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Good Morning. My name is Liz Hersh, Director of the Office of Homeless Services (OHS).  Thank 

you for the opportunity to offer testimony today on the impact of COVID on homelessness in 

the City of Philadelphia.  

 

COVID has laid bare the stark realities of the extreme poverty experienced by so many 

Philadelphians, especially people of color, who have been disproportionately hurt by the 

pandemic. In Philadelphia, while the African American population comprises 44% of the City’s 

population, they comprise 75% of those who experience homelessness.  

 

Never has it been clearer that housing is healthcare. When the “stay at home” order was 

issued, the general public saw what we all knew to be true: thousands of Philadelphians, in fact 

millions of Americans, have no permanent home. They lack the most basic human protection. 

 

The City’s homeless system has responded to this crisis.  

 

I would like to recognize the extreme dedication and selflessness of the hundreds of homeless 

service staff who work for the City and nonprofits who came to work throughout the pandemic 

to take care of people who had nowhere else to go. Their care saved many lives. 

 

I have provided you the most recent version of our weekly Summary of Services During COVID-

19 from 3/13-9/18/20. 
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The Summary shows that as of mid-September, our network of nonprofit service providers had 

served over 7300 participants in our shelter system (3100+ unique individuals) with a total of 

161 known COVID cases, about one-third of whom are staff.  

 

We have largely succeeded in keeping people safe to date, contrary to myths and stereotypes.  

 

We de-densified beds, went to grab-and-go meals, instituted social distancing, required use of 

masks indoors, encouraged more handwashing, got bed barriers. We did all the same things 

households were doing, but in our emergency and temporary housing sites – in spite of 

extreme supply shortages in the first few months.  

 

Our intake sites have remained open throughout. We instituted COVID screenings at intake to 

reduce the likelihood that people who were COVID positive would enter shelter. And we moved 

to remote assessment interviews rather than in-person to protect participants and staff. 

 

One of the “silver linings” of COVID has been the close working partnership between the 

Philadelphia Department of Public Health (PDPH) and the Office of Homeless Services. Through 

the Emergency Operations Center (EOC) we worked hand in hand throughout the early days of 

the pandemic on screening, response, testing and managing the services for those who were 

either sick or at risk. 

 

The City established a “Quarantine and Isolation” (Q&I) site at a downtown hotel to protect 

those experiencing homelessness who had been exposed to COVID, been tested and were 

awaiting results and/or those who were symptomatic but whose symptoms didn’t rise to the 

level of hospitalization. We will continue to maintain a Q&I site until the pandemic is over as an 

essential part of the service mix.  

 

We also established two COVID Prevention Spaces also at downtown hotels with a total of 260 

rooms. This has allowed us to move people who are most vulnerable to COVID to live in their 
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own rooms where they can stay safe. Eligibility for these two sites is based on the CDC criteria 

for most at risk, those over the age of 65 and/or with certain underlying health conditions. We 

have served 196 people, 50% of whom are from the street. Of those served, 40% are 65 or 

older and 70% are 60 or older. 

 

COVID has also exacerbated hunger among those who are homeless in this City. When the stay-

at-home order went into effect in March, one of the most immediate and dramatic impacts was 

that people who are unsheltered were hungry. Our daytime programs had to close for safety 

reasons (the Hub of Hope, Broad Street Ministries, Prevention Point) leaving people with 

nowhere to go to get food. The loss of daytime services combined with the lost ecosystem of 

commuters, tourists, and residents, left people with even greater hunger. (Daytime programs 

are now open again although at smaller numbers and with shorter hours.) 

 

Thankfully, Broad Street Ministries launched Step up to the Plate in partnership with Project 

HOME and Prevention Point Philadelphia. This public/private initiative harnessed $2.5M in 

philanthropic dollars to hire out-of-work caterers to make food for people that volunteers 

distributed daily through grab and go bags in Center City, South Philly, Kensington, 

Germantown and near North Philly. As of last week, over 320,000 meals had been served. 

