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Dear Reader,

With the Summer 2012 issue of UNCENSORED, we continue to investigate subjects related to family  

poverty and homelessness in articles we think you will find enlightening.

This issue’s National Perspective piece, in our on the Homefront section, looks at homeless youth and the 

need for better data to help understand and target services toward this very vulnerable group. One of our 

features focuses on the plight of undocumented families in the U.S., who often face the hardships of poverty 

without the public resources needed to weather it. Another reveals the current bureaucratic and political  

challenges to receiving food stamps during tough economic times. Our feature on horticultural therapy 

explores the positive effects of gardening on poor and formerly homeless individuals, who benefit from 

healthy food, learn life lessons, form stronger relationships with their caregivers, and take pride in and 

ownership of the process.

Finally, this issue’s Historical Perspective essay takes a look at decades of public housing in New York  

City and the debates over who should reside there, an issue with relevance for the present day.

As UNCENSORED reports on the struggles of poor families and what is being done to help them, we  

are grateful to those who have followed our coverage, and we welcome comments, questions, and 

suggestions at UNCENSORED@ICPHusa.org — as well as new readers.

 Sincerely,

 

Ralph da Costa Nunez, Publisher 

President and CEO, Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness

PUBLISHER’S NOTE 

Summer 2012

page 1

mailto:UNCENSORED@ICPHusa.org


on the
 Homefront

It’s Not Always Drugs
One false idea mentioned by most of those we interviewed is 

that “the families got themselves in this position because of 

drug and alcohol issues,” as Christina Perdomo, a pupil person-

nel worker in Anne Arundel County, Maryland, put it. “In the 

families I work with, [that] would involve about 5 percent of 

the families. Mental-health issues may exist among a few, but 

basically the majority are in this situation due to economic 

conditions. Many have lost jobs, or their hours have reduced so 

far that they were then unable to pay their rent or mortgage and 

therefore were evicted or foreclosed upon.”

“I think the biggest misperception is that people choose to be 

homeless and that it is usually people who are alcoholics, drug 

addicts, or the mentally ill who end up homeless, which some 

of us know isn’t true,” says Amy Grassette. She ought to know: a 

wife, mother, and grandmother, Grassette got firsthand knowl-

edge of homelessness when her family’s airport-shuttle business 

failed as a result of the 9/11 attacks. After living doubled-up and 

then in a hotel, Grassette’s family entered a shelter in Worcester, 

Massachusetts. There, they received services from the Family 

Health Center’s Homeless Families Program, for which Gras-

sette volunteered after getting back on her feet. Today she is 

employed by the Family Health Center and serves on the boards 

of several homeless-services organizations, currently chairing 

the National Consumer Advisory Board for the Health Care for 

the Homeless Council. As Grassette knows better than most, 

homelessness is usually not a lifestyle choice. “I certainly didn’t 

wake up one day and decide to be homeless,” she says.

It’s Families With Children
Christine Achre, CEO of Chicago’s Primo Center for Women 

and Children, says an important fact many don’t know is that 

“homelessness is a family and child issue. I think in most cities 

throughout the country, the general public sees homelessness as  

a ‘single male sleeping on a park bench.’ This is because most 

cities ensure shelter services are provided to women and chil-

dren.  I don’t think the general public is fully aware that one in 45 

children is homeless throughout America.”

Grassette agrees: “I think for some who see panhandlers out on the 

streets, they think all homeless people look like vagrants begging, 

when we know that the fastest-growing population of homeless 

people in our country is families and children, as was our case.”

“On shows such as 60 Minutes or Dateline, 
it makes for a more interesting story to see a 
family living in a car and eventually making  
their way out of it, rather than a person that  
got evicted and has to move in with a family 
member until they get back on their feet. 
The reality of homelessness is not always the 
interesting story, but the story that needs to be 
told to bring more awareness to the issue.”

What if there were a U.S. city where no families had homes? In a way, that city exists. There are 238,110 
people in families who are homeless on any given night in the U.S., according to data collected by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development. To give an idea of what that means: a city made up of 
just those people would be larger than Baton Rouge, the capital of Louisiana, and have twice the popula-
tion of Springfield, Illinois. Furthermore, the figure 238,110 does not take into account those who might be 
called the “hidden homeless,” people who are living doubled-up with friends or family or excluded for other 
reasons from estimates of people without homes.

Myths and misperceptions persist about the people in this phantom city. UNCENSORED asked four pro-
fessionals who work with homeless individuals in various capacities to identify some of those myths and 
misperceptions, reveal where they come from, and discuss ways to fight them.
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The Hidden Homeless
Asked about the sources of misperceptions of homelessness, 

Achre blamed “the experiences the general public has in their 

own community on a day-to-day basis.  If someone does not see 

a child who is actually homeless, it is perhaps easier to pretend 

that child homelessness does not exist.”

“As an educator, I feel that the biggest misperception 

amongst other educators is that individuals that are  

homeless always live in cars, shelters, or motels,” says  

Ryan Voegtlin, who like Perdomo is an Anne Arundel 

County pupil personnel worker. “In reality, a majority of  

the students that are homeless within our school system  

are actually doubling up with family members and friends  

due to eviction, foreclosure, or financial hardship.”

As Perdomo notes, those hidden homeless include “students 

who are homeless and do not live with a parent. The misconcep-

tion with these students is that they are really bad kids so the 

parents kicked them out. This is rarely the case. They may be 

a typical teen, and if the parents have various stressors in their 

lives they are quick to lash out, and it is sometimes due to this 

continual conflict that the 18-year-old student then moves in  

with friends. Lack of affordable or free counseling and/or parent-

ing classes sometimes contributes to this.” Also, Perdomo adds, 

sometimes youth are homeless because their families are evicted 

from their homes and are “unable to find temporary shelter to 

accommodate everyone. The children of various ages are then 

split up among families and friends until the parents are able 

 to find a place to accommodate everyone.”

The Media Hurts, But It Can Help
Perdomo tells UNCENSORED that many myths result from “ste-

reotypes of homeless seen in the media. The homeless alcoholic 

or schizophrenic that [people] may see on the street, so they 

believe ALL homelessness is due to drinking, drugs, and mental-

health [issues].”

Voegtlin expressed a similar opinion, saying, “On shows such as 

60 Minutes or Dateline, it makes for a more interesting story to 

see a family living in a car and eventually making their way out 

of it, rather than a person that got evicted and has to move in 

with a family member until they get back on their feet. The real-

ity of homelessness is not always the interesting story, but the 

story that needs to be told to bring more awareness to the issue.”

But just as television and other sources of public information 

can spread inaccurate views, they also have the potential to edu-

cate. What are needed, Grassette says, are “more media stories. 

The media is quick to get things out there, but we need more 

stories in the media, such as the 60 Minutes piece that was done 

on homeless children in Florida.” Perdomo recommends that 

other avenues of public information— such as commercials, 

billboards, flyers, inserts in newspapers, and the Internet— be 

used to tell the real stories of homeless people in America.

Changing Attitudes
While our interviewees felt unanimously that the media needs 

to spread the right messages about homelessness, they also 

pointed to efforts that are already underway to combat myths. 

Voegtlin reports, “In our county, we provide training and 

professional development to many staff members on the issues 

of homelessness and what homelessness may look like in our 

school system. This is an effort to dispel any myths and to create 

more sensitivity to the impact of homelessness on education.”

“I think many organizations are trying on a regular basis to 

change [misperceptions],” Grassette says, “and I also believe 

that in light of our economy and the mortgage crisis over the 

last few years, many people are starting to see homelessness in 

a different way because if they have never been touched by it in 

the past, they may now know someone who has lost a home or 

who is having a difficult time making ends meet, so they are in 

jeopardy of becoming homeless.”

Achre says, “I think the … National Center on Family Home-

lessness’ recent publications on child homelessness as well 

as the work of the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Home-

lessness have done an effective job at advocacy on a federal/

national level. I think providers, like ours, support the work on 

a national level and communicate that work on a local level.  

This allows the opportunity for policy to drive best practices.”

Still, Achre concluded, “Until all communities throughout the 

country develop a plan to best address the needs of family home-

lessness, we still have work to do in ensuring the false ideas are 

not perpetuated.” ■

“I certainly didn’t wake up one  
day and decide to be homeless.”

“I don’t think the general public is fully aware that 
one in 45 children is homeless throughout America.”
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Homelessness services tend to focus primarily on the needs of older, 

chronically homeless singles and to a lesser extent families with young 

children. Falling between the cracks are unaccompanied homeless 

youth, an especially vulnerable group. Because homeless youth are 

notoriously difficult to study and perceived as delinquent runaways, 

data and services for this group are severely lacking. Instead of receiv-

ing the supports necessary to develop the social and emotional skills 

required for independent living and productive adulthood, homeless 

youth are often left to fend for themselves on the street or to “couch 

surf.” The combination of an unstable childhood and lack of safe alter-

natives leaves homeless youth at greater risk of physical and sexual 

victimization, mental and physical health problems, and substance-

abuse issues than their housed peers. Given the lack of awareness of, 

data for, and resources available to unaccompanied youth and the 

acute vulnerabilities specific to this group, meeting the federal goal of 

ending youth homelessness by 2020 will require a stronger commit-

ment at the state and federal levels to provide more dedicated youth 

shelters and supportive services, as well as youth-specific nationwide 

censuses. 

Hiding in Plain View: Lack of Knowledge Hinders Effective Solutions 
The extent of youth homelessness remains elusive. For one thing, lack 

of a standard definition of “youth” makes surveys and data comparison 

difficult. Researchers tend to either limit their study to homeless youth 

under the age of 18 or choose an arbitrary age range. Meanwhile, many 

data-collecting youth-specific programs choose to serve children and 

young adults up to age 24, recognizing that while 18 legally defines 

individuals as “adults,” developmental adulthood is attained later in 

life. These programs realize that persons who have not reached their 

mid-20s cannot be assumed to function successfully in a homelessness-

service environment or society at large. Youth at this stage in life have 

not yet reached full brain maturation, need to develop the life skills 

necessary for independent living, and are often still in the process of 

finishing their education and vocational exploration.

In 2011 youth facilities funded under the Runaway and Homeless Youth 

Act (RHYA) served a total of 44,173 homeless children, youth, and young 

adults up to age 24, and outreach personnel made 750,905 contacts with 

youth on the street (Figure 1). Only 3.4% of contacts resulted in shelter 

entry. To compare, data compiled through the Homeless Management 

Information System (HMIS), which restricts the definition of “youth” 

to unaccompanied individuals under 18, enumerated a mere 14,678 

sheltered youth in 2010, one-third (32.4%) less than in 2008. The nation’s 

school system, which employs a broader definition of homelessness, 

identified 65,317 homeless youth in the 2009 –10 school year, a number 

that has increased by half (51.3%) since 2007– 08 (Figure 2). 

