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Testimony for the New York City Council Committee on General Welfare
March 17th, 2026

My name is Victoria Leahy, and | am the Director of Policy and Planning at Homeless Services
United. Homeless Services United (HSU) is a coalition representing over 55 mission-driven,
homeless service providers in New York City. HSU advocates for the expansion of affordable
housing and prevention services and for immediate access to safe, decent, emergency and
transitional housing, outreach and drop-in services for homeless New Yorkers. Homeless
Services United promotes effective solutions to end the crisis of homelessness in New York City.

New York City confronts an unprecedented homelessness crisis — at its height, sheltering
125,000 people. That is enough to fill Madison Square Garden five times over. In the first four
months of FY26, the average length of stay in shelter increased by 7% for families with children
to 401 days. It is clear that our current approach to ending homelessness suffers from chronic
underfunding, aging infrastructure, and systemic inefficiencies that perpetuate the crisis rather
than solve it.

This year’s City budget can make a sizeable difference in lessening the number of New Yorkers
experiencing homelessness by making targeted investments in our system. What this looks like
is a full investment in CityFHEPS, increasing investment in prevention programs, street
outreach, and low-barrier transitional housing, filling staff vacancies in social service agencies,
eliminating contract and reimbursement delays, and guaranteed contract parity.

The FY27 must make investments to fund the full CityFHEPS expansion.

It is vital that the city fully invests in and continues to support the CityFHEPS expansion. This
program has been critical in preventing families from eviction and moving families from shelter
to permanent housing. Currently, two-thirds of referrals come from the shelter system,
highlighting how much this program helps individuals transition to housing. The 2023 expansion
allowed for greater reach of prevention services, keeping more individuals and families off the
street by allowing them to qualify if they lived outside of a shelter and raising the income
eligibility threshold. Over 50,000 individuals are currently depending on CityFHEPS to stay
housed, meaning we cannot allow this program to lapse.

We know that vouchers break the cycle of homelessness and reduce the likelihood that a
person will return to shelter. For example, per the MMR, 10% of families with children who
exited shelter without a subsidy returned within one year, compared to 1% of families who exited
with a subsidy.



HOMELESS SERVICES UNITED
5 HANOVER SQUARE, 9TH FLOOR
NEW YORK, NY 10004

www.HSUnited.org

-
72
-

This year’s preliminary budget does not make the investments needed to meet the requirements
of the expansion package. We urge the administration to move forward with the package as is
law and make the required investments so that New Yorkers can access this vital program.

This year’s budget must increase investments in vital prevention programs and make
accessing benefits easier for New Yorkers.

We must ease the workload on providers by expanding funding to meet increasing
responsibilities and fill HRA vacancies. When case managers are overwhelmed with work, they
are unable to provide effective services to their clients. As a result, wait times have increased for
critical Homebase services like help with eviction prevention, emergency rental assistance, and
obtaining benefits. Some HSU Homebase providers report exceeding their deliverables by
113% with months still left in the contract year — yet they receive no increased funding from
HRA. To ease this burden, we need to increase the budget for Homebase by $38.3 million to a
total of $100 million to right size Homebase contracts, so Homebase service providers can meet
the increasing needs of the city.

Our social services and housing government agencies are charged to meet the needs of New
Yorkers — yet these agencies are riddled with staff vacancies. For example, 23% of the 2,115
budgeted positions at DHS are currently vacant, and there are 1,307 vacancies at HRA. These
vacancies cause systems to slow down by the lack of workers approving and processing
benefits, meaning even when organizations are efficiently completing applications, client access
to benefits from government is still delayed.

But staffing is not enough — we need to make sure social service agency staff are trained to best
address the needs of New Yorkers. Too often, clients report being given information that is
inaccurate or told that they cannot apply for programs at a center when they fully have the right
to. These positions must be both staffed and trained at a level that makes service delivery more
accessible — not add to the barriers that New Yorkers face when in need of help.

The FY27 budget must increase investments in street outreach and low-barrier
transitional housing.

This Winter, the dire need for a coordinated system to assist New Yorkers experiencing
unsheltered homelessness was highlighted after the unfortunate deaths of 26 neighbors. The
administration, agencies, and organizations worked hard during the Code Blue and Enhanced
Code Blue protocols.

We were pleased to see an additional $11.9 million have been added to H+H for their SHOW
vans and an increase of 60 outreach workers. As the recent cold snap sadly showed, outreach
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resources are key first responders to those residing on our streets. There is far more demand
than the supply of experienced workers and resources.

In order to successfully move more clients from the streets to housing, we must expand the
options available. Often times, clients don’t want to enter shelter for a number of reasons. For
example, clients repeatedly discuss wanting single rooms or private places that they can feel
secure. This means investments in stabilization beds, which have become decreasingly
available as funding dries up despite demand remaining the same. In FY26, the number of
clients in safe haven and stabilization beds decreased by 7% in the first four months because of
capacity issues. This also means more accommodating housing arrangements, like single or
private rooms that make individuals feel safe and secure rather than congregate settings.

