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Thank you for taking an interest in the ongoing problem of illegal boardinghouses, and 
for proposing legislation meant to curb the worst of these illicit institutions.   
 
The Supportive Housing Network of New York 
I represent the Supportive Housing Network of New York, the statewide member 
association representing more than 180 nonprofit providers and developers of supportive 
housing – permanent affordable housing linked to services for formerly homeless and at-
risk individuals and families with mental illness, substance abuse, HIV/AIDS, physical 
disabilities and other barriers to independence.   
 
Together, our nonprofit members have created and now manage over 39,000 safe, 
attractive and eminently livable apartments across the state that provide homes for 
extremely low-income New Yorkers with disabilities. 
 
Illegal Boardinghouses are Not Supportive Housing 
Some operators of illegal boardinghouses, or “three-quarter houses,” as they are 
sometimes called, have mischaracterized their buildings as supportive housing.  They 
most definitely are not.  These are for-profit residences.  They provide no services.  Their 
operations are not regulated or licensed by any government agency.  They offer no 
privacy to residents, or any prospect of independence.  They are the polar opposite of 
supportive housing. 
 
But it’s understandable that illegal boardinghouse operators make this claim.  Supportive 
housing is the great success story of the past twenty-five years.  Not only does it provide 
decent, safe housing that helps tenants become more independent , it also saves money. 
  
 
Studies Show Supportive Housing is Cost-Effective 
Ten years ago, researchers at the University of Pennsylvania tracked over 5,000 homeless 
individuals with mental illness in New York City, for two years before and two years 
after they were placed into supportive housing.  While homeless, these individuals used 
an inordinate amount of emergency services – shelters, hospital emergency rooms and 



inpatient care, psychiatric institutions, and sometimes jail. They relied so much on these 
expensive interventions that they cost taxpayers an average of $40,000 a year, with many 
costing much, much more.   
 
When these same individuals moved into supportive housing, on-site case managers 
linked them to primary care doctors. They noticed when their mental health deteriorated 
and intervened before hospitalization was necessary.  The housing helped the tenants stay 
out of trouble with the law.  Even though the new tenants increased their use of outpatient 
substance abuse treatment and addressed long-deferred health problems, they reduced 
their use of publicly-funded services by an average of $16,000 per unit of supportive 
housing created.  This paid for all but $995 a year of the cost of building, operating and 
providing services in the housing. 
 
Approximately 20 studies have been published since then confirming the savings 
produced by supportive housing.  Just last month, three reports were released.  Illinois 
documented a 39% drop in service use due to supportive housing; Boston captured a 
savings of $9,000 per supportive housing tenant, even after housing costs were accounted 
for; and the Journal of the American Medical Association reported that a Seattle  
supportive housing program for chronically homeless inebriates reduced service spending 
by $4 million for just 95 individuals, a savings of $30,000 per person in just the first year. 
 
Supportive Housing is Also Good for Neighborhoods 
Supportive housing’s demonstrated cost-effectiveness has helped increase public support 
for development and funding.  But public support has also grown because supportive 
housing is a good neighbor in the communities in which it has been built.  A study 
published in November last year by the NYU Law School’s Furman Center looked at 
supportive housing’s effect on neighboring property values.  A review of 123 newly-
constructed or rehabbed supportive housing residences and over 300,000 property sales in 
New York City found that the value of neighboring properties increased quicker and 
higher the closer they were to supportive housing residences.  While this result may be 
surprising to some, anyone who lives in a New York City community with supportive 
housing can tell you how supportive housing residences replace vacant lots or decrepit 
eyesores with beautiful buildings that fit in with and add to their neighborhoods. 
 
Supportive Housing Today 
The Bloomberg administration has joined previous mayoralties in embracing supportive 
housing as the solution to homelessness.  The Mayor and agencies like HPD, DHS, HRA 
and DOHMH deserve credit for investing in the expansion of supportive housing, along 
with State and federal government agencies.  Thanks to their unwavering support, New 
York City’s nonprofits now manage over 25,000 units of supportive housing in the five 
boroughs, with over 90% of them housing single adults. 
 
But despite these laudable efforts, there remains a persistent shortage of affordable 
housing for low-income single adults in New York City.  This shortage is especially hard 
on individuals with extremely low incomes, most of whom struggle with homelessness, 
mental illness, substance abuse, ill health and other disabilities.   
 