Most national studies attempting to estimate the total number of youth 

who experience at least one episode of homelessness each year have 

restricted their samples to include minors only, leading the commonly 

cited yearly figures in the 1.6 –1.7 million range to understate the actual 

size of the population. Adding youth aged 18 –24 could bring the num-

ber up by 204,000 – 406,000, or to a potential maximum of 2.1 million. 

These estimates do not account for repeat runaway and homelessness 

episodes over the course of a youth’s adolescence and young adult-

hood. While researchers indicate that a large portion of the 1.6 –1.7 

million homeless minors return home relatively quickly, youth home-

lessness tends to be episodic rather than chronic. One longitudinal 

study conservatively estimated that runaway youth ran away 3.2 times 

on average by age 18, while 12.6% ran away more than five times.

Contributing to the lack of data is the challenge of identifying and track-

ing homeless youth. While homeless single adults and families tend to 

access shelter programs when available, unaccompanied youth often 

distrust and avoid adults, law enforcement, and service providers due to 

past negative experiences with adult caregivers and other authorities. In  

addition, a minor entering shelter or receiving medical attention is likely 

to require parental notification or consent, although laws vary by state. 

Minors suffer from the scarcity of youth programs nationwide and are shut  

out of adult shelters, while youth over 18 may feel intimidated by adult 

shelters or the older, chronically homeless singles staying in them. Home- 

less youth are therefore more likely either to reside doubled up with 

friends, live on the street, or be precariously housed in unusual and hard- 

to-access locations, seeking to blend in when possible. The often-tran- 

sient nature of youth homelessness makes longitudinal studies particu-

larly difficult to conduct. Because no in-depth national research on home- 

less youth exists, studies focused on homeless youth in a single state or  

city provide the only insights on the issues facing unaccompanied youth. 

NATIONAL SURVEY 
OF PROGRAMS AND SERVICES 
FOR HOMELESS FAMILIES

Red, White,  
 and Blue Book

Homeless Youth: Out of Sight, Out of Mind
Lack of Data and Resources Leaves This Group Extremely Vulnerable

The National Perspective

by Matt Adams and  
Anna Simonsen-Meehan
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Failed by the Adult World and Ill-prepared for Independent Living
Although the experiences of homeless youth vary, an unstable 

domestic environment often lies at the center. Physical and/or sexual 

abuse and neglect by a family member are common reasons why 

youth leave home. At Covenant House, the largest youth-service 

provider in the country, one-third (35.3%) of interviewed youth 

had experienced physical abuse and one-quarter (25.5%) had been 

victims of sexual violence. Half (49.7%) of youth aged 12–21 surveyed 

in Minnesota were homeless due to unsafe home environments 

(characterized by parents’ substance abuse, violence, physical or 

sexual abuse, or neglect). In many cases, caretakers throw youth out 

due to family conflicts or financial difficulties. Twenty-nine percent 

of homeless New York City youth aged 13 –24 had been thrown out of 

their homes.

Youth with a history of foster care are at higher risk of homelessness 

and become homeless at a younger age. Out-of-home placement 

serves as an indicator of a past problematic home; once placed in 

foster care, children and youth may be exposed to an abusive or oth-

erwise challenging household environment, which can exacerbate 

existing mental-health or behavioral problems or create new ones. In 

Clark County, Nevada, half (48.0%) of homeless youth had a history of 

foster care; of those, over half (54.2%) had had negative experiences. 

Multiple placements can lead to developmental delays and lack of 

access to needed medical treatments. In some cases, foster-care 

youth turn to substance abuse as a method of coping with emotional 

and psychological stress. Once they exit the system, either through 

“aging out” at 18 or by running away, youth often lack the supportive 

networks and skills needed to live independently. A 2010 study found 

that two-fifths (39.4%) of foster-care youth aging out of the system in 

Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin had been homeless or couch surfed by 

the time they turned 23 or 24.

Among homeless youth, histories of incarceration are common. Over 

half (55.1%) of homeless youth in Nevada had spent time in juvenile 

detention or jail, while 38.0% had committed crimes in order to gain 

access to food or shelter. Youth exiting juvenile detention and other 

correctional facilities are often ill-prepared for independent living. 

Experiencing high rates of mental-health and substance-abuse prob-

lems, few youth receive services while in custody or after release 

that would aid their successful reintegration into society. Institutional 

stays among surveyed Minnesota youth were often preceded or 

followed by homelessness: 60.0% were homeless at entry and 55.8% 

exited without stable places to live. Two-thirds (66.7%) received no 

assistance in securing housing.

 continued on next page

Figure 1
NUMBER OF UNACCOMPANIED YOUTH SERVED BY  
RHYA-FUNDED PROGRAMS  
(2011)

Basic Center Program (ages 0–18)

1,000

5,000

Street Outreach Program (ages 0–20)

5,000

50,000

500

100

Transitional Living Program (ages 16–22)

For a complete list of resources for this article, please visit: 
ICPHusa.org/UNCENSORED/Webextras

Alaska is represented at half the scale of the other states.

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, National Optimized 
Runaway and Homeless Youth Management System (NEO-RHYMIS), 2011.
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Victimization and Risk-taking: Barriers to Healthy Development
Studies show that homeless youth overall are exposed to dangers 

and challenges at higher rates than their stably housed peers, which 

can negatively affect developmental outcomes. Not all homeless 

youth are equally likely to engage in unhealthy practices or be 

exposed to risks. Shorter episodes of homelessness and positive 

connections with family and friends during homelessness have been 

found to affect outcomes favorably. Youth living on the street tend to 

experience homelessness more frequently and for longer periods of 

time. Street youth also have higher rates of substance abuse, mental 

and behavioral disorders, and risk-taking sexual behavior than shel-

tered homeless youth.

The 12–25 age range is a period of substantial brain maturation, 

making youth both vulnerable to stressors and more prone to practic-

ing risky behaviors. Abuse during childhood can alter brain develop-

ment, predisposing maltreated children to engage in harmful behav-

iors when older. Consequently, rates of substance and alcohol use 

and abuse are often higher among homeless youth than among their 

stably housed peers. The substances used vary by study, but higher 

rates of usage have been observed among older youth and those with 

longer durations of homelessness. In Illinois, 87.6% of homeless youth 

reported drinking alcohol at some point in their lives. Three-quarters 

(74.0%) of surveyed Nevada youth had either tried marijuana or used 

it regularly. Rates were lower for prescription painkillers (34.0%) and 

speed or methamphetamine (24.0%). In the general youth popula-

tion, an estimated 10.3% and 4.3% are diagnosed with a substance-  

or alcohol-abuse disorder, respectively.

Rates of mental-health problems such as depression, suicidal ideation 

and/or attempts, and behavioral disorders are high among home-

less youth, originating from both childhood abuse and neglect and 

negative experiences occurring during homelessness. Mental-health 

disorders typically emerge during childhood or adolescence in the 

general population; nationally, half of adults with lifetime mental,  

emotional, or behavioral disorders developed the conditions before 

age 14, and three-quarters had done so by 24. One-third (32.0%) of  

surveyed Nevada youth had been diagnosed with ADD/ADHD, com-

pared with 4.5% of housed youth nationally. In Minnesota, diagnoses 

within the last two years of the homelessness survey included major  

depression (27.0%, compared with 5.2% nationally) and posttraumatic 

stress disorder (14.0%, versus 0.6% nationwide). Nearly one-third 

(31.5%) of respondents had considered suicide, of whom two-thirds 

(65.2%) made attempts. Meanwhile, homeless youth with mental-

health issues often experience difficulties taking prescribed medica-

tions regularly and are the least likely to have access to needed ser-

vices. For homeless Minnesota youth not taking prescribed medicines 

(23.1%), 81.5% of medications were to treat mental-health problems.

Figure 2
NUMBER (2010) AND PERCENT CHANGE (2007–10) OF UNACCOMPANIED YOUTH IDENTIFIED IN PUBLIC SCHOOLSNumber (2010) and Percent Change (2007–10) of Unaccompanied Youth Identified in Public Schools

Number of students (2010)

Percent Change (2007–10)

250% to 5,792%

100% to 249%

0% to 99%

– 99% to –1%

100
1,000
5,000
10,000

U.S. total 65,317

U.S. 51.3% increase

Note: The U.S. Department of Educa-
tion uses a broader definition of “home-
less youth” (which includes those who 
are doubled up and has no age restric-
tion other than those determined by 
state laws) than the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development 
(which excludes those who are doubled 
up and restricts age to under 18).

Alaska is represented at half the scale 
of the other states.Source: U.S. Department of Education, Consolidated State Performance Reports, 2007–10.
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Beyond physical and sexual victimization occurring in the home, 

youth are vulnerable to continued violence and abuse once home-

less. One-fifth (21.8%) of homeless youth in Minnesota had been 

physically or sexually attacked while homeless. One-third (30.2%) 

had stayed in abusive situations due to lack of housing options; that 

rate rose to 43.3% for females living in temporary housing arrange-

ments or on the street. One-third (32.0%) of youth surveyed in Neva- 

da reported being victims of crime while homeless, including rob-

bery (43.8%) and assault (31.3%).

Homeless youth are more likely to engage in unsafe sexual behaviors 

than their housed peers and are vulnerable to commercial sexual 

exploitation. This places them at higher risk of poor mental- and emo-

tional-health outcomes, sexually transmitted infection (STI) contrac-

tion, and pregnancy. Of the homeless youth surveyed in Nevada who 

were sexually active (68.0%), 17.6% reported having had sex for money, 

14.7% had engaged in “survival sex” for food or shelter, and 6.0% had 

been forced to have sex while homeless. One-quarter (25.9%) of home-

less female youth in Minnesota had been approached to work in the 

sex industry, 68.3% of whom were minors at the time. In New York City, 

3.3% of youth indicated that they had spent nights during the previous 

month with sex-work customers; for transgender youth, the rate was 

16.0%. According to one national study limited to female youth aged 

14 –17, nearly half (48.2%) of street youth and one-third (33.2%) of 

sheltered youth had ever been pregnant, compared with 7.2% of youth 

who had never experienced homelessness.