 

Through this time, the shelter system has served over 1 million meals to the people we house. 

 

Today we are also working with the School District of Philadelphia and the Mayor’s Office to 

ensure that all our family-serving programs have high-speed internet access to that children can 

“go” to school. 

 

Today, we are continuing to closely monitor the economic impact of COVID on those with 

 extremely low incomes, those who have lost income and those who are homeless or extremely 

 housing insecure. The Office of Homeless Services has expanded homelessness prevention 

services through the “HAP” or Homeless Assistance Program from the state, the CARES state  
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Emergency Solutions Grant (ESG) funds, the City’s Housing Trust Fund and Home4Good through  

the Federal Home Loan Bank and the PA Housing Finance Agency (PHFA).  Citywide we project  

being able to provide at least 900 new long-term housing opportunities through these  

investments.  I will note that OHS is focusing on the people with the very lowest incomes who 

mostly are not facing formal evictions because they are not the lease holders. This often  

includes multi-month assistance to help them stabilize their housing situation.  

 

As you are may be aware, OHS has received about $35 million dollars in CARES ESG funds from 

the federal government.  These funds are restricted in their use to homelessness prevention, 

rapid rehousing, outreach and shelter. It is not fungible with City General Funds, generally 

speaking.  It is restricted to people whose income is 30% of the Area Median Income (AMI) or 

less AND meet the HUD definition of “virtually homeless.”   

 

About half of this funding is going directly to backfilling programs that would have been cut due 

to the loss of City General Funds. We would have been forced to layoff of about 17 people and 

close about 2500 shelter beds, among other impacts. This means OHS will be facing a funding 

cliff in FY22 representing a potential net loss of over $17 million dollars and similarly dire 

impacts in loss of essential crisis services if that funding is not replaced for next year. 

 

Of the remaining CARES ESG funds, we are implementing a “housing surge.” Together with 

existing long-term programs, we project creating at least 900 housing opportunities. Please 

note that these are estimates for budgeting purposes and are subject to change based on real 

costs.  

• Tiny House Village – 10-12 units 

This is the “Seattle Model” with 10’X12’ self-contained rooms around a communal bathroom 

suite and kitchen.  

• Shared Housing – 65-80 households 
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These are vacant PHA scattered site units that have subsidy attached that the City paid to 

renovate to meet Housing Quality Standards. Some will house families and others, 3 unrelated 

adults per city zoning. 

• Shallow Rent – 80-100 units 

This expands an existing successful pilot in which we provide a modest, fixed subsidy for people 

who live on a fixed, extremely low income due to be disabled. It included wrap around services.  

• Rapid Rehousing for Families and Individuals in shelter – 400-500 households 

Rapid Rehousing is a 12-24-month subsidy with housing case management designed to help 

families exit shelter faster and stabilize their housing situation. To better meet the unique 

needs of the Hispanic/Latinx community, we offer this same suite of services through Congreso 

as homelessness prevention to get community-based housing assistance.  

• Rapid Rehousing from the Street – 50 people 

This is a new pilot that came out of the encampment negotiations through which we are 

offering rapid rehousing directly from the street. To date, 32 people have enrolled, 11 have 

found units of which 4 have signed leases, 4 are awaiting lease signing and 3 are awaiting 

inspection. These are encouraging early results. 

• SROs (Single Room Occupancy) – 45-65 people  

This is a new pilot to take advantage of existing buildings that are not being utilized in which 

people can have their own room but on-site services. It is “shovel-ready” so people who are 

highly vulnerable to COVID can be safer. It also addresses a stated need that some people don’t 

want to live alone. 

• Turnover, LIHTC, PHL Cares, “Mainstream” vouchers, etc. – 300 households 

These are supportive housing units that include a rent subsidy with wraparound services. 

 

Prioritization for all housing opportunities through OHS are based on assessed vulnerability. 

With the public health emergency those over age 65 and/or with chronic underlying health 

conditions are the highest priority followed by disability and long-term homelessness. 
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Thank you again for the opportunity to provide testimony on the impact of COVID on 

homelessness.  I will be happy to respond to questions.   



