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Study says one in five of area poor without water, 
electricity or heat

Findings suggest a large squatter population in Buffalo

By Jay Tokasz NEWS STAFF REPORTER
Updated: 07/18/08 8:17 AM

Nearly one in five poor people surveyed in Erie County in January said they were 
living in a home without running water, electricity or heat, according to a report 
released Thursday by the Homeless Alliance of Western New York.

Sixty percent of the more than 1,000 people interviewed Jan. 24 indicated they had 
been without a home at least once in their lives.

The startling finding about utilities suggested that some people who did not report
being homeless were nonetheless living in untenable situations, the survey’s
conductors said.

The finding could point to what is believed among human service workers to be a large
squatter population in Buffalo, said William T. O’Connell, executive director of the
Homeless Alliance.

“It just barely touches the surface of that issue,” O’Connell said, acknowledging the
limitations of the survey. “We can only reach them when they’re accessing services.”

Surveyors also found that some homeless people don’t consider themselves as such,
even when they were using homeless shelters.

Fifteen percent of people in homeless programs told interviewers they were not 
homeless, the study found.

“Even among homeless people, the definition of homelessness is very arbitrary,” said Laila Bondi, research
director for the Homeless Alliance.

It was the second survey of its kind by the alliance, which did a similar study in 2004. However, methodology 
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and questions were different this time, making comparisons with the first study difficult.

The federal Department of Housing and Urban Development, which distributes grants each year to fight
homelessness, required a “point-in-time” count of sheltered and unsheltered homeless people during the last
week in January.

The alliance gathered 200 volunteers who canvassed more than 60 locations across Erie County, including soup 
kitchens, pantries and emergency housing for the 24-hour count. Teams of volunteers also walked the streets of 
Buffalo looking for homeless people.

Other findings:

• Survey respondents on the whole were far less likely than national averages to be veterans, but a quarter of the
unsheltered homeless people interviewed were veterans, compared with 23 percent nationally.

• Most veterans interviewed were not receiving veterans’ benefits; just a third of the unsheltered veterans
received such benefits.

The full report will be available today atwww.wnyhomeless.org.
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