While homeless youth in general face adversity compromising their 

physical, emotional, and mental health, youth identifying as lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer/questioning (LGBTQ) fare even 

worse. Studies estimate that between 15 and 40% of homeless youth 

identify as LGBTQ, compared with 3 to 10% of the general youth popu-

lation. These assessments, which rely on self-reporting, most likely 

underestimate prevalence, as many are reluctant to disclose such 

information. LGBTQ youth are affected by homelessness risk factors to 

an even greater degree than other youth: family conflict and rejection 

linked to youths’ sexual orientation or gender identity; mental-health 

and behavioral issues caused or exacerbated by social stigma and 

discrimination; substance abuse; risky sexual behavior, including 

survival sex and prostitution; and physical or sexual victimization. In 

addition, the severe lack of shelter beds available to the overall youth 

population translates into even fewer youth beds accommodating the 

special needs of LGBTQ youth. Harassment by other residents and staff 

has been documented even inside shelters, highlighting the need for 

specific programs dedicated to supporting the well-being of homeless 

LGBTQ youth. Transgender persons are particularly at risk of home-

lessness and face heightened levels of discrimination and violence in 

society at large and within the shelter system.

Define and Commit: Steps to Better Serve Homeless and At-risk Youth
The consensus is that a considerable lack of data documenting the 

prevalence and nature of homelessness among unaccompanied 

youth hampers efforts to understand and address their needs. The 

absence of a single definition of “youth” shared by researchers, 

government agencies, and service providers complicates data collec-

tion and comparability. The 2008 reauthorization of RHYA sought to 

address these issues by requiring the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services to conduct a study every five years documenting 

the prevalence and characteristics of homeless youth aged 13 to 26. 

Although the first report was due in 2010, the research has yet to be 

conducted due to lack of funding. If fully implemented and financed, 

the study has the potential to establish the extent of youth homeless-

ness, shed light on experiences and needs, and identify successful 

programs and policies.

Although the federal government has committed to ending youth 

homelessness by 2020, the effort mainly emphasizes the housing and 

health outcomes of youth aging out of the foster-care and juvenile-

justice systems. While an amendment was proposed in June 2012 to 

include all unaccompanied youth in the plan, special attention also 

needs to be given LGBTQ youth, who experience the greatest risk 

factors associated with homelessness. Programs working to prevent 

youth homelessness, such as family counseling and reunification 

initiatives, could be especially effective for LGBTQ youth, who see 

high rates of family rejection prior to homelessness.

Homeless youth are woefully underserved, in dire need of age-appro-

priate shelters, preventative and supportive services, and affordable 

housing. Currently, the federal plan encourages shelters to reduce 

admission barriers preventing unaccompanied youth from seeking 

assistance, but overlooks the dearth of youth beds and services. 

Existing homelessness and mainstream programs created for adults 

do not meet the unique needs of homeless and at-risk youth and 

young adults, who often avoid authority figures and adult-dominated 

environments. To successfully engage homeless and at-risk youth in 

services, program staff and counselors need to be trained in youth 

development; recognize and respect youths as partners in decision 

making; and have the ability to build trusting, supportive, and long-

term relationships. Important youth-program components include  

a low-barrier program model focused on harm reduction, opportuni-

ties for youth to explore educational and vocational goals, family 

reunification and counseling when appropriate, and life-skills train-

ing to prepare for adulthood and independent living. Adopting these 

policies along with a real commitment from the federal government 

would put us on a path toward providing solutions for our youth  

trying to survive without stable homes and family support to keep 

them safe. ■

on the
 Homefront
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Early in the summer of 2012, a cover story in Time magazine featured a group of young people who have “come out”  

in a new way. These individuals, brought to the United States as small children, were openly declaring their status as  

non-citizens via social media and other outlets in an effort to effect political change. Whether or not as a result, 

President Obama announced in June 2012 that hundreds of thousands of people who immigrated to the U.S. illegally  

as children will be allowed to stay and work without fear of being deported.

Such developments have fueled the debate about immigration in the United States, but these stories don’t capture 

the realities of the lives of undocumented people living in this country— a group that the Center for Immigration 

Studies numbered in 2009 at nearly 11 million. Many are concentrated in specific areas, with, for example, 2.7 million 

in California, 1.45 million in Texas, 1.05 million in Florida, and 925,000 in New York, according to the Pew Research 

Center; approximately 80 percent are from Latin American countries (the majority of those from Mexico), 12 percent 

from Asia, 4 percent from Europe and Canada, and 4 percent from Africa and other places. They come to the U.S. for 

reasons ranging from extreme poverty to political oppression in their native countries; once here, many have a tenu-

ous personal safety net at best.

“Undocumented families are among the most resourceless population in the United States,” says Ruben Garcia, 

director of El Paso’s Annunciation House, a privately funded shelter and assistance center that serves mainly 

undocumented individuals. 

“These families are unable to access the most basic of 

social services that we usually count on to help people 

keep their heads above water,” Garcia adds. “That makes 

life very difficult and marginalizes people in a severe way.”

Navigating the Intricacies  
  of Serving Undocumented Families

Reaching into  the Shadows
by Carol Ward

Left: The Center for Immigration Studies estimates that nearly  
11 million people in the United States are undocumented.

Right: A strict immigration law in Alabama, HB-56, requires 
police, schools, and hospitals to check the immigration status of 
students, patients, and anyone stopped and suspected of being 
an undocumented immigrant. The law has both the legal and 
undocumented Latino population in the state fearful of deportation 
and family breakups. A young girl does her homework in a home 
of mixed citizenship. Half the family is worried about sudden 
deportation, while others, born in the U.S., have full citizenship.
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Susan Bowyer, directing attorney for the 

Immigration Center for Women and Chil-

dren’s San Francisco office, calls undocu-

mented individuals “the most vulnerable 

people in the United States.” 

“They can’t call the police or access ser-

vices, and they’re not eligible for any public 

benefits,” Bowyer points out. 

Finding ways to reach and assist undoc-
umented families in Alabama became 
more difficult last year, when the state 
legislature passed what is considered to 
be the most aggressive anti-immigration 
law among all states, surpassing even 
the restrictions of Arizona’s law.

Four other states (Utah, Georgia, 
Indiana, and South Carolina) have 
passed immigration-enforcement laws, 
while eight more (Oklahoma, Missouri, 
Mississippi, Tennessee, Kentucky, Vir-
ginia, North Carolina, and Florida) have 
made moves toward doing so. Among 
other restrictions, Arizona’s SB 1070, 
passed in 2010, made it a misdemeanor 
for an alien to be in Arizona without 
carrying the required documents; it 
also required that state law-enforce-
ment officials attempt to determine 
individuals’ immigration status during 
lawful stops, detentions, or arrests, or 
during “ lawful contacts,” when there is 
reasonable suspicion that the indi-
vidual is an illegal immigrant. (The U.S. 
Supreme Court struck down parts of the 
law in June 2012.) In Alabama “we took 

Arizona’s bad law and made it worse,” 
says Stephen Stetson, a policy analyst 
at the Arise Citizens’ Policy Project, a 
Montgomery, Alabama– based group 
that addresses poverty issues in the state.

Alabama’s new law instructs police 
to check the immigration status of any-
one they stop if they suspect the person 
of being an undocumented immi-
grant. The law also makes it a felony 
to harbor, shield, or transport illegal 
immigrants, although it is unclear 
where the burden of knowledge lies. 
In October 2011 the 11th U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeals temporarily blocked 
several portions of the law, including 
a requirement that schools check the 
immigration status of new students and 
their families.

Stetson says the law has put a severe 
crimp in the services available to 
undocumented individuals, such as 
access to housing.

“To rent an apartment to someone who 
is undocumented is criminalized in Ala-
bama,” he says, noting that landlords are 
handling the new rules in various ways. 

“The law doesn’t say that [the land-
lord] must demand citizenship papers, 
but he could,” Stetson explains. “A lot  
of landlords are erring on the side of 
caution. It’s been extremely hard for  
a lot of these people to enter into  
lease agreements.” 

An early version of the law, which has 
since been amended, was interpreted 
to mean that state-run utility companies 
could not enter into business transac-
tions with undocumented individuals. 
For the winter of 2011–12, that meant 
many undocumented families were with-
out heat and running water.

Providing food assistance has also 
become fraught with difficulty. Dick 
Hiatt, executive director of the Food 
Bank of North Alabama in Huntsville, 
says excessive paperwork, fears of 
prosecution, and lower food volume are 
three results of the new law. 

The Food Bank of North Alabama 
serves as a wholesaler, distributing 
food—including government food 
provided through The Emergency Food 
Assistance Program (TEFAP)— to several 
groups throughout the region. Because 
it receives that food from the federal 
government, it is considered to be a 
state-funded entity. Under the new law, 

Murky Waters in Alabama

Left: A worker assists a Mexican family with im- 
migration paperwork in her Garden City, Kansas,  
office. Her clients range from completely undoc- 
umented residents to those seeking to visit their  
home countries and needing the proper paper- 
work to return to the United States legally. 

Lower right: Volunteers prepare bags of food that 
will be distributed at the Community Posada to 
support immigrant families who are struggling  
in the challenging Arizona economy— one made 
more difficult by the new laws regarding the 
employment of undocumented workers.
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That inability to access public services is exacerbated by the 

other significant problems that undocumented individuals typi-

cally face, including threat of deportation, barriers to working 

legally, and being barred from low-income housing. In addition, 

they are often hesitant to seek medical care or ask for help in 

school for fear of drawing attention to their families’ illegal status.

The agencies that exist to help the poor in this country are often 

stymied in their efforts to assist undocumented individuals  

and families, due to restrictive or confusing laws governing who 

is eligible for help. Yet there are strategies that service providers 

can use to best meet the needs of undocumented clients. The 

first step is outreach.

Ask? Don’t Ask?
Experts in the field say that there are programs to address many 

of the crises that befall undocumented families —including home- 

lessness and lack of food— on an alarmingly regular basis. But 

many of these families are loath to be found out, or to give any 

information that might reveal their undocumented status. 

Eliana Kaimowitz, an attorney and equal justice works fellow for 

the California Rural Legal Assistance Foundation, maintains that 

having that information is crucial to determine the most efficient 

way to help.

“It’s really hard to help people if you don’t know what’s going 

on,” Kaimowitz says. “It’s important to let people know that immi-

gration status won’t preclude you from helping them, but it may 

help clarify what type of help you can give them.” She suggests 

assuring clients that the service provider “has an obligation not 

to disclose” the information with others. 

“Not asking about it just further perpetuates the underground-

ness of it all,” Kaimowitz adds. “What’s really terrible is that so 

many families are eligible for services but they’re not getting 

them.” She points to mixed-status families, in which one or more 

members are U.S. citizens while others are not, as a key example. 

Others say asking about immigration status creates an unneces-

sary barrier to services.

Reaching into the Shadows

the Food Bank of North Alabama must 
prove that no group it conducts business 
with employs any illegal immigrants. 

“It all has to be done formally, and 
all the documents have to be nota-
rized,” Hiatt says, noting that his organi-
zation is audited regularly.

For the rural churches and groups 
that rely on the food bank, this level of 
bureaucracy is daunting.