History – From SROs to Homelessness to Supportive Housing 



In previous decades, these New Yorkers could find affordable, privately-owned Single 
Room Occupancy (SRO) apartments to live in throughout the city.  This housing stock 
ranged from spartan, but quite livable, rooms on the Upper West Side, to notorious 
Bowery flophouses packed with hundreds of 4’x 6’ cubicles with chicken wire ceilings.   
 
The often-squalid and unsafe living conditions of the city’s SROs attracted widespread 
attention and public crusades to shut them down.  Many, like the Times Square Hotel and 
the Euclid, were saved and converted to model supportive housing residences.  But most 
were lost to gentrification and building codes that outlawed new construction of 
apartments without private bathrooms.  According to one informed estimate, New York 
City lost approximately 165,000 SRO units over the past 30 to 40 years.  Less than 
10,000 SRO units remain in the city today. 
 
With the rapid loss of the SRO housing stock, New York City experienced a sharp rise in 
homelessness in the early 1980s.  Instead of SROs, low-income individuals with 
disabilities ended up in even worse conditions on the drill floors of large armory shelters.   
 
Under the last three mayors, the City eliminated the worst abuses of the shelter system by 
converting to smaller, nonprofit-operated transitional shelters with skilled staff that 
focused on helping homeless residents return to permanent housing.  Job training 
programs, Section 8 rental subsidies and the growing stock of supportive housing made it 
possible for shelter providers to help a steady stream of individuals secure housing again. 
 
Today 
The present administration is to be commended for its single-minded focus on housing 
placement.  The aforementioned studies show that placement into supportive housing is 
cost-effective, and other research shows that decreasing the length of homeless episodes 
is beneficial for all concerned.  And by focusing on placing chronically homeless 
individuals into supportive housing, the Bloomberg administration has been able to direct 
scarce resources to those most in need, and reduce the shelter census by moving out the 
residents who spend the most time in shelters.  Performance incentives written into 
contracts ensure that nonprofit providers will make housing placement a top priority. 
 
But these admirable efforts have had the inadvertent effect of putting so much pressure 
on shelter providers and staff to make placements into housing, any type of housing, that 
we have helped create a whole new class of housing, “three-quarter houses.” 
 
While they are situated in the city’s housing stock, these illegal boardinghouses are by no 
definition of the word permanent housing.  Unlike the SROs of yore that caused so much 
public anguish, much of this housing offers nothing more than a bunk bed in a room 
shared with many other individuals.  There is no privacy, no personal safety, and no 
recourse if a resident is victimized by theft, injury or abuse.  Worse, many of these 
buildings are firetraps waiting for tragedy to strike.  The chance that this will happen is 
increased by the overcrowding that is necessary for the business model to work.  
 
It is true that apart from three quarter houses, there are probably many small landlords 
that rent out rooms in their houses or buildings they own.  Some faith-based or mission-
driven individuals similarly open up quasi-shelters as waystations for individuals looking 



for peer support as they leave prison or drug treatment programs.  Some of these may 
violate building codes, or occupancy rules, or may not offer ideal living situations.  But 
they are a viable way to maintain a toehold in a famously expensive city and are best 
ignored by the authorities until they become a nuisance. 
 
But this does not describe the illegal boardinghouses that have proliferated over the past 
few years.  These are money-making enterprises that profit from subsidies paid for by 
taxpayers.  They offer very little to residents, and perhaps worst of all, they are a dead-
end for all but the most resourceful who can quickly leave.  Every week, I receive calls 
from individuals who have had the misfortune to be placed into these residences.  Though 
the places in which they live look a lot like shelters, they are no longer considered 
“homeless,” and therefore do not qualify for priority placement into any type of 
subsidized housing.  Many had been deemed eligible for supportive housing that would 
have met their needs, but lost that eligibility when they walked into the boardinghouse. 
 
