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Introduction 
Good afternoon, Council President Clarke and Members of City Council. Thank you for the opportunity to 
testify about our FY18 budget request today. I am Liz Hersh, Director of the Office of Homeless Services.  
Joining me today are Tara Gaudin, Chief of Staff and Rodney Cherry, Fiscal Officer. We are requesting 
$94,728,265 for FY18 to support our mission to make homelessness rare, brief and non-recurring.  
 
I would like to start by saying thank you for your support. We understand and appreciate how precious 
tax dollars are and we take our responsibility to be their steward quite seriously. We are dedicated to 
high quality, person-centered, data-informed, accountable and transparent services that meet the needs 
of those experiencing homelessness - and the larger community. Thank you again for your support. 
 
I have divided my testimony into four sections:  
- First, I would like to talk about significant actions we are taking to advance the mission of making 

homelessness rare, brief and nonrecurring; 
- Second, I would like to provide highlights of a few special initiatives in which Council members have 

expressed particular interest; 
- Third, I would brief you on some achievements of which we are especially proud; 
- Finally, I must address the threat to our progress presented by President Trump’s “Skinny Budget.”  
 

I. Advancing the Goal of Making Homelessness Rare, Brief and Nonrecurring 
Philadelphia’s homeless system is extensive. It encompasses a network of nearly 70, mostly nonprofit, 
providers combined with our public sector partners to provide nearly 12,000 “beds” with 5,673 being 
emergency or temporary and 6,046 being long-term or permanent. We are proud that more resources 
are being directed toward what people really want and need - permanent housing. 
 
In fact, in FY16 we helped 1,200 households get long-term housing through a combination of Supportive 
Housing and Rapid Re-Housing. 
 
Supportive Housing is an evidence-based model that has an overall 90% success in preventing a return to 
homelessness, even for people coming directly off the street. You are familiar with some of our larger and 
more notable providers: Project HOME, Bethesda Project, Pathways to Housing and Horizon House, 
organizations that comprise the Chronic Partnership.  
 
Our 100-Day Challenge Team has housed 242 Chronically Street Homeless individuals, nearly one a day 
since they started last year. 
 
Supportive Housing is the solution to helping people with serious mental illness and/or substance use 
disorder resolve their homelessness. It also reduces high acuity utilization of behavioral health services. 
While costly, on average about $15,000 a year per person, it saves in police and EMS calls, psychiatric 
hospitalization, court costs and ER visits. In fact, research indicates that it more than pays for itself. From 
the human perspective, it is invaluable. Street homelessness dramatically reduces life expectancy and as 
the business community will tell you, presents significant economic development problems for the city.  
 
Supportive Housing is one of the main ways we advance our mission of making homelessness 
nonrecurring. It is on these facts that the administration has proposed an increase of $500,000 to the 
budget to expand the supply of supportive housing. 
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The second significant investment in long-term solutions is Rapid Re-Housing. It is the state of the art for 
reducing shelter stays once people become literally homeless. Rapid is a short-term subsidy that helps a 
household get back on its feet by subsidizing a market rental unit for up to a year combined with debt 
elimination, security deposit and services focused on housing and income stabilization. Our notable Rapid 
Re-Housing providers include Congreso, Friends Rehabilitation Program (FRP) and TURN.  
 
Rapid has an 85% success rate in preventing a return to homelessness. Last year we helped 339 
households - 28% over goal - including the first-ever TANF-to-Housing Pilot in the state. It is on this basis 
that the administration is asking your support for increasing the City’s investment in Rapid Re-Housing by 
$525,000 to serve 50 more households to advance the goal of making homelessness brief. 
 
I have talked about steps we are taking to make homelessness brief and nonrecurring. To make it rare, we 
must, as a system, invest more heavily in homelessness prevention and diversion.  
 
Last year we prevented homelessness for 824 households, 26% over goal. As you have heard from the 
Family Service Providers Network, we could help more families avoid homelessness and shelter admission 
altogether by investing more in prevention.  
 
The numbers are clear. As you heard from Daniel Farrell of HELP USA, emergency housing costs about 
$40 per day per person with an average stay currently of 6 months. If we were to invest $500,000 in 
prevention and it was just 15% successful, we would still come out ahead by $200,000.  
 
At the same time, how do we free up resources from shelter beds to fund more prevention and not risk 
ending up with families on the street? To help us answer this question, we have brought in a national 
expert, Focus Strategies.  
 
Bottom line, we are committed to expanding homelessness prevention and diversion. It is essential to 
advance our mission of making homelessness rare. 
 

II. Update on Initiatives of Particular Interest to Council 
At this point I would like to take a few minutes to provide you with brief updates on four initiatives in 
which you have expressed particular interest: Youth Homelessness, Gurney Street, Domestic Violence and 
the Suburban Station Concourse. 
 
Youth Homelessness 
Using the new funds appropriated last year, the Office of Homeless Services issued a Request for 
Proposals to expand homeless youth services. We added $200,000 to the pot and funded a first-ever 
collaborative with five providers: The Attic Youth Center, a haven for LGTBQ youth, Covenant House PA, 
Pathways PA, Valley Youth House, and Youth Service, Inc or YSI.  
 
The collaborative has expanded the capacity of the homeless youth system by 12% by providing 25 new 
crisis beds and 25 rapid re-housing beds. In addition, they are providing 24-hour crisis day care for 2 
participants, job training and employment support for 75 homeless youth. And 40 LGTBQ youth are 
receiving specialized counseling and mentoring services. 
 