“It’s very confusing for a lot of  
these small organizations,” Hiatt says, 
adding that several are noncompli-
ant. “We have to place them on hold 
until they can get their paperwork 
done. Their whole mission is to feed 
hungry people, and this has made 
trying to help people in need much 
more difficult.” 

The challenges do not end there. 
According to Hiatt, the new law 
requires that if any agency is provid-
ing assistance based on any crite-
ria— such as means testing — then 
that agency must determine if the 
person receiving the food is an 
American citizen.

An obvious way around that prob-
lem would be to eliminate the means 
testing, which would then exempt 
the agency from inquiring about 

immigration status — except that under 
federal law, food provided through the 
TEFAP program requires such testing.

“The problem is that without federal 
food there isn’t much food available,” 
says Hiatt. “Ever since the economy 
went south it’s been federal food that 
has held us together.” That problem has 
been made worse by the diminished 
farming in Alabama— due to a lack of 
migrant labor under the new rules —

which means food banks can no longer 
rely on “community food security” 
programs, as they did in the past.

The solution is less than ideal. “Many 
of the food banks are just getting every-
body they serve to sign a statement 
saying they are a U.S. citizen, regardless 
of the reality, and that gets [the food 
bank] off the hook,” Hiatt says, add-
ing, “It’s just gotten insane down at the 
distribution level.” ■
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Reaching into the Shadows

“It’s clear that nonprofits, under federal law, don’t have an 

obligation to ask about immigration status,” in the view of Meliah 

Schultzman, an attorney with the National Housing Law Project. 

She notes that immigration status does not come down to simply 

being documented or undocumented— that there are many 

categories in between. There is considerable confusion at the 

provider level about which programs are applicable for undocu-

mented families or families whose status is between illegal and 

legal, meaning that questions about status may not always be 

helpful to ask.

“As a policy it would be very helpful if a nonprofit provider 

made it clear from the outset that they do not need to know 

about immigration status and are not going to ask about it,” 

Schultzman says.

“Even though immigration is such a hot topic, most social work-

ers don’t know anything about how it works and what the differ-

ent statuses are,” according to Kaimowitz. “It’s more complicated 

than just having a green card or being undocumented. There 

are different statuses that make you eligible for different types of 

assistance, and people don’t know that.

“A lot of the social workers are really overworked so they don’t 

have time to ask their supervisor, they just say ‘no, you’re ineli-

gible’,” Kaimowitz adds. “It’s more work and in some situations 

there is no guidance.”

Bowyer’s agency works to get documentation for illegal immi-

grants who meet certain criteria. One example is those who 

have applied for U Visas. Created by the Victims of Trafficking 

and Violence Protection Act of 2000, U Visas are designed to 

provide lawful status to noncitizen crime victims who are assist-

ing or are willing to assist legal authorities with investigations. 

U Visa status may be available to victims of domestic violence 

or certain other crimes.

In some states, including New York and California, public ben-

efits are available for U Visa applicants, Bowyer says. 

“The problem is that front-end workers don’t understand the 

law— a woman applies for services but they are denied because 

the social worker tells her she needs a social security number,” 

Bowyer says, noting that her agency has started a major effort to 

educate providers with regard to this issue.

Mixed-Status Families
The extent to which mixed-status families can access services is 

an important, and too often misunderstood, issue. 

El Centro, a Kansas City, Kansas – based outreach organiza-

tion that focuses on the Latino community, provides myriad 

services for both documented and undocumented families 

in the area. Melinda Lewis, public-policy consultant for El 

Centro, claims that most undocumented families are of mixed 

status, with one or more children having citizenship.

Fear among this group runs high, according to Lewis, making 

it difficult to provide any assistance. “We have many, many 

immigrant parents who won’t apply for food assistance for their 

children,” she says. “They won’t believe us when we say they are 

in fact eligible because they are afraid of discriminatory action, 

or even afraid of adverse immigration action.”

That same problem manifests itself in different ways across  

the country when it comes to housing issues, Schultzman says. 

She notes the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Develop-

ment rule that households cannot be rejected for low-income 

housing because they have one or more undocumented mem- 

bers; the assistance level is based on the number of document- 

ed individuals. 

Schultzman points out, however, that housing authorities do not 

typically understand the nuances of the rules, so it is incumbent 

on local service providers to know. 

“Many housing authorities still have forms that say every 

household member must provide a social security number,” 

Schultzman says as an example. “That automatically turns a 

lot of families off who otherwise might be eligible for mixed-

household status.” 

Schultzman says that she understands the immigrants’ fear of 

being exposed if they reveal their status — but that she has not 

encountered any situations in which undocumented occupants 

have been reported.

In the Trenches
Many efforts to help noncitizen residents can get mired in  

the details of who legally qualifies for what services and, 

equally important, how to convey the intricacies of the law  

to overworked providers and disenfranchised immigrant  

families. But out in the trenches, service providers are coming 

up with ways to help undocumented families gain a footing  

in this country. 

For 34 years Annunciation House has been helping undocu-

mented individuals who cross the border into Texas, with Garcia 

estimating that the shelter has hosted nearly 120,000 undocu-

mented people during that time. 

The organization’s main role is to provide temporary shelter for 

those who need to regroup before making their way in a new 

country. Garcia says the challenges for such people are huge.
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“It’s very difficult for people to exit 

shelters,” he says. “They have a very 

hard time finding work, and if they 

do find it, it’s very low pay or they 

find themselves in situations where 

the employer doesn’t pay what he 

promised.” Annunciation House does 

not have a strict time limit for stays, 

but guests are encouraged to move 

through in order to make room for  

the next wave of people in need. 

Annunciation House also helps 

facilitate employment, but not in the 

usual way. 

“You basically have to set up an infor-

mal network” outside the government-

supported or privately funded employ-

ment programs within shelters and 

other facilities, Garcia says. “Undocu-

mented workers seek employment in 

the informal economy. They inquire 

at places where they see other people 

working, things like that.”

Affordable housing is also an issue. Garcia says many landlords 

in the El Paso area are not interested in potential tenants’ legal 

status; they mainly want to know if the tenants can pay rent. He 

adds, “These are substandard apartments that rent by word of 

mouth, and the poor know how to find them.” 

Up in the Seattle area, Gina Custer, director of housing services 

for East King and South King Counties at the YWCA Seattle/

King/Snohomish, encounters undocumented families on a 

regular basis. 

The YWCA inquires about the status of those seeking assistance, 

but only to ascertain the correct course of action, Custer says. 

Once people are placed in the organization’s temporary or transi-

tional housing, other services come to the fore. 

“We can’t do a lot with employment,” Custer admits. “Some folks 

are completely amazing in that somehow they are able to get 

jobs without social security numbers but they’ve gotten tax iden-

tification numbers. It’s really hit and miss, to be honest.”

Custer says, however, that she can connect clients with legal 

services that may be able to help with immigration issues, and 

to other services, such as language classes. Custer also notes 

that interpreters are provided for women or families who need 

them during intake and throughout their stays. One of the main 

jobs for Karly Garcia (no relation to Ruben Garcia), a Latina 

Outreach Specialist for the YWCA Seattle/King/Snohomish, 

is to help Spanish-speaking immigrants navigate unfamiliar 

bureaucratic processes.

In addition, Karly Garcia troubleshoots a variety of other  

challenges faced by undocumented women and families.  

She provides health education to the Latina women who  

utilize the YWCA facilities, about 80 to 90 percent of whom 

are undocumented, she estimates. 

But more than that, she works as a liaison and advocate for 

these women, who often do not have the means or the knowl-

edge base to access the services they need. Those needs run 

the gamut, from emergency dental care to surgery to help for  

a schizophrenic son. 

“There are so many challenges just on a day-to-day basis, and 

they don’t know where to turn,” Karly Garcia says. “They don’t 

understand the language or the system,” and they have fewer 

service options due to their undocumented status. 

Garcia’s view is simple: “They are already here, we need to 

help them.” ■

Reaching into the Shadows

Even amidst uncertainty and fear, undocumented families try to maintain family 
life and networks in the U.S.
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Mary, a 40-year-old mother of three, has fallen into poverty 

over the past two years. The San Diego resident was once 

middle-class, with a husband who had a secure job and a good 

income. But divorce, job loss, and other factors, including her 

ex-husband’s financial recklessness, have plunged Mary—who 

received food stamps briefly in the early 1990s —into a realm 

she never thought she would see again.

“I certainly didn’t expect all this to come crashing down,” says 

Mary, who recently completed her college degree in social 

work and is actively searching for a job related to her field. “But 

right now I have no income and no support.” 

Mary turned again to food stamps, initially trying the SNAP 

(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) call line, oper-

ated by San Diego County’s Health and Human Services 

Agency. But several efforts produced no results; her calls were 

disconnected or placed on hold “forever,” and she was never 

able to get help from anyone via telephone. Luckily, the com-

puter-savvy Mary was able to apply online and began receiving 

her benefits within days.

Mary is one of the millions of people, largely victims of the 

Great Recession, who have joined the food-stamp rolls in the 

past few years. Enrollment in the program has risen to about 

46 million, up by 20 million recipients from five years ago. 

Annual spending for SNAP is at nearly $80 billion.

As the need for food stamps has expanded, so have bureaucratic 

barriers to obtaining them— and so, too, have efforts at both the 

state and federal levels to curb SNAP benefit outlays. From a new 

assessment of assets for recipients in Pennsylvania, to a recalcu-

lation of benefits for some families in Kansas, to proposed drug 

testing of recipients in Florida and several other states, many 

legislators are intent on trimming costs and, in some cases, mak-

ing sure recipients are truly “worthy” of the benefit. 

An even bigger threat is developing at the federal level. In sum-

mer 2012, several legislators, led by representative Paul Ryan 

of Wisconsin, were calling for significant cuts to the program, 

citing the need to lower the federal deficit. At press time, the 

cuts were being debated in Congress.

A Program That Works … to an Extent
Against that backdrop, poverty continues to threaten the well-

being of families, including an estimated 16.4 million children, 

across the country. The SNAP program is designed to provide a 

supplemental food source to those most in need; an April 2012 

report from the U.S. Department of Agriculture shows that the 

program has a significant and positive effect on those struggling 

to put food on the table.

According to the report, Alleviating Poverty in the United States —

The Critical Role of SNAP Benefits, SNAP has a stronger effect on 

the depth and severity of poverty than on its prevalence; that is, 

while SNAP has had limited success at reducing the number of 

poor people, it has been able to lower the level of those people’s 

poverty. The program is particularly effective, the report found, 

at minimizing poverty among children.

“When SNAP benefits are included in family income, the aver-

age annual decline from 2000 to 2009 in the depth [or average 

by Carol Ward

Little Becoming Less
States Enact Changes in Efforts to Curb SNAP Benefits
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level] of child poverty was 15.5 percent and the average annual 

decline in the severity [or worst cases] of child poverty was 21.3 

percent,” the study revealed.

