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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

The Homeless in New York

As we checked in at 
York College we soon 
found out the reason. The 
coordinator said that if 
anyone was found sleep-
ing in the streets on such a 
night then that person des-
perately needed a place to 
stay. This was empirical 
data and was perhaps one 
of the best indicators of 
homelessness. Such cas-
es, we were told, should 
be reported and steps 
would be taken to move 
the person to a shelter.

New York is a tale of 
two cities. It is described 
as the city that never 
sleeps and the contrast 
could not be starker. The 
homeless make do with 
makeshift quarters while 
the upper class party the 
night away. In fact Bill de 
Blasio was able to con-
vince a majority of voters 
in New York about in-
equality and this helped to 
propel him into the May-
or’s offi ce. The Homeless 
Services Department said 
that homelessness is part 
of a ‘bigger inequality 
like low wages and a lack 
of affordable housing.’  

The statistics for the 
homeless make interest-
ing reading and should 
jolt policymakers into ac-
tion. The Department of 
Housing and Urban De-
velopment has reported 
that in 2014 there were 
more than 67,000 home-
less people in New York 
City and about 3,000 
of them were the street 
homeless. The overall 
numbers included 10,845 
families and 10,334 single 
adults. In terms of ethnic-
ity about 56 per cent of 
the homeless are African 
Americans, 33 per cent 
Latinos and 4 per cent 
whites.

At the York College 
meeting the volunteers 
were assigned to groups 
and given maps of the 
area. We had to walk the 
streets in the Sutphin Bou-
levard area that included 
Jamaica Avenue and the 
Air Train Station. My 
group comprised a lead-
er that had volunteered 
before and this made our 
journey less stressful. 
We left York College at 
around 10pm and began 
walking the streets. Two 
police offi cers from the 
NYPD formed part of our 
group and we were to re-
turn to the ‘base camp’ 
at around 4 am with our 

fi ndings.
This was no walk in 

the park. The snow in the 
streets made life treach-
erous and on many oc-
casions we slipped and 
had to be helped. The 
homeless came in differ-
ent forms. There were 
able-bodied persons that 
had nowhere to go and just 
kept walking up and down 
the streets. They refused 
to go to a warm place 
for the night. There were 
also others 
that wouldn’t 
speak about 
their condition 
and gave the 
impression that 
all was okay.

When I 
mentioned that 
I was volun-
teering with 
‘Hope 2015’ to 
fi nd out about 
homelessness 
in New York 
the reaction 
was predict-
able. The City 
should build 
more housing 
for these peo-
ple, some said. 
It was as easy 
as that and 
there would be 
no problem. 
But the more 
one looked at 
the homeless 
situation the 
more apparent 
it became that 
the solution is 
rather complicated. Ac-
cording to one publica-
tion, ‘ if we house every 
chronically homeless per-
son but don’t address their 
other needs then we have 
failed them. Real success 
occurs when individuals 
reconnect into society as 
much as possible-staying 
housed, working when 
possible, achieving im-
proved mental health, 
overcoming substance 
abuse and reconnecting 
with family and commu-
nity networks.’ In addi-
tion, there are questions 
of safety and security to 
address as well.

On our walk in the 
streets of Queens we 
found Jose all alone try-
ing to sleep on hard cold 
concrete in the subway 
station. Why wasn’t he in 
a shelter in the fi rst place? 
It’s an open secret that 
shelters can be danger-
ous and overcrowded and 

some people tend to avoid 
them even in bad weath-
er. Clearly, more work 
needs to be done to deal 
with safety issues in shel-
ters. Fortunately, we were 
able to fi nd Jose a shelter 
for the night for which he 
was grateful. According 
to current statistics the 
numbers of those in shel-
ters are rising and can be 
found mainly in Manhat-
tan. What is worrying also 
is that four out of fi ve in 
those shelters are men.

 There is no question 
that homelessness comes 
with a heavy price. In 
Queens, the homeless 
can be found sleeping at 

various places that can 
include under the bridges 
and subway stations. The 
New York Times reports 
that in Manhattan ‘ home-
less men can be found 
sleeping on benches 
around basketball courts 
and sprawled out by soc-
cer fi eld by day.’ 

In Brooklyn the situ-
ation is hardly different. 
There are confrontations 
between the homeless 
and residents that use the 
parks and in the Bronx 
the tension was so great 
that the local community 
board discussed the re-
moval of all benches in 
the park.