 
 
 

 
City of Philadelphia, Homeless Service System Profile FY20 

   
Homelessness Prevention and 

Diversion 
Emergency, Temporary 

Housing 
Long-Term Housing 

Rapid Rehousing Supportive Housing 
Brief program 

description 
Goal: Stabilize safe housing 
situation, prevent shelter 

admission 

Goal: Save lived, short-term 
housing for stability, safety, 

services. 

Goal: End episode of 
homelessness, set course to 
housing, financial stability. 

Goal: End chronic homelessness 
for people with behavioral health 

disabilities.     
Services: Mediation, housing case 

management, security deposit, 
rental assistance 

Services: Safety, meals, 
housing case management, 
connect with employment, 
family, behavioral health 

services. 

Services: Security deposit, 
rental assistance, housing case 
management, connection with 

jobs, services. 

Services: Rent subsidy with wrap-
around behavioral health services. 

Number of Beds/Units 
 

4,459 beds 307 family units 
263 individual units 

658 family units 
2,940 individual units 

Number of Move-ins 
  

507 households 951 households 

Number of 
Households/People 

Served 

1,412 households - rental 
assistance 

450 households - other services 

1,495 families (4,295 people) 
10,571 individuals/couples 

Total of 14,938 people 

566 families (1,782 people) 
826 individuals 

Total of 2,608 people 

465 families (1,588 people) 
2,471 individuals 

Total of 4,059 people 

Total Households Served 1,862 12,066 1,899 3,887 
Number of programs 14 programs 65 programs 22 programs 56 programs 

Dollars Invested Dollars Invested: Dollars Invested: Dollars Invested: Dollars Invested: 

Local     $5,264,403    $43,402,239  
 

 $10,388,366  
 

State           $74,388   $10,644,871  
 

    $1,741,810  
 

Federal     $1,188,831     $1,825,920  
 

  $18,528,282  

Total      $6,527,622    $55,873,030  
 

  $30,658,458  

Budgeted/average cost 
per person/unit 

Rental Assistance $4,623 per 
household 

$16,425 per bed $10,500 per unit or household $12,900 per unit 

$3,740 per person Services Medicaid billable 
Success Rate In a 2-year lookback, no one who 

had been assisted entered shelter 
30% exit to perm hsing 

50% increased their income 
Average EH length of stay:  

86 days 

85% successful in preventing a 
return to homelessness 

90% successful in preventing a 
return to homelessness. 

Sources: Annual Performance Report (APR) submitted to HUD, ClientTrack HMIS, Daily Census Report, Housing Inventory Count (HIC), System Performance Measures 
Note: Numbers may be subject to change based on new data. OHS operates the City’s Personal Care Home, Riverview which serves 55-65 people at a time.  

Overall OHS Admin in FY20 was $5,750,107, about 6% of budget. 
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 Total Services Provided   Bed night services 

 Participants Enrolled   After-Hours 

 Intake  Meals served in shelters 

COVID – 19 Screening    COVID – 19 Cases in Shelters 

Program Type 

Participants 

Served 

Emergency Shelter (including After-Hours) 7,316 

PH – Permanent Supportive Housing 3,816 

PH – Rapid Re-Housing 1,993 

Transitional Housing 854 

Program Type 

Participants 

Enrolled 

Emergency Shelter (no After-Hours) 2,556 

PH – Permanent Supportive Housing 288 

PH – Rapid Re-Housing 437 

Transitional Housing 213 

Program Type # of Meals Served 

Family Shelter 459,594 

Single Adult Shelter 539,616 

Specialized Program 47,151 

 Total 1,046,361 

Current Cases Single Shelter Family Shelter 

Client 0 0 

Staff 0 0 

Total 0 0 

Cumulative Cases Single Shelter Family Shelter 

Client 119 5 

Staff 22 15 

Total 141 20 

Summary of Services During COVID-19 

March 13, 2020 – September 18, 2020 

3,070 people came in for intake 

services

3,103 participants enrolled in after-hours 

1,046,361 meals were served in shelters between 

March 13, 2020 thru September 18, 2020 

1,824 COVID – 19 symptoms 

screenings completed at intake 

3,158 unique participants received 

a total of 23,505 bed night services 
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Homelessness Prevention and Diversion 
Providers 

Arch St Methodist/Philadelphia Center 

Congreso de Latinos Unidos, Inc. 