Still, current benefits often fall short of what families need, many 

advocates say, especially when nutrition guidelines are taken into  

account. In fact, a 2011 report, The Real Cost of a Healthy Diet, 
prepared jointly by the Center for Hunger-Free Communities, 

Children’s HealthWatch, and Drexel University’s School of Public  

Health, examined whether a healthy diet could be maintained 

by low-income families in Philadelphia who received the maxi-

mum SNAP benefit and shopped at neighborhood food stores. 

The USDA’s Thrifty Food Plan, the national standard for a “nutri-

tious diet at a minimal cost,” was cited in the study—which 

found that the plan is unaffordable for SNAP beneficiaries.

“A family of four who receives the maximum SNAP benefit 

would need to spend an additional $2,352 per year on average 

to purchase the Thrifty Food Plan market basket items,” the 

study concluded. 

Limiting Access
An equally challenging aspect of the SNAP program is inac-

cessibility, whether because of tightened eligibility guidelines, 

overwhelmed staff, or a bewildering application process. 

One of the biggest upheavals within the program at the state 

level is the reintroduction of asset testing in Pennsylvania.

The asset test, instituted on May 1 of this year, denies food 

stamps to anyone under the age of 60 with assets worth more 

than $5,500. The threshold climbs to $9,000 for households 

with members who are aged 60 and older or disabled. The 

rules pertain to cash, stocks, and bonds but exclude pension 

plans, retirement accounts, home values, or life insurance. The 

Pennsylvania Department of Public Welfare (DPW) projects 

that the new rules will affect about 2 percent of the roughly 1.8 

million people receiving food stamps in the state. 

Service providers in Pennsylvania, though, predict that the 

consequences will likely be more dire than that. 

Laura Tobin Goddard, executive director of the Pennsylvania 

Hunger Action Center, says the new rules will turn some eligible 

applicants away. 

“Many people really don’t like to provide their banking infor- 

mation and may view it as an invasion of privacy,” Tobin God-

dard says. “We feel it’s going to turn people away from the pro- 

gram and to food banks and food pantries more than ever, 

and food pantries are already at their limits.” 

Adam MacGregor, communications coordinator for Pitts-

burgh’s Just Harvest—which helps low-income people access 

government services — says that the new rules require extra, 

painstaking work from the clients, the county’s case workers, 

and go-between organizations like his own. 

“It’s actually very difficult and time-consuming to apply for a  

lot of these programs,” MacGregor says. “If you don’t have the 

documentation that is required, and if you don’t have your 

affairs in order, then it’s difficult to get them in order quickly to 

apply for food stamps you need now.” 

Little Becoming Less

Left: Families participate in a local festival that provides information and 
resources like fresh, free produce to help families put enough food on  
the table.

Right: A mother holds her three-week-old daughter at a local Department 
of Human Services office in Oklahoma. The single mom with two children 
has received food assistance intermittently since her first child was born, 
two years ago. A high school graduate, she works part-time building 
websites for a manufacturing company and aspires to become a nurse, 
but in the meantime she needs food stamps to get by.
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MacGregor notes that nearly 40 percent of cases are rejected 

due to improper documentation. He blames inadequate case-

worker staffing and onerous requirements. 

“Poverty is such a complex thing, and even missing a phone 

call or not having a reliable place to pick up your mail can spell 

disaster for people who are seeking help under the food-stamp 

program,” MacGregor says. 

Joy, a mother of three in Pennsylvania, experienced first-hand 

the difficulties in navigating the DPW bureaucracy when she 

applied for food stamps a few years ago. She recalls filing three 

separate applications, making several phone calls, and waiting 

more than two months for her benefits to start. “I was really 

disappointed with the system,” she says. After encountering still 

more problems, Joy approached Just Harvest to help secure 

longer-term SNAP benefits.

According to MacGregor, early indications are that there is 

not a huge number of people being kicked out of the program 

because of their assets. (Of course, the asset test just went into 

effect on May 1, and client data are reviewed at six-month inter-

vals.) “The real issue is the deterrent effect of the new asset 

rules,” he says. 

Becky Abrams, director of the Squirrel Hill Community Food 

Pantry and SOS Pittsburgh, expects negative consequences for 

her program, which is run by the Jewish Family & Children’s 

Service of Pittsburgh. 

“We’re briefed and ready for the asset-test impact,” Abrams 

says. “We think it will mainly impact our kosher family clients. 

It’s very expensive to keep your house strictly kosher. If these 

families are deemed ineligible for SNAP they might come to 

rely on our program solely to meet their kosher-food needs 

beyond what they can provide.

“I think I’m going to be purchasing more food, because I’m 

determined not to turn people away,” Abrams adds. 

Kansas is also among the states that have adopted more strin-

gent requirements for qualification for SNAP benefits. Earlier 

this year the Kansas Department of Social and Rehabilitation 

Services changed the way it calculates SNAP eligibility. The 

new rules apply to mixed-status families, in which one or more 

members are undocumented.

Under the previous method, only a portion of the household 

income was counted for those families. For example, if a family 

of five earned $2,000 a month, and the three children were U.S. 

citizens but the parents were not, the income would be divided 

among the five family members. As a result the children would 

be treated as a family of three earning $1,200 a month. The new 

rules simply do not count the noncitizen family members, thus 

determining that the three children earn $2,000 a month— and 

are no longer eligible for benefits. 

Shannon Cotsoradis, president and CEO of Kansas Action for 

Children, estimates that 2,000 Kansas children who are U.S. citi-

zens have lost access to food stamps because of the change, and 

that many others have seen benefits reduced. “It’s much more 

difficult for us to capture how many families are impacted by a 

reduction in benefits, but the number is significant,” she says. 

Cotsoradis describes the “climate of anti-social services” in 

Kansas, adding, “There have been a lot of policy changes that 

don’t need legislative approval and the results have been to 

reduce the level of benefits for families.” 

Such reductions have had a significant effect on Latino families,  

according to Melinda Lewis, public-policy consultant for El 

Centro, a Kansas City, Kansas – based outreach organization 

that focuses on the Latino community.

“We have cases where women have gone back to their abusers 

because they can’t afford to feed their kids due to the loss of 

those benefits,” Lewis laments. “We have individuals who are 

making very tough decisions about the nutritional quality of 

the food they buy their kids. They’re making decisions about 

whether to pay their utility bill or buy food, they’re doubling up 

in households.” 
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Lewis blames the “hostile climate” generated by the state for 

newfound fears among immigrant communities that identifica-

tion and deportation of undocumented people will expand. 

“It has really undone years if not decades of work that immi- 

grant-serving organizations like ours have done to build trust 

with parents and help them understand that their citizen 

children are eligible for the same benefits that other citizen 

children can receive,” Lewis points out. “We fear that the ram- 

ifications of the severing of the trust between the state and 

these families will last for years to come.” 

Other states have enacted or are considering a variety of mea-

sures designed to curb use of food stamps. This year, 28 states 

have considered requiring drug tests for all recipients of public 

benefits. Florida passed that measure in 2011, though a lawsuit 

brought by the American Civil Liberties Union has made the 

law’s implementation uncertain. It seems likely that threats to 

food-stamp benefits will continue, and perhaps expand, as 

states grapple more and more with budget deficits.

Calls Unanswered
While some states have taken no formal action to restrict SNAP 

benefits, even existing programs are sometimes dysfunctional. 

Mary, the mom in San Diego, did not have an unusual experi-

ence when her calls to the food-stamp hotline went unan-

swered, according to Joni Halpern, director of the Supportive 

Parents Information Network, a group that helps families 

through the application process. 

“In situations where organizations help the family by shepherd-

ing the application through, things are getting better,” Halpern 

says. “But if a person just goes to the office or makes a call, I 

wish them a lot of luck. It’s not going to be easy.”

Halpern says the county’s Health and Human Services Agency 

(HHSA), which administers SNAP benefits, has seen a signifi-

cant scaling back in staffing in recent years, to the point where 

“they’re not even in the neighborhood of keeping up.” She also 

criticizes the agency’s application-processing methods, which 

allow any caseworker to access any application, rather than 

having individual workers assigned to individual cases, making 

for confusion and ineffectiveness.

“We’re seeing more and more people who can’t get through the 

process because their documents were transferred and no  

one knows where they are,” she says. “The workers are unable 

to keep up. It becomes completely happenstance if a mistake 

gets corrected.”

That is, of course, if the applicant ever gets that far into the pro-

cess. An internal HHSA report prepared by InTelegy, a call-cen-

ter consulting firm, reportedly revealed that 350,000 calls to the 

food-stamp line — about five-sixths of total call volume —went 

unanswered. For those callers who got through, the average 

wait was approximately 30 minutes. The study blamed lack of 

workers and an inadequate number of phone lines.

In Florida, Sari Vatske, director of partner services for Feeding 

South Florida, reveals that her agency’s clients have encoun-

tered similar obstacles. 

“We’re seeing an increase in the number of applicants and an in- 

crease in barriers to access,” Vatske says. “A lot of it has to do with  

budget cuts at DCF [Florida’s Department of Children and Fami-

lies]. Their call centers are receiving 5,000 calls by 2 p.m. The 

people who can’t apply by computer are feeling very frustrated.”

In partnership with one or more other agencies, Feeding South 

Florida is in the planning stages of operating a call-processing cen-

ter to help deal with the overflow and get more people enrolled. 

“In Florida there is a lot of money that’s not being drawn 

against, but it’s because people can’t call in because the lines 

are busy and they just eventually give up,” Vatske explains.

In late 2010 Lowcountry Food Bank in Charleston, South 

Carolina, launched a “Benefit Bank” SNAP-outreach program 

in response to low usage of food stamps, according to presi-

dent and CEO Pat Walker. Benefit Bank is an online software 

tool that conducts pre-screening for potential clients and helps 

them organize all needed paperwork.

Walker says the move was in response to findings from a study, 

conducted by his organization in partnership with Feeding Am- 

erica and Mathematica Policy Research, showing that only 34 per-

cent of the Lowcountry Food Bank’s clients were SNAP recipients.

“For those who have never applied for SNAP, the study showed 

that a significant portion either thought they were ineligible, 

although they had incomes below the 130 percent of poverty 

threshold, or they were turned off by the inconvenient process,” 

Walker says, noting that problems have been compounded in 

recent years due to layoffs at the state level. 

These stories suggest that while the SNAP program is helping, 

there are still many obstacles to full usage.