The Proposed Legislation 
This legislation is a well-intended attempt to begin to reduce homeless and other 
vulnerable people’s forced reliance on these inadequate settings.  But I think it can be 
greatly improved.  We have the following concerns about the proposed legislation: 
 

o As written, the legislation does not make clear what remedies and penalties would 
be provided or imposed in response to violations. 

o It could make parties acting in good faith liable for damages. It certainly appears 
to open a number of actors up to possible lawsuits, including DHS, nonprofit 
contractors and shelter staff, while ignoring the culpability of clearly 
unscrupulous landlords. 

o Some of the language in the legislation is not clear.  Could the language in 
category C open the door for some perfectly habitable buildings to be legislated as 
off-limits to formerly homeless people?  

o The legislation should distinguish more clearly which C of O violations are 
relevant.  There may be C of O violations in one apartment that have no bearing 
on the habitability of other apartments at the same address; or there may be C of 
O violations in commercial space in a residential building with suitable 
apartments.    

o While this legislation is attempting to address a very real problem – the 
proliferation of unsafe, overcrowded and illegal boardinghouses – will it lead to 
the opposite situation?  One can easily imagine an uneven crackdown on any 
slightly crowded household deemed undesirable by neighbors.  We must guard 
against a wave of evictions of tenants in marginal, but not dangerous, living 
situations.  Existing law limiting the number of unrelated individuals living 
together may be too strict, considering the realities of New York City’s housing 
market. 

 
If these concerns can be adequately addressed, the Supportive Housing Network may 
support this legislation.   
 
Other Possible Remedies 



I testify on this issue reluctantly.  Having overseen DHS’s housing placement operations 
in the mid-1990s, I understand how difficult a job it is to house homeless individuals in a 
city that literally does not have enough units to hold them all. And the City shelter system 
is by no means the only source of referrals to illegal boardinghouses.  It appears that 
graduates from substance abuse treatment programs, prison and other systems also 
regularly move into these buildings.  
 
I want to emphasize that this situation, while grave and in need of a remedy, is the result 
of good intentions on the part of government and shelter providers.  The fact is, DHS 
appears to have made some efforts to give guidance to shelter providers on what housing 
placements are acceptable (though more could certainly be done).  And the fact is, 
contracted shelter providers are under enormous pressure to make housing placement 
targets in their contracts, without a lot of resources available (though they have to do 
more to ensure they stay true to their missions).  And shelter case managers and housing 
specialists are doing their best to respond to management’s directions (though they have 
to better use their best judgment).   
 
The reality is that even with the most dedicated, skilled workers, bad placements can 
happen.  Often, a shelter resident will, on his own volition, leave a City-funded shelter for 
a three-quarter house, against his case manager’s advice.  Or an overworked case 
manager will facilitate a placement into what appears to be a decent placement, only to 
find out afterwards that it was inappropriate or inadequate. 
  
That said, with over a hundred decrepit and illegal boardinghouses identified, we have 
responsibility now to address this issue together.  Providers and DHS could solve much 
of the problem by increasing training and reopening the performance incentive plans that 
require housing placement targets.  Some avenues worth exploring include: 
 

o Increase training, pay and resources for housing placement specialists in 
shelter and transitional housing programs.  In employment programs, the 
job placement specialists are the highest paid employees because they have 
skills and connections essential for successful placements.  The same should 
be true for housing placement specialists, who could be hired from the 
growing pool of unemployed real estate brokers. 

o Allow more non-chronically homeless, but still disabled, individuals to 
qualify for supportive housing placements. Success placing chronically 
homeless people has reduced the eligible pool so much that there are few left 
who can live in supportive housing.  Including those who have not yet become 
chronically homeless for this housing will ensure that vacancies don’t go 
unfilled and individuals who need supportive housing do not have to wait 
longer than necessary for placement, or worse, get placed into inappropriate 
settings while waiting. 

o Provide Section 8 vouchers and other rent subsidies to some homeless 
individuals.  Increasing buying power increases housing quality.  

o Ensure that performance incentive placement targets are realistic. It 
appears that providers’ inability to make housing placement targets is driving 
much of the bad placement activity.  



o Increase bonuses for good performance and decrease penalties for 
underperformance.  Shelter and transitional providers are grossly 
underfunded.  Losing significant funding for missing targets may facilitate 
continued underperformance. 

o Increase performance incentive credits for longevity of placements. 
o Increase performance incentive penalties for placements into illegal 

boardinghouses with C of O and building code violations.   
 
Implementing the above measures will improve the quality and appropriateness of 
housing placements from the shelter system.  Placements will most likely go down as 
fewer shelter residents are placed into illegal boardinghouses, but placement longevity 
can be expected to increase as the quality of the placements improves. 
 
Supply-side Solutions 
The proposed legislation attempts