We also launched the first 100 Day Youth Challenge in the nation, which continues today, focused 
especially on systems’ change to prevent homelessness among justice-involved and child welfare-
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involved youth. We hired a Homeless Youth Coordinator whose goal is a dedicated homeless youth 
system designed to better meet their unique developmental needs. 
 
Gurney Street 
The human cost of homelessness in the open-air shooting gallery and heroin market in the Fairhill section 
of the city has been a focus of Homeless Services this year. We have invested in our local partner 
organizations like Prevention Point and the Kensington Counts plan to guide our involvement.  
 
Most significant has been the partnership with Pathways to Housing which received 60 new Housing First 
Units from HUD in last year’s competition. All of these units are dedicated to people with Opioid abuse 
disorders. I want to note that the service match is made possible by Community Behavioral Health.  
 
We funded a respite that helped 45 people come in for the winter, get services, ID, access to benefits, in 
total, develop a plan for moving forward in their lives. Today we are working with the local organizations, 
the Homeless Outreach Teams and DBHIdS, Office of Addiction Services to develop individualized plans 
for those who want to come in from the encampment anticipating the cleanup and security to be 
undertaken by Conrail.  
 
Domestic Violence 
The Office of Homeless Services invests significantly in helping families fleeing domestic violence. We 
fund a DV specialist at our family intake site who does lethality assessments. We fund the city’s domestic 
violence hotline, 200 shelter beds at Women Against Abuse and culturally appropriate services in the 
Latino community through Congreso. The homeless Continuum of Care (funded by HUD and administered 
by OHS) has quadrupled transitional housing for DV survivors and increased the number of beds five-fold. 
The Office of Homeless Services is fully engaged in Shared Safety: Philadelphia’s Response to Relational 
Violence, chairs two of its committees and is dedicated to implementing its recommendations. 
 
Suburban Station Concourse 
Over the winter the Concourse became a hotspot for homelessness. Between outreach and the Hub of 
Hope, over 333 people were placed into treatment, safe haven, emergency and permanent housing. The 
Hub had over 800 case management visits, 110 medical and psychiatric evaluations.  
 
The crisis has helped forge a stronger partnership between SEPTA and the City. Working together with 
the merchants and tenants we have begun to chart a three pronged strategy of enforcement, 
engagement and housing. We developed and published “FAQs” and “How to Respond.” Our top priority 
now is the expansion of the Hub of Hope to be a full daytime engagement center that provides meals, 
showers, laundry, doctor visits, ID and access to recovery and housing services.  
 

III. Additional Highlights 
I would like to provide you with three additional highlights:  
 
No one has died due to exposure to the cold since January 2015. 
As you know, we bring over 300 additional beds online each winter. This year we also used our winter 
initiative to pilot the respite model first employed during the DNC. This a small temporary housing 
program with direct placement by outreach. These respites are promising as a new way to get better 
results with people experiencing street homelessness. Also, of note, calls to outreach are up by 50% over 
the past year. DBHIdS has funded a dedicated outreach team in Kensington. 
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Once again, there are no families known to be street homeless.  
We are working closely with DHS to better understand the experience of families and youth who touch 
both our systems and design new pilots to reduce homelessness among youth aging out of foster care 
and accelerate court-ordered family reunification. 
 
We are working to make Emergency Housing as safe as possible.  
I often hear that the shelters are not safe. I review all incident reports and they are few and far between. 
We have enhanced and strengthened the monitoring and compliance function. We have a consumer 
complaint number that investigates all calls. In addition, all sites have been undergone a comprehensive 
assessment by Homeland Security, L&I, police and fire. Corrective action has been taken. Sites have metal 
detecting wands at the front door, the ability to lock the front door if needed and security on hand. We 
are providing Active Shooter, De-Escalation and Narcan training.  
 
I urge you to please let me know if you hear of a safety incident in a shelter so that we may investigate. 
Shelters are already much safer than the street, but we want our participants who experience 
homelessness to be comforted by a feeling of safety and security while in our housing. 
 

IV. State and Federal Dollars Provide 51% of the Funding for Philly’s Homeless Services 
Finally, I would be remiss if I did not mention the very significant contribution that state and federal 
dollars make to our efforts at addressing here in Philadelphia. In fact, they comprise 51% of our budget.  
 
- More than 2,700 units of housing, both temporary and permanent, prevent men and women from 

living on the streets, and keep families out of shelter and in homes in the community. These HEARTH 
Act programs produce measurable outcomes:  

o 40% of people increased their income 
o 94% were connected to benefits like SNAP and Medicaid.  
o Of those who moved into permanent housing programs, 97% maintained their housing.  

- Federal PATH dollars fund homeless outreach.  
- Federal public housing funds the 3500 units that have been provided since 2008 with an average 90% 

success rate in preventing a return to homelessness.  
- Federal CSBG funds provide homelessness prevention dollars.  
- State HAP funds help support our shelters.  
- Nearly 350 households a year benefit from state and federally funded Rapid Re-Housing. 
- And of course, we are largely reliant on the state and federally funded affordable housing system. 
- The Affordable Care Act has enabled the City to provide expanded behavioral health services to the 

many formerly homeless people in supportive housing. These services are the secret sauce that helps 
the rent subsidy work. Any repeal, replacement or block-granting of Medicaid could potentially 
undermine our success rate in addressing street homelessness. 

 
We are working with the City’s federal lobbyist and local advocates to get the message out: state and 
federal investment in homelessness is money well spent. These programs are effective, efficient and 
reliable – and they are needed. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 