“All the obstacles take a toll on people’s dignity, they take a toll 

on their peace of mind, and poor people have very little peace of 

mind to begin with,” says MacGregor of Just Harvest. “The people 

enacting these laws need to have some empathy. Demand for help 

is up for a reason— people need help.” ■

Little Becoming Less

Left: A woman pieces together the weekly groceries for her family from free items 
at the local food bank, SNAP benefits, and wages.
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Green Thumbs Up

As seen in our Spring 2012 cover story, “Grass Roots: Innovative 

Food Education Programs,” the green-food and nutrition-educa-

tion movements are booming nationwide. In addition to using 

agriculture to educate communities about nutrition, organizations 

find that the very act of communing with nature, especially in 

urban spaces, improves the mental health, physical well-being, 

and quality of living for the homeless, residents of low-income 

communities, and those in supportive housing. Participants learn 

coping skills and survival mechanisms and witness real-life les-

sons in accepting change during times of transition.

In February 2012 a consortium of health and housing advocates 

convened at the Sixth Annual Horticultural Therapy Forum, 

sponsored by The Horticultural Society of New York (The Hort), 

to discuss the role and merits of horticultural therapy (HT) in 

providing viable supportive housing for families and adults. 

Most of the organizations represented at the forum belonged to 

the Supportive Housing Network of New York (The Network), 

which was founded in 1988 and comprises more than 200 pro-

viders of supportive housing in New York— home to more than 

43,000 such units. People from The Network, The Bridge, United 

Way of New York City (UWNYC), Praxis Housing Initiatives, and 

The Hort’s own HT programs, among many others, spoke about 

their experiences with horticultural therapy in supportive-hous-

ing settings. As defined by The Hort’s event literature, horti-

cultural therapy is “an effective cognitive behavioral therapy” 

that provides benefits including “improved indoor air quality, 

access to healthy food, and a stronger sense of community 

connection. For a number of Network members, the benefits of 

providing HT to their tenants have been immediate, substantive 

and tangible — tenants receive great pleasure from the flowers, 

plants, fresh food and herbs they’ve helped nurture and grow.”

Inspired by the stories shared at the event, UNCENSORED 

wanted to explore the ways in which horticultural therapy can 

effect positive change in the lives of homeless and formerly 

homeless individuals and families and those in supportive hous-

ing and other, similar environments. 

Defining the Practices
While horticultural therapy developed relatively recently as  

a field, it is not a new idea. Benjamin Rush, a signer of the 

Declaration of Independence and a prominent physician, 

noted that working in gardens greatly benefited the mentally  

ill. HT training was first offered to professional therapists near 

the end of World War I in the occupational-therapy depart-

ment of Bloomingdale Hospital, in White Plains, New York, 

and rehabilitation of hospitalized war veterans during the 

1940s and ’50s involved HT to a significant degree. The first 

HT text, Therapy through Horticulture, by Alice Burlingame  

and Dr. Donald Watson, appeared in 1960.

What are the differences between horticultural therapy and 

therapeutic horticulture, and where does vocational horticulture 

fit in? The American Horticultural Therapy Association (AHTA) 

provides a few working definitions in its 2007 Positions Paper:  

by Lee Erica Elder

Working with Nature Provides a Fresh Start for  
Homeless and Once-Homeless Families and Adults

19  

Plants begin from seed and must often be uprooted and transplanted to grow deep roots,  
to become strong, to survive and thrive. The nature of gardening is transient, and these acts  
of transition and growth have become a metaphor for programs around the country using  
gardening and farming to create stability in the lives of homeless and transient families. 
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Horticultural Therapy Horticultural therapy is the engagement 

of a client in horticultural activities facilitated by a trained thera-

pist to achieve specific and documented treatment goals. AHTA 

believes that horticultural therapy is an active process which 

occurs in the context of an established treatment plan where the 

process itself is considered the therapeutic activity rather than 

the end product. 

Therapeutic Horticulture Therapeutic horticulture is a process 

that uses plants and plant-related activities through which partici-

pants strive to improve their well being through active or passive 

involvement. In a therapeutic horticulture program, goals are not 

clinically defined and documented but the leader will have training 

in the use of horticulture as a medium for human well-being. 

Vocational Horticulture A vocational horticulture program, 

which is often a major component of a horticultural therapy pro-

gram, focuses on providing training that enables individuals to 

work in the horticulture industry professionally, either indepen-

dently or semi-independently. These individuals may or may not 

have some type of disability.

Programs around the country use these methods to help res- 

idents of low-income communities as well as the homeless. 

“I think the value is engaging in a rewarding, nonthreatening 

activity with a living thing, in this case plants, that pass no 

judgment, and mirror the diversity, adversity, and demands of 

life,” says Leigh Anne Starling, a registered horticultural thera-

pist serving on the board of directors of the AHTA. 

Starling has worked with the Homeless Garden Project (HGP) in 

Santa Cruz, California, which provides sanctuary, job training, 

transitional employment, and support services to the homeless. 

“Our programs take place in a three-acre organic farm and related 

enterprises. We also have an active volunteer and education pro-

gram that served nearly 1,200 diverse people in 2011,” says Darrie 

Ganzhorn, HGP’s executive director. “HGP’s programs exist at the 

intersection of urban agriculture and food-justice movements, 

transitional jobs and job training, homeless services and thera-

peutic horticulture. There is a synergy among these purposes and 

ideals in daily practice at the farm.” In her time at HGP, Starling 

found that the therapeutic environment gave participants a sense 

of both self and community. “Folks who participate in the HGP 

gain self-esteem, self-confidence, self-awareness, and indepen-

dence through learning about plants and the cycles of the garden 

(cycles of life), being responsible for a living entity that provides 

a basic necessity of life —food, and through cooperative efforts 

successfully achieve common goals. Additional benefits of work-

ing with the HGP and in the garden include communication skills, 

problem-solving skills, work skills and behaviors.”

Gateway Greening in St. Louis, Missouri, is an organization 

dedicated to educating and strengthening communities through 

gardening and urban agriculture, supporting more than 220 

community and school gardens throughout St. Louis. In addition, 

its City Seeds Urban Farm provides both therapeutic-horticulture 

and vocational-training programs. In partnership with St. Patrick 

Center, a local provider of homeless 

services, the therapeutic program, 

called Shamrock, gives participants the 

opportunity to observe an entire grow-

ing season and, consequently, to learn 

the arts of patience and leadership. The 

programs rely heavily on volunteers, 

whom the therapeutic clients have the  

opportunity to lead. Says Annie Mayrose,  

the City Seeds urban-agriculture man- 

ager, “It’s a good leadership experience  

for them, as well as confidence build-

ing, so they can teach what they know. 

They get to decide what to plant and 

where it’s going. We have some per-

sonal beds as maintained exclusively 

by the therapeutic group and that food 

goes exclusively to those clients.”

Matthew Wichrowski, MSW and HTR 

(horticultural therapist registered), a 

Residents of a New York City supportive-housing 
facility, The Bridge, work together pruning a tree as 
part of the horticultural-therapy program on site.
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horticultural-therapy practitioner and board member of AHTA, 

says that horticultural therapy “has the potential to impact 

many areas of human function and can meet the needs of peo-

ple having significant medical and psychological challenges, 

to those seeking wellness and improved quality of life.” He 

sees specific benefits for families with children. “Horticultural 

therapy can impact children and families facing financial and 

housing challenges in many ways,” Wichrowski says. “We use 

‘eat and plant’ activities to explore where food comes from and 

fun ways to eat healthily. Children in today’s society experience 

a disconnect between what they eat, how it gets there, and  

the impact of diet on their health. Although HT techniques em- 

ploy a wide array of gardening activities to achieve therapeutic 

results, ‘eat and plant’ activities are a unique way to explore 

nutrition. HT activities provide a little exercise, and can be 

structured to enhance and reinforce school curriculums. The 

garden also becomes a place of community where social activi-

ties improve. A colleague of mine used garden activities to pro-

mote literacy by reinforcing reading skills and having mothers 

read to their children in the garden setting.”

In New York City, The Bridge, Inc.’s horticulture program provides 

clients with job training and paid employment. The program 

began in 2005 with the creation a roof deck at the group’s head-

quarters on Manhattan’s Upper West Side and a grant from the 

Burpee Foundation to develop a horticulture-training program for 

clients in partnership with the Horticultural Society of New York. 

The Bridge has since secured (figuratively speaking) seed grants 

from UWNYC through the New York State Department of Health’s 

HPNAP (Hunger Prevention and Nutrition Assistance Program) to 

start a number of urban farms in connection with its residences; it 

currently operates farms at three locations. “We work with people 

with serious mental illness, substance-abuse issues, and HIV/AIDS  

who are homeless, coming out of psychiatric hospitals, and jail/

prison,” says Carole Gordon, director of housing development at  

The Bridge. “Many also have serious health conditions such as  

obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, etc., and do not lead healthy  

lifestyles.” The opportunity to eat a diet of fresh vegetables and 

receive nutrition and cooking education through the horticultural 

program has made a vast difference in client health. Gordon’s goal 

is to create an urban farm at every new residence that is devel-

oped; in the next three years, she hopes to build five new farms  

to benefit homeless adults with serious mental illness, including 

veterans, young adults (18 –24) referred from state treatment facili-

ties and foster care, and low-income families, among them veteran 

families with children. “Bridge clients learn many skills through 

participation in the horticulture program,” she says. “These in- 

clude physical and coordination skills and exercise, working to- 

gether as a team to grow produce, farming, socialization, nutrition 

and cooking skills, and seeing a project through from planning, 

planting, harvesting, and cleanup. They learn that no task is too 

small and each contributes to the success of the garden. One cli-

ent received certification in composting at the New York Botani-

cal Garden and has set up composting at a few of the residences.”

UNCENSORED: What techniques are taught through horticultural 
therapy? What skills are learned? What impact does horticultural 
therapy have on mental and emotional health?

HGP Trainees: “Nurturing living plants helps you nurture 
yourself, and in turn, those around you.” ■ “I learn patience 
with myself and the people I work with.” ■ “I learn focus and 
persistence with the task; the joy of work.” ■ “I learn how to 
keep something alive.” ■ “Flowers and veggies = happiness.” ■ 
“Nothing enlightens the soul like putting one’s hands into fertile 
Earth; realizing that cupped in one’s hands, rolling in between 
one’s fingers is a tiny universe, constantly moving—before, 
during and after our time.” ■ “In this fast-paced, negative society 
we live in, HT gives time to get grounded (literally) and feel one 
with the earth.” ■ “HT promotes serenity and relief from everyday 
stress.” ■ “Planting things makes you happy.” ■ “HT promotes 
calm and joy.”

UNCENSORED: How does horticultural therapy impact, or have 
the potential to impact, the quality of living for children and 
families experiencing homelessness and poverty and/or living in 
supportive housing?

