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A Challenge to New York City’s Homeless Policy 

By LESLIE KAUFMAN

A score of families gather daily in the courtyard of a city office in the Mott Haven section of the Bronx. 
The parents spend time chatting at the picnic tables while children play tag on a few patches of grass. 
The scene is gentle. But it poses a growing challenge to Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg’s strategy for 
reducing homelessness. 

Each of the families first came here to apply for a place in the city’s homeless shelters, a first step 
toward getting housing subsidies. They have all been evaluated and told they do not qualify because they 
have homes they can return to — most often the crowded apartments of relatives.

That was supposed to be the end of the story. But these families have not taken no for an answer. 
Instead, after the office stops taking shelter applications at 5 p.m., they stay and ask the after-hours staff 
for emergency shelter, which the city says is for families in a one-time crisis only.

Then sometime between 7 p.m. and 2 a.m., they and their children take all their belongings — shopping 
carts and strollers laden with televisions, toothpaste, fans — to board buses for a city shelter. Sometimes 
they are taken to a shelter in the Bronx; sometimes they go to Brooklyn or Queens. It is different every 
night.

They unpack, shower and sleep until 6 a.m., when they are awakened by the shelter staff. At 7 they are 
bused back to the city office in the Bronx, where they wait in the courtyard until the office closes at 5 p.
m. and their nightly routine begins again. 

It is a brutal existence. 

Until recently the number of families willing to undergo such hardship was small. Officials say that 
families were given emergency late-night shelter, and did not reapply during office hours the next day, 
fewer than 75 times a month for most of 2006. 

But the number erupted over the summer. In July, such families checked in for emergency overnight 
stays nearly 800 times. City officials and advocates for the homeless estimated that a core group of 
families, perhaps dozens, stayed in this cycle for weeks or longer. 
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Some much, much longer. 

Liset DeJesus says that she and her husband and two daughters, with the Bronx center their base, have 
been moving from shelter to shelter every night since June. She says that the girls, who are 10 and 15, 
have been out of school for a year. 

Victor Pellot, who says he gets a military pension for an injured shoulder, says he and his son, 14, have 
been living this way for seven months. 

The families say they have no choice, nowhere else to go. 

City officials view the tenacity of these families with alarm. They say these are largely families who do 
not want to return to overcrowded situations, like doubling up in relatives’ apartments, that are less than 
ideal, but adequate. 

And they worry that the families are reinforcing one another’s behavior in defying the city’s rules, and 
undermining the reforms made in recent years to make the shelter assignment process faster and less 
subject to abuse.

So serious are these concerns that the officials are considering denying even a single overnight shelter 
stay to families who have been evaluated repeatedly and told to return to the homes of relatives or 
friends. 

“We cannot allow this subculture of ineligible families to cast a shadow on the entire process,” said 
Robert V. Hess, the commissioner of homeless services. “We need to get to the point where ‘no’ really 
means no.” 

The question of who is really homeless has been an issue since 1986, when a state court ruled that the 
city is required to provide free shelter to needy families. 

For a while, the city essentially took in all people who sought lodging at homeless shelters. Then, under 
Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani, the city began a 10-day review of applicant families.

Although the city found that many families could return to their relatives, many of the rejected families 
were simply allowed to reapply and stay in a shelter for a 10-day grace period. 

One-night-only placements existed, but usually only while families were in the application phase of the 
cycle, which could last two or three days. 

The entire process was revised under Mayor Bloomberg. The city opened a new intake center at the end 
of 2004, with new procedures for applying. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/09/04/nyregion/04homeless.html?_r=1&oref=slogin&pagewanted=print (2 of 5)10/3/2007 7:45:26 AM

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/g/rudolph_w_giuliani/index.html?inline=nyt-per


A Challenge to New York City’s Homeless Policy - New York Times

Long processing times were reduced by three-fourths, and social services assistance for families found 
ineligible for shelter, including counseling and one-time rent aid, was offered. 

Finally, in the fall of 2005, the city won the explicit right from the court and from the state to deny 
shelter to families who had been through the application process and found to have a suitable alternative.

The city has been tentative in exercising the new right, recognizing that it could cause a public relations 
debacle. But with record numbers of families filling the shelter system, more than 28,000 people at last 
count, city officials say they are forced to separate the miserably overcrowded from those in dire need.

“Overwhelmingly these are young moms who don’t like being doubled up,” Mr. Hess said. “They are 
using staff and other resources that are slowing the whole system down, and it could have a very 
detrimental effect on families truly in need. We can’t allow that to happen.”

Advocates for the homeless see it differently. They believe that the city’s evaluation process is still rife 
with errors. They point to the hundreds of families who have been found eligible for permanent shelter 
on second, third and fourth applications even in the last year. 

The city says most of those cases involved changing family circumstances, but the advocates say the 
idea that a family would agree to such a crushing daily existence if they had options is ridiculous.

“The city is caught between publicly claiming everything is fine and the brutal realities of families and 
their children having nowhere else to go,” said Steven Banks, attorney in chief of the Legal Aid Society, 
who has filed a pending court complaint about the accuracy of the eligibility rulings. “It is a ticking time 
bomb.” 

The families say they are willing to put up with the single-night stays without real hope that they will 
ever persuade the city to approve their applications. 

Iatia Mabry, 19, says that she, her year-old daughter and her husband have been in the overnight cycle 
since the end of July. She had been living with a friend in Virginia, but when that woman’s boyfriend 
got out of prison and moved back in, living there became untenable. A high school dropout on public 
assistance, Ms. Mabry has not worked for a year. She says that she cannot work until she gets housing 
and that she cannot afford it on her own. 

She says she was bused to a shelter as late as 3 a.m. Like most other families at the Mott Haven office, 
she has to carry basics like towels and toilet paper with her. Like most others, she says that in general 
the shelters are clean, but that a few are horrific — and full of mold, which has aggravated her 
daughter’s asthma.
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Still, Ms. Mabry says she cannot return to her mother, with whom she has never gotten along. She ran 
away at 17. Neither will she live with her mother-in-law, who has an apartment just blocks away from 
the office in the Bronx and is holding some of their personal belongings. “I am the head of my own 
household,” Ms. Mabry explained, “and she doesn’t understand that.”

Besides, Ms. Mabry says, that apartment is already full, housing her mother-in-law, her mother-in-law’s 
husband, the woman’s daughter, and the wife and two children of another of the woman’s sons. 

Although Ms. Mabry says she “cries every night,” she says she will not stop seeking the city’s help. The 
growing group of families at the Bronx office has become a source of comfort for her. 

During the long days there, they use sheets from the shelters to make beds in nearby St. Mary’s Park. 
They take turns holding one another’s children. They share food. And they watch the others’ backs. 

The group has “become like a family,” Ms. Mabry said, “and we are not giving up.”
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