While the numbers 
may make dismal reading 
the causes of the home-
less crisis have become 
the subject of a number of 
academic studies. Profes-
sor Randall Filer at Hunt-
er College in New York 
suggests that ‘the city’s 

homeless policies have 
caused much of the prob-
lem by creating powerful 
incentives for poor fami-
lies to become homeless.’ 
The housing market is 
expensive and when this 
is combined with poverty 
it increases the risk of be-
ing homeless. Then there 
are the ‘hidden homeless.’ 
They weigh the options 
and may fi nd that the 
shelter system is a better 
choice in terms of costs 
rather than renting.

A number of solutions 
have been proposed in re-
cent years to stem the ris-
ing tide of homelessness. 
In 2013 the Department 

of Homeless Services 
proposed that rather than 
wait for new affordable 
housing the aim should be 
to prevent homelessness 
before it starts. A group 
‘Homebase’ was said to 
follow 415 families over 
a two-year period and 
found that families that 
received assistance spent 
fewer nights in shelter 
‘than those in the control 
group.’

One smart solution is 
to fl ag families at risk and 
allocate short-term rental 
subsidies. According to 
some analysts it is better 
to identify families that 
are at risk before they fall 
into homelessness. There 
are other approaches that 
can be adopted as well. 
While it is recognized 
that prices are rising and 
the inventory is shrinking 
some States have found a 
‘third way’ to tackle the 
housing crisis. 

In Utah, for instance, 
the State divided the 
homeless into two cate-
gories: those that will be 
homeless for only a short 
time and others that will 
be chronically homeless.

The conventional ap-
proach was to guide the 
homeless through several 
rehabilitation programs 
and to then offer them 
subsidized housing. But 
it was found that few of 
the chronically homeless 
completed the programs 
and those that did ended 
up losing their apartments 
and were on the streets 
again. Utah decided to 
adopt the Tsemberis idea 

to help solve the problem. 
In 1992 Sam Tsember-
is, a psychologist at New 
York University advocat-
ed that it might be a good 
idea to provide housing 
to the chronically home-
less without any strings 
attached. He asked of 
the planners, ‘ Why not 
treat chronically home-
less people as human be-
ings and members of our 
community who have a 
basic right to housing and 
health care?’ It was hardly 
the usual way to provide 
housing.

Tsemberis and his 
group ‘Pathways to Hous-
ing’ provided apartments 
to 242 homeless persons 
and one of the prescrip-
tions was ‘they could 
drink, take drugs, and suf-
fer mental breakdowns, as 
long as they didn’t hurt 
anyone or bother their 
neighbors. If they needed 
and wanted to go to rehab 

or detox these services 
were provided.’  It was 
found that after fi ve years 
88 percent of the clients 
were still in their apart-
ments and the cost was 
less than if these persons 
were on the streets.

This model was taken 
to other cities such as Seat-
tle, Rhode Island, Illinois, 

Maine and Denver 
with similar results. 
The Bush Adminis-
tration embraced the 
program in 2003. 
In New York City 
the Bloomberg Ad-
ministration slashed 
subsidies for the 
homeless popula-
tion arguing that 
they undermined 
client responsibility.  
In recent years the 
‘Interfaith Assem-
bly on Homeless-
ness and Housing’ 
has been taking the 
lead in addressing 
the housing crisis 
in New York. Its 
Executive Director 
Marc Greenberg has 
adopted a proactive 
stance in dealing 
with the housing 
crisis.

The Interfaith 
Assembly has 
fought for rent sta-
bilization for those 
that that are below or 
at the poverty line.  

It is leading a campaign 
to protect people from un-
warranted evictions and 
works to provide legal 
help to prevent evictions 
where necessary. But the 
Assembly realizes that in-
creasing the housing stock 
is critical and it is teaming 
up with a number of orga-
nizations to get the City 
and Albany to make more 
housing available.

Homelessness is com-
plex. There is no one fi t 
that would solve the prob-
lem. There has to be the 
political will to want to 
address it.  Once this is es-
tablished planners should 
begin to fi x the health of 
the community rather than 
provide structures that 
may only paper over the 
walls.

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 
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We wondered why they wanted us 
to walk the streets on the coldest 

night of the year. Who would want to 
be out in such frigid weather?

Volunteers on New York City, HOPE, project to document the homeless population in Queens. Dhanpaul Narine is 
second from left.