HGP: “It creates a safe, loving, joyful community feeling and 
belonging.” ■ “It gives a sense of the magic of good food.” ■ 
“Communities in need growing food for other families in need 
strengthen our community as a whole.” ■ “It offers a healthy 
escape from limitation and a chance to get outside the temporary 
setbacks. Opens up possibilities for the future.” ■ “It gives people 
something positive to do with their time and brings families 
together.” ■ “Harvest and farm work bonds families together.”

UNCENSORED: Are there any other memorable experiences with 
horticultural therapy you would like to share with our readers? 

HGP: “We have special needs pals that pick edible flowers 
for us often.” (Laurel Street, a day program for people with 
developmental disabilities, brings a group out to the farm nearly 
every weekday. They’ve been doing this for years and there is 
a wonderful chemistry and friendship between HGP trainees 
and Laurel Street’s participants.) ■ “Observing the sense of joy 
with special needs visitors. The garden is often the highlight of 
their day. Miraculous.” ■ “Seeing the smiles of the special needs 
volunteers.” ■ “My first day on the farm, I was weeding and the 
ducks welcomed me all morning by helping me feel included.” 
■ “Feeling proud to share our hard-earned produce with foster 
youth, hospice patients and victims of domestic violence.”

Several participants in the Homeless Garden  
Project answered our questions about horticultural  
therapy. Here are some of their responses:

Right: Georgia’s Place, a residence for formerly homeless individuals in Brooklyn, 
N.Y., has a rooftop farm where residents take ownership of the gardening process.

UNCENSORED
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Since 1984 UWNYC has served as a local administrator for 

HPNAP. Through that program, UWNYC has supported 23 

different urban farm projects since 2001, in all five boroughs 

of New York City, including eight community gardens, eight 

backlot/backyard urban farms, four rooftop farms, and— as 

proof that urban gardening truly can take place anywhere —

three hydroponic farm systems, which grow plants without soil. 

An HPNAP grant also funded the first year of the rooftop farm 

at Community Counseling and Mediation (CCM) Georgia’s 

Place, a residence in Brooklyn, New York, for the formerly 

homeless. Many there have little to no experience maintain-

ing a schedule, making it difficult to assign gardening duties, 

such as weeding or watering, that must be done at certain 

times each day. To engage participants, Assistant Program 

Director David Watts got creative, asking case managers and 

group leaders to hold counseling sessions and group well-

ness meetings on the roof. As clients acclimated to the garden 

space, they began to connect with and take interest in and 

ownership of the rooftop farm. “When I think of horticultural 

therapy, I think of Georgia’s Place,” says Leigh Kusovitsky, 

nutrition resource manager at UWNYC. “It was hard to get 

them involved, but ultimately they had a lot of buy-in. One 

resident would go up — she was asthmatic and had pretty 

severe mental illness — and oversaw two different beds on the 

roof. It was therapeutic to take time for herself, and she thought 

the air was easier to breath— I think that was kind of beautiful.” 

Watts agrees and notes that the residents are now choosing 

more vegetarian meals over meat-based fare, because they 

know where the food comes from.

In the Bronx, Praxis Housing Initiatives — New York City’s largest 

provider of transitional housing to homeless people with HIV/

AIDS —is planning an innovative supportive residence with an 

urban horticulture program. Features will include a second-floor 

greenhouse, teaching kitchen, orchard, and handicapped-acces- 

sible raised beds as well as an on-site farmers’ market. The project 

“I would have to say almost every single job involved in  
gardening has a lesson to teach, a life lesson. From seeding and 

watering in the greenhouse, you learn that attention to detail 
is so important. Life or death for those little seeds depends on 

your continual watch and care. When you watch the plants grow 
and grow and bloom—somewhere inside you are growing and 

blooming too. This begins a foundation of self-worth and respect.”   
—Anonymous quote from a trainee  

at the Homeless Garden Project, Santa Cruz, CA
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is Praxis’ first major urban horticulture project at a housing site.  

“The idea is that not only will residents be able to use the horti-

culture spaces but this also will help integrate residents into the 

community— a way to use gardening as community develop-

ment,” says Jolie Milstein, director of real estate. “That is a hugely 

important part of our mission. Where we are resident with a 

housing program, we want to engage the community, and we see 

gardening as not only therapeutic for our residents but as a way 

to bring people together as a communal activity.”

Perhaps one of the most surprising benefits of involvement with 

therapeutic horticulture is its impact not just on the homeless 

and others experiencing poverty, but on their caregivers and 

advocates. The relationship between a service provider and 

a client improves significantly when the two work together in 

the garden, and this collaboration eases some of the inherent 

stigma facing homeless clients. Many residents of Georgia’s 

Place grew up on farms in the Caribbean or in the American 

South; Watts believes that work in the garden reconnects these 

clients to a time in their lives before the strife and drama of 

their recent years. And staff at the HGP find that gardening 

activities provide a tangible understanding of client needs that 

goes deeper than what an office session could yield. Says one 

staff member: “I have been able to gain a new understanding of 

homelessness and the varied problems and experiences that go 

with it. I had strong pre-conceived notions about the homeless 

community before coming here, and it was one of my goals to 

disband those and get a chance to hear a bit more about some 

of the trainees’ stories while working with them.” These strength-

ened relationships ultimately benefit the clients, who receive 

specialized care as a result. One staffer admits, “I have learned 

to love and care for people I never would have looked at twice.”

Horticultural therapy and therapeutic horticulture in sup-

portive housing have — so to speak— room for growth, but a 

fair number of challenges exist. The biggest is that “it’s hard 

to fund,” says Mayrose of the therapeutic leg of her program. 

“The jobs-training program is easier to fund because it’s pretty 

cut and dried—X number of people get jobs, and we can show 

it’s working —whereas with horticultural therapy it’s much 

more about wellness and overall impact. If we had more docu-

mented research on programs that are out there and working —

we know they are working but how are they working and why 

are they working? If we had that type of data, that would get 

more attention to programs and get more funding.”

Despite the challenges, Milstein and other providers are hopeful 

about the future of horticulture in meeting a variety of needs for 

impoverished Americans.  

“In an environment of diminishing resources, payback for 

investment in urban horticulture and housing projects is big 

and visible, and I think we will see more health-care providers 

[and] insurance companies [provide] corporate support for 

urban agriculture because it has the same goals as the private 

companies,” says Milstein. “There are a lot of partnerships to 

be made around people taking responsibility for their food 

needs and engaging. There are all kinds of points of entry for 

urban horticulture —it doesn’t have to be taking over a huge 

roof— there are increasing numbers of teaching opportuni-

ties. Something as small as growing a tomato can lead you into 

something larger.”

A new project in the works, involving several parent organiza-

tions, could just be the solution to the challenges regarding 

data and even funding. The Healthy Housing through Horti-

culture Program is Praxis-conceived and is endorsed by The 

Network as well as the Corporation for Supportive Housing, 

The Hort, Enterprise Green Communities, and other organiza-

tions. “We have been actively pursuing building citywide and 

even regional, and hopefully national infrastructure around 

promoting horticulture in affordable housing projects,” says 

Milstein. “The idea is to link everybody up that is trying to or 

successfully using horticulture in housing projects both in 

NYC and beyond. When a group wants to include urban or 

non-urban horticulture in their housing project, there should 

be a database and a network of existing programs to con-

tact and learn from,” she adds. “We believe that by coming 

together with our collective interest in horticulture we can 

help each other and really increase our chances of success.” ■For a web extra, please visit 
ICPHusa.org/UNCENSORED/Webextras

UNCENSORED
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The Bridge has a horticultural program allowing residents to work in gardens,  
eat fresh vegetables, and receive nutrition and cooking education.

ICPHusa.org/UNCENSORED/Web
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Excluding the Poor: 
First Houses, pictured here in 1939, replaced poorly constructed tenement housing on the Lower East Side with modernized 
apartments for low-income families. Almost 4,000 families competed for only 122 apartments when First Houses opened, in 1935. 
Photo courtesy of the New York City Housing Authority.

The Historical Perspective
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In the 1930s, in the midst of the Great Depression, federal, state, 

and local officials developed their most radical response to the 

problem of inadequate shelter for the poor and working class: 

publicly built and subsidized housing. In the years after World 

War II, stark high-rise towers became a common feature in the 

landscape of America’s cities. There was never, however, a clear 

consensus over the purpose of public housing. Some believed 

public housing should provide shelter for the poorest and most 

unstable families. Others hoped to create thriving, financially sta-

ble working-class communities by restricting residency to work-

ing families who could demonstrate their potential as upstanding 

tenants. In New York, unlike in most American cities, the more 

restrictive view of public housing often won out; never have 

welfare recipients formed the majority of public-housing tenants 

in this city. Today, as activists and policy makers in New York 

clamor to make more public-housing units available to homeless 

families, it is helpful to understand this history of disagreement 

over public housing and how these competing views continue to 

inform debate over poverty and homelessness.

Public housing in New York emerged from decades of struggle to 

improve the housing and communities of the poor and working 

class. In 1934, when the reformist mayor Fiorello La Guardia took 

office, thousands of families still lived in substandard buildings. 

Housing reforms passed in 1901 required some basic standards 

of ventilation, safety, and hygiene, but more than 350,000 tene-

ments built before these reforms were still standing. Thirteen 

hundred of these buildings still relied on outhouses in the yards, 

another 23,000 provided toilets only in the halls, and 30,000 had 

no bathing facilities. From 1918 to 1929 there were four times as 

many fires and eight times as many deaths in pre-1901 tenements 

as there were in structures built after the passage of the 1901 law. 

La Guardia’s first step was to push through a new housing 

code requiring landlords to retrofit their buildings to meet new 

standards for safety and sanitation or to board them up. Many 

buildings were so old as to make the required improvements 

impossible. “The only ultimate cure for them,” opined Tenement 

Commissioner Langdon Post, “is dynamite.” 

In February 1934 the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), 

the city’s new public-housing agency, began its state-mandated 

mission to provide for “the clearance, replanning, and recon-

struction” of the slum districts of New York. Over the next four 

years, NYCHA demolished 1,100 tenement buildings, removing 

10,000 rental units. Property owners abandoned an additional 

40,000 apartments. The result of all this slum clearance was a 

shortage of low-rent housing for the poor and working class.

