SAMPLE LETTER IN SUPPORT OF A. 8353-A
[INSERT DATE]

Honorable [INSERT NAME]

New York State Assembly
[INSERT ADDRESS]
Albany, NY 12247
Re:
A. 8353-A – Protecting homeless families and individuals from paying for shelter and ejection from shelter
Assemblymember [INSERT LAST NAME]:

I write to ask for your support of Assembly Bill 8353-A, which would prohibit the State and localities, including the City of New York, from forcing homeless families and individuals to pay for the cost of emergency shelter.  The bill will also protect homeless children and adults from being ejected from shelter to the streets for failing to pay “rent” and for other arbitrary reasons by limiting shelter suspensions to situations involving threats to health and safety.
Requiring Homeless Families to Pay for Shelter

As you know, this month the City of New York began charging working homeless families “rent” for shelter – in some case, more than half of their low-wage incomes.  This misguided policy, which has already been implemented in other New York counties, effectively blocks homeless New Yorkers from saving their small incomes in order to move from shelters to permanent housing.  The policy will keep homeless children and families in shelters longer and put them at risk of being ejected to the streets if they do not pay.

A May 8th New York Times article highlighted the plight of two homeless women with children, both of whom were being asked to pay large portions of their meager incomes in order to stay in shelters. 

· Vanessa Dacosta, who earns $8.40 an hour as a cashier at Sbarro, was informed that she had to give $336 each month out of her roughly $800 in monthly wages to her Manhattan homeless shelter.

· Martha Gonzalez, who is 49 and lives with her 19-year-old son in a rundown City-operated shelter in Brooklyn, said she was informed last week that she owes $1,099 in monthly rent on a $1,700 monthly income as a security guard in Manhattan.

Although the State recently suspended the new rules for “technical reasons,” the City of New York plans to re-instate the misguided policy in the near future, and it remains in effect elsewhere in New York.  A. 8353-A will prohibit the City of New York and other social services districts from charging homeless people for the cost of emergency shelter, thereby helping them save and eventually move more quickly to permanent housing.
Protecting Homeless Children and Families from Ejection from Shelter
In addition, the new legislation will also protect homeless children and adults from being ejected from shelters for failing to pay “shelter rent” and for allegedly failing to comply with other bureaucratic requirements. Under a punitive 1995 regulation (18 NYCRR 352.35) dating back to the Pataki era, local governments like the City of New York must eject homeless families and individuals from shelters for at least 30 days for often arbitrary reasons – for example, missing appointments, or because a homeless family’s welfare case has been closed, or for failing to pay “rent” for shelter.

In New York City, officials have recently drafted rules that would force homeless children and families to be ejected from shelter for “improper dress,” or for failing to attend a scheduled meeting, or for having visitors in a shelter unit. Under these City rules, families can also lose their shelter if their welfare case is closed or suspended, something that happens on a daily basis due to bureaucratic error. 
Under the misguided regulation, the City of New York has already sought to eject from shelter many homeless adults living with mental illness and other disabilities, including homeless veterans and senior citizens.  In other New York counties, hundreds of homeless families and individuals have similarly faced the loss of emergency shelter, often for allegedly failing to make payments for the cost of shelter.

A. 8353-A would prevent vulnerable children and adults from losing life-sustaining shelter for arbitrary reasons, including those involving shelter “rent,” by limiting such shelter suspensions to situations in which homeless shelter residents engage in acts which pose an imminent threat to the health or safety of themselves or other residents.
While the practice of requiring shelter residents to pay "rent" would be barred, nothing in A. 8353-A would prevent the City of New York and other social services districts from requiring homeless families and individuals to commit to savings plans, with the funds to be used for costs associated with obtaining permanent housing or other resources necessary to achieve independence.

In closing, we thank you and your colleagues in the New York State Legislature for your longstanding efforts to help homeless New Yorkers.  And we look forward to working with you over the coming months and years to advance the goal of reducing homelessness in New York.  

Sincerely,