Diversified Community Services 

Eddie’s House 

Emergency Assistance and Response Unit 

Friends Rehabilitation Program, Inc. 

HACE 

HELP Philadelphia Development Corporation 

Homeless Advocacy Project 

Housing for Youth Coalition 

Lutheran Settlement House 

Nationalities Service Center 

New Kensington Community Development Corp 

PCRC 

People's Emergency Center 

Philadelphia Interfaith Hospitality Network 

Project HOME 

Public Health Management Corporation  

Sunday Breakfast 

The Attic 

Turning Points for Children 

Urban Affairs Coalition 

Utility Emergency Services Fund 

Valley Youth House Committee, Inc. 

Veterans Multi-Service Center 

Youth Services, Inc. 

Emergency Temporary and  
Transitional Housing Providers 

AchieveAbility 

ACTS Christian Transitional Services 

Bethesda Project 

Broad Street Ministry 

Catholic Social Services 

CEHA Org 

Congreso de Latinos Unidos, Inc. 

Covenant House PA 

DePaul USA 

Dignity Housing 

Drueding Center 

Episcopal Community Services 

Families Forward Philadelphia 

Forget Me Knot Youth Services 

Fresh Start Foundation 

Friends Rehabilitation Program, Inc. 

Gaudenzia Foundation, Inc. 

Germantown Life Enrichment Center 

HELP Philadelphia Development Corporation 

Horizon House, Inc. 

Housing for Youth Coalition 

Impact Services Corporation 

Love and Care 

Lutheran Settlement House 

Methodist Family Services of Philadelphia 

Mt. Airy Bethesda, Inc. 

Northern Children’s Services 

One Day at a Time 

Pathways to Housing PA, Inc. 

People's Emergency Center 

Philadelphia Interfaith Hospitality Network 

Potters House Mission 

Prevention Point Philadelphia 

Project HOME 

Public Health Management Corporation 

Resources for Human Development, Inc. 
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SELF, Inc. 

Sunday Breakfast Rescue Mission 

The Doe Fund 

The Salvation Army 

Urban Affairs Coalition 

Women Against Abuse 

Rapid Rehousing Providers 

Action Wellness 

CEHA Org 

Congreso de Latinos Unidos, Inc. 

DePaul USA 

Episcopal Community Services 

Families Forward Philadelphia 

Friends Rehabilitation Program, Inc. 

HELP Philadelphia Development 
Corporation 

Lutheran Settlement House 

PCRC 

Public Health Management Corporation 

Resources for Human Development, Inc. 

SELF, Inc. 

Utility Emergency Services Fund 

Valley Youth House Committee, Inc. 

Veterans Multi-Service Center 

Women Against Abuse 

Permanent Supportive Housing Providers 

1260 Housing Development Corporation 

AchieveAbility 

Action Wellness 

Permanent Supportive Housing Providers 

Asociacion de Puertorriqueños en Marcha, Inc. 

Bethesda Project 

Calcutta House 

CATCH 

COMHAR 

DePaul USA 

Dignity Housing 

Drueding Center 

Episcopal Community Services 

Families Forward  

Gaudenzia Foundation, Inc. 

Horizon House, Inc. 

Impact Services Corporation 

Methodist Family Services of Philadelphia 

Methodist-Reunification 

My Place Germantown 

Northern Children's Services 

Pathways to Housing PA 

PCRC 

PMHCC 

Project HOME 

Raise of Hope 

Resources for Human Development, Inc.  

SELF, Inc. 

The Salvation Army 

Veterans Multi-Service Center 

Volunteers of America Delaware Valley, Inc. 
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