New York State
Budget®

HSU has positioned itself as the critical voice bringing
provider perspective to these political discussions, ensuring
that policy decisions are grounded in practical realities. By
representing the collective experience of frontline
organizations, HSU offers a vital counterbalance to
politically-driven initiatives that may not align with proven
best practices.

HSU'S KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

Drawing on the extensive experience of its member
organizations, HSU has developed five comprehensive
recommendation areas to improve street outreach
effectiveness. These issue areas include:

1 - Enhancing Collaboration and Data Integration

2 - Housing and Shelter Expansion

3 - Supportive Housing Improvements

4 - A Coordinated Mental Health Emergency Response

5 - Restricting Involuntary Commitments

The following section will highlight where we believe
improvements can be made.
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1- Enhancing Collaboration and Data Integration

e Improving StreetSmart functionality for outreach teams
with enhanced features designed for field useEnabling
real-time APl integration between key systems
(StreetSmart, CAPS, CARES) to eliminate redundant data
entry

e Allowing providers to use their own systems that integrate
with central databases

e Addressing barriers in obtaining essential resources from
agencies (OPWDD, Office of Vital Statistics, SSA, HRA,
NYCHA)

e Expanding provider access to comprehensive client
information on CARES

e Developing a real-time directory of all homeless outreach
teams and services

e Reinstating photos on EBT cards to serve as photo
identification for street homeless individuals

HSU is actively working with technology vendors and service
providers to advocate for these specific improvements in
data systems and processes.

2 - Housing and Shelter Expansion

Based on direct provider experience with successful models,
HSU recommends:

e Scaling the Bridge-to-Home model as a template for
humane mental health shelters, while addressing the gap
in Staten Island

e Transitioning from 200-bed mental health shelters to
more effective 50-bed clinically robust programs
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Restoring Safe Haven vacancy control to outreach teams
for better allocation and "warm" transitions

Reinvesting in stabilization bed sites that have closed due
to funding issues

Expanding VOA's successful "Street to Home" program
with consideration for client preferences

Exploring direct supportive housing placement without
requiring 2010e applications

Developing clearer pathways for transitioning individuals
through various housing levels

HSU's advocacy in this area focuses on identifying and
promoting models that have demonstrated effectiveness in
transitioning people from street homelessness to permanent
housing.

3 - Supportive Housing Improvements

Drawing on provider experiences with supportive housing
placements, HSU recommends:

Establishing an oversight committee to ensure advertised
services are actually provided

Redistributing supportive housing categories to better
balance service needs

Ensuring comprehensive co-located support services in
all buildings

Increasing Level Il supportive housing availability with
sufficient financial commitment from OMH

Creating a leveled system of client contribution across
supportive housing

Homeless Services United | 06



e Expanding eligibility to include more youth, people with
TBI and cognitive impairments

e Allowing appropriate movement between different
housing types based on changing needs

e Improving vacancy management via a matching system
within StreetSmart

e Ensuring low barrier access with robust supports for
maintaining permanent housing

e Waiving the 90-day institutional limit for 15/15 housing

e Budgeting living wages in contracts for social service
workers and clinicians

HSU has been convening supportive housing providers and
street outreach teams to identify transition barriers and
develop solutions for more effective housing placement.

4 - Coordinated Mental Health Emergency Response

Based on frequent provider experiences with mental health
crises, HSU recommends:

e Supporting the mental health emergency response
framework while acknowledging that not all individuals in
crisis are homeless

e Improving RHIO data quality and merging duplicate
profiles

e Exploring direct data extraction from Epic systems

e Providing ongoing hospital staff training on NYC's
homelessness system

e Requiring coordination between emergency
departments/inpatient teams and outreach teams
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e Implementing universal screening for long-acting
injectables, AOT, and SPOA referrals

e Restoring Staten Island's SHOW Van

e Addressing the lack of housing options for individuals with
serious mental illness under CityFHEPs

e Increasing scatter site General Population housing
opportunities

HSU has been facilitating dialogue between healthcare
systems and outreach providers to improve coordination at
these critical transition points.

5 - Restricting Involuntary Commitments

In response to Governor Hochul's successful expansion of
involuntary commitment laws, HSU recommends:
e Establishing clear guardrails to ensure involuntary
commitments are used only in extreme cases
e Addressing post-commitment care by extending
hospitalization periods to meet treatment needs
* |Investing in adequate client care resources and
psychiatric provider capacity
e Expanding capacity within Transition to Home Units (THU)

HSU has been actively advocating for these protections in
policy discussions and has submitted formal testimony on
the proposed legislation.
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HSU'S ADVOGAGY STRATEGY

To advance these recommendations and ensure provider
voices are heard in policy discussions, HSU employs a multi-
faceted advocacy strategy:

Providing testimony at City Council hearings on
homelessness initiatives

Meeting directly with elected officials to share provider
perspectives

Organizing roundtable discussions between providers and
policy makers

Collecting and analyzing data on program outcomes to
support evidence-based advocacy

Developing detailed policy briefs on specific aspects of
street homelessness

Building coalitions with other advocacy organizations to
amplify their message

Engaging media to highlight provider perspectives and
successful models

Through these efforts, HSU ensures that the voices of
frontline providers inform policy decisions and that
theoretical approaches are grounded in practical experience.
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CONGLUSION

As the organization representing the majority of nonprofit
street outreach providers in NYC, HSU is uniquely positioned
to offer evidence-based recommendations for improving the
system.

Rather than simply adding more layers to an already complex
landscape, HSU advocates for better coordination, improved
communication, and strategic investment in models that have
demonstrated success.

HSU strongly believes that the expertise of street outreach
providers must be central to any reshaping of the system.
The recommendations outlined in this report represent the
collective wisdom of organizations with decades of
experience working directly with the unsheltered homeless
population.

Moving forward, HSU will continue to advocate for these
provider-led recommendations and work collaboratively with
government agencies, elected officials, and other
stakeholders to reshape street homelessness outreach in
ways that genuinely improve client outcomes.
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