NYCHA’s next step was to provide new housing with support 

from the state and federal governments through the develop-

ment of a number of public-housing projects. NYCHA’s initial 

housing project, the appropriately named First Houses, opened 

on the Lower East Side of Manhattan on January 15, 1935. The 

original plan had been to renovate existing tenements, tearing 

down every third building to provide more light and air, but the 

tenement houses were in such bad condition that all but three 

on the block had to be demolished. Even with the additional 

construction costs, NYCHA was able to offer apartments for the 

reasonable rent of $6 a room per month. The complex included 

central heat— a rarity in tenements, which usually relied on 

coal stoves for warmth— and gardens and playgrounds inte-

grated into the project grounds. NYCHA received 3,800 applica-

tions for the 122 units in the development. The high demand for 

public housing continued as NYCHA expanded into larger com-

plexes. Harlem River Houses, in Upper Manhattan, received 

14,000 applications for 574 units, and Williamsburg Houses, in 

Brooklyn, received 20,000 applications for 1,622 units. Based 

on this demand, public housing in New York appeared to be a 

resounding success.

by Ethan G. Sribnick

Public Housing  
in New York City
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The high demand for inexpensive housing allowed NYCHA to be 

selective in choosing residents. The families that moved into Wil-

liamsburg and Harlem River Houses in 1937 first passed through 

a lengthy screening process. The first cut of selectivity was by 

race — the projects were strictly segregated, with Williamsburg 

open only to whites and Harlem River only to blacks. Next, 

NYCHA evaluated applicants by both “need and merit.” However, 

NYCHA had no interest in providing housing for the poorest New  

Yorkers; only those families headed by breadwinners with stable 

 jobs were eligible for these projects. In addition, potential residents 

 also had to prove to NYCHA administrators that they had insur-

ance policies, bank accounts, and proper housekeeping skills.

The population that first entered public housing in New York 

were, as a result of these policies, rarely those most in need of it. 

Every family selected for Harlem River Houses, for instance, had 

at least one wage earner, and one-fourth of the families had two 

people working. Considering that unemployment in Harlem was 

at least 40 percent, families entering the project were well-off 

compared with the population of the surrounding neighborhood.

Part of the reason for this selectivity was the belief of NYCHA’s 

leaders that they were building not just housing, but fully func-

tioning communities. On-site day-care centers, nursery schools, 

and after-school programs offered care for residents’ children. 

Outdoor spaces included tennis and handball courts. Meeting 

rooms facilitated the development of clubs and organizations 

such as tenant associations, community newspapers, and Boy 

Scout troops.

At times the involvement of NYCHA staff in tenants’ lives bor-

dered on paternalistic. Miriam Burns, who grew up in the Harlem 

River Houses, distinctly remembers “a white woman, I guess she 

was the manager,” coming to her family’s apartment to collect 

the rent. “She was not averse,” Burns recalled, “to looking in the 

refrigerator.” The NYCHA agents were instructed to chat with the 

families to determine if they needed help and to make sure they 

were properly caring for the apartments. Burns reflected that 

today such invasions into people’s homes would seem “unbe-

lievable,” but as she remembers it, her mother seemed happy 

to show off her housekeeping skills. NYCHA would eventually 

phase out rent-collection visits, but the sense of staff involvement 

in tenants’ lives would continue.

Over this early period, NYCHA was under increasing federal 

pressure to provide more housing for the very poor. The United 

States Housing Authority (USHA), a precursor to the Department 

of Housing and Urban Development, believed that public hous-

ing should provide low-cost apartments for the lowest-income 

population. NYCHA administrators resisted that view, fearing that 

extremely poor families, especially those receiving public assis-

tance, would not be able to care for their housing properly. They 

also believed that the characteristics and behavior of poor fami-

lies would undermine the communities NYCHA hoped to create 

within the projects. In 1953 NYCHA established an additional 

21 categories of non-desirability in evaluating applicants. These 

included narcotic addiction, single parenthood, out-of-wedlock 

children, teen parenthood, “highly irregular work history,” “lack 

of parental control,” mental illness, poor housekeeping, and 

“lack of furniture.” While having only one of these characteristics 

would not automatically exclude an applicant from admission 

into NYCHA housing, it would lead to extra scrutiny and make 

placement more difficult. These factors kept many families 

in need of shelter out of public housing. While the number of 

families on public assistance in NYCHA rose over the 1940s and 

1950s, the authority placed families so that no individual project 

had more than 20 to 30 percent of its families on welfare.

NYCHA also remained extremely vigilant with regard to the 

racial composition of its projects. While the policy of racial seg-

regation established in its first projects was quickly abandoned, 

NYCHA paid close attention to race in evaluating and placing 

applicants. The agency operated under the belief that whites 

would abandon public housing if it became predominantly 

black. The “overwhelming population in New York City is white,” 

explained settlement-house leader Mary Simkhovitch, a member 

of NYCHA’s board. “We don’t want to act in such a way and do 

this thing in such a way that it will deter white people from going 

Residential programming was one way that NYCHA attempted to build a sense 
of community within its projects. Here, children gather for “Story Telling Hour” at 
Williamsburg Houses in 1945. Photo courtesy of the New York City Housing Authority. 
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into projects.” In following this directive, NYCHA created some 

projects that were majority-white and others in which a majority 

of families were black or Puerto Rican. In order to maintain a 

“racial balance” across the NYCHA projects, administrators dis-

criminated against blacks and Puerto Ricans, the groups that had 

the most difficulty in finding decent affordable housing in the 

private market. Yet, even with these restrictions, by 1959 NYCHA 

housing had become mainly black and Puerto Rican, with most 

whites concentrated in projects in the outer boroughs.

In the mid-1960s, the debate over the purpose of public housing 

resurfaced. Officials within city government began pressuring the 

housing authority to accept more poor families in desperate need 

of housing. “Problem families must have new housing before they 

can be helped,” declared Welfare Commissioner James Dumpson 

in 1965. He estimated that 300,000 of the people “forced to live 

in this city’s slums and rat-infested tenements” had been found 

ineligible for NYCHA housing. NYCHA chairman William Reid 

responded that the problems these families faced were not ones 

that public housing was equipped to confront. “It’s a welfare and 

social problem,” he explained. These families “have to learn to 

live in public housing before they move into the projects.”

In 1968 NYCHA, acquiescing to some of its critics’ demands, 

announced that it would no longer “deal with the morals of 

applicants. Thus, for example, no family may be declared 

ineligible solely because the applicant had an out-of-wedlock 

child.” In that same year, the number of families in NYCHA hous-

ing who received welfare reached a new high of 15.4 percent. 

NYCHA also lost much of its autonomy in evicting residents, as a 

Supreme Court decision required new procedural protections for 

tenants. In 1973 the total welfare population of NYCHA reached 

34 percent. While this was higher than NYCHA officials desired, 

it was still low compared with other cities. In that same year in 

Chicago, for instance, 49 percent of public-housing residents 

received welfare.

Excluding the Poor

NYCHA bought and destroyed existing housing to make room for its developments. 
This image from 1936 shows twelve blocks cleared prior to the construction of 
Williamsburg Houses. 78 percent of the demolished apartments had no central 
heating and 67 percent had no private toilets. Photo courtesy of the New York  
City Housing Authority. 
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Also in 1973 President Richard Nixon announced a moratorium 

on the construction of new public housing. The radical experi-

ment in publicly built and managed housing that began in the 

1930s was over. In its place would come the Section 8 program, 

which provided federal vouchers in order to subsidize rent for 

housing procured in the private market. NYCHA projects would 

continue to provide housing, and the authority would come to 

oversee the Section 8 program, but there would be no further 

expansion of public housing in New York. Even as support for pub-

lic housing diminished and pressure to take in more poor families 

increased, NYCHA persevered in its efforts to maintain mixed-

income housing by assigning applicants to different tiers based on 

income and mixing tiers within projects.

This effort would be challenged, beginning in the 1980s, by 

the rise in family homelessness, which placed a new burden 

on NYCHA to provide housing for the extremely poor. By the 

mid-1980s Mayor Ed Koch had realized that the sharp rise in 

homeless families was not an anomaly but, rather, the start of a 

new trend. The temporary solutions the city had developed, such 

as placing families in hotels (soon dubbed “welfare hotels”) or 

in barracks-like congregate shelters, were not going to provide 

adequate shelter for the thousands of families in need of it. Koch 

turned to public housing to provide shelter for some of these fam-

ilies. Although NYCHA administrators protested that “the home-

less need a whole range of social and medical services that the 

public housing program is simply not prepared to provide,” the 

Koch administration insisted that they offer around 2,000 apart-

ments, about a third of their vacancies, to homeless 

families every year. This priority for homeless families 

would continue in various forms in the administrations 

of mayors David Dinkins, Rudolph Giuliani, and, at first, 

Michael Bloomberg.

In 2005, as part of his new homelessness policy, Bloom-

berg discontinued the practice of giving homeless 

families a priority for public housing. The Bloomberg 

administration feared that this policy was encouraging 

poor families to “become homeless” and enter shelter 

in order to get to the front of the NYCHA waiting list. 

As Linda Gibbs, then the head of the Department of 

Homeless Services, explained, “We wanted to free up 

the Section 8 and Housing Authority units in order to 

reward and encourage people to solve their housing 

problems without moving through the shelter system.” 

Public housing, the administration believed, should reward 

those families who were working to improve their economic 

well-being —not the homeless.

Since the 1990s, NYCHA has largely reasserted its long-term 

efforts to limit the number of extremely poor families in public 

housing. As federal financial support for public housing has con-

tinued to decrease, NYCHA has attempted to recoup its losses by 

bringing in higher-earning tenants who can pay higher rents. In 

1996, for instance, NYCHA gave top priority to working families 

with household incomes between $24,000 and $49,000 a year. 

The effort to attract working families, combined with the effects 

of the 1996 welfare reform—which pushed heads of families 

from welfare to work— has led to a significant decrease in the 

number of families in NYCHA housing receiving welfare. As of 

January 1, 2012, 47.2 percent of NYCHA families were working 

families and only 11.4 percent received public assistance. As of 

February 1, 2012, 163,995 families were on the waiting list for 

conventional public housing. NYCHA has largely returned to the 

policy of housing for the working poor envisioned by those who 

planned the first projects in the 1930s.

Today, New York’s politicians and advocates for the homeless are 

calling on the city to once again give homeless families priority 

for public housing. They hope that such housing will help stem the 

massive increase in the number of homeless families that the city 

has seen in the last few years. This debate will bring to the fore the 

question of what purpose public housing should serve. Should it 

truly be housing for the poorest New Yorkers, or should it remain 

more exclusive, primarily housing for the working class? As the 

city looks to various institutions to confront the growth in family 

poverty and homelessness, it remains to be seen if public housing 

will be part of the solution. ■

Brownsville, Brooklyn, is dominated by public-housing developments. This image 
shows Brownsville Houses—27 six- and seven-story buildings built in 1948— 
in the foreground, as well as numerous housing projects that went up around it 
afterward, including Van Dyke I (1955) and II (1964), Howard (1955), Tilden 
(1961), Low (1967), Hughes and Glenmore Plaza (both 1968), and Woodson 
(1970). Photo courtesy of the New York City Housing Authority.
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