In emergency situations where temperatures are below freezing, our street outreach workers
are key first responders in keeping our unsheltered population safe and warm. We also call on
the administration and the City Council to examine how these programs are funded. The cold
shap may be over soon, but New Yorkers experiencing street homelessness are just as much
as risk during extreme heat. We must fund these programs to be innovative and responsive all
year round. Our members report that staffing is always a challenge for outreach teams because
of government-contracted low wages for extremely challenging work, which is especially
challenging during conditions like the recent storm and cold weather fronts. We need contracts
to be funded sufficiently to pay our staff career wages, and this is especially clear when
emergencies happen.

Teams also need modernized software that aids data coordination. We hope an appropriation is
made for technical enhancements to StreetSmart so that it is functional on mobile devices and
is able to speak to other systems, like CARES. Currently, outreach teams cannot upload live-
time data to StreetSmart and have instead resorted to creating their own.

We must ensure that the FY27 budget includes sufficient funding to restore and expand
headcounts at DHS, DSS, and MOCS to eliminate pervasive contracting and
reimbursement delays for non-profit providers.

As HSU has repeatedly highlighted, providers still routinely experience delayed contract
registration, delayed approvals for budget modifications and invoices for review, and repeated
requests for supporting documentation, only for there to be continued delays once submitting
requested documentation. The lack of nhormalcy when it comes to payments puts organizations
like our members at risk. It makes it difficult to pay staff, vendors, and run programs for clients.
Organizations are often forced to take out lines of credit just to relieve cash flow issues, only to
then be forced to pay interest. In a recent survey of HSU members who contract with DHS, we
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found that just 22 organizations were owed $152 million from contracts dating all the way back
to FY18.

In order to ensure stability from within organizations, the council must continue its oversight
work to push city agencies towards more consistent contract payments and budget
modifications. A major driver of this problem is the lack of staffing of City Agencies, leading to
delays in review of documentation and contract registration. Per the New York Housing
Conference, the DHS’ budgeted headcount dropped by 268 staff from Dec. 2019 to Jan. 2026,
and HRA by 2076 staff for the same time period. DSS has not been able to recruit and retain
staff at a rate that keeps up with the demand, which results in payment lag times. This is evident
by HRA having 1,636 vacant full-time positions that were budgeted for in the FY26 adopted
budget and 44 at DHS, leaving a 13% and 23% vacancy rate respectively. DSS has not been
able to recruit and retain staff at a rate that keeps up with the demand, which results in payment
lag times. City agencies must be robustly staffed to ensure provider contracts are reviewed and
paid on time. Additionally, we urge this year’s budget to make appropriations for technical
enhancements to PASSPort for increased functionality.

We must work towards establishing parity in shelter contracts.

For the first time in years, the Preliminary Budget makes a more accurate projection of spending
on homeless shelters. The Preliminary Budget added $586 million this year and roughly $1
billion in the following years for shelter costs. However, what remains true is that there is a lack
of parity across shelter budgets. This imbalance creates significant differences in the level and
quality of programming an organization may be able to provide to their clients. New Yorkers
experiencing homelessness deserve the same standard of care, regardless of which
organization runs the shelter.

In the interest of creating and maintaining high quality facilities and programming at homeless
shelters, strong investment must be made in service providers. This manifests as improving the
conditions of shelter buildings as well as paying human service workers a living wage. As
reported by the Human Services Council, nonprofit workers are paid 30% less than government
employees with the same titles. New Yorkers who dedicate their careers to serving their
neighbors should not be subjected to government-sanctioned poverty wages.

Enhanced shelter standards can also be accomplished through parity in provider contracts. As
the cost of living rises throughout the city, state, and country, contracts must rise to match these
prices or else leave providers at the risk of footing the cost. Contract standards must be edited
to reflect this reality and give providers the resources needed to meet their clients’ needs. This
will give all providers an equal ability to meet programming and staff needs and provide the best
care possible.
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We must fully fund and implement Local Law 35 requiring mental health professionals in
family shelters.

New York City must invest $40 million to successfully implement Local Law 35, which mandates
clinical mental health professionals in every shelter for families with children, so that families
experiencing homelessness can quickly access lifesaving mental healthcare in-person and
virtually. Prioritizing this investment in the upcoming fiscal year would create long-term benefits
for both the families and the city, as mental health treatments lead to improved health and
employment outcomes for recipients.

While all of this work takes increased investment, we also need to streamline processes and
remove bureaucratic barriers that clog our system.

We look forward to working with the City Council to make sure that this year’s budget delivers
for all New Yorkers. | can be reached via email at vieahy@hsunited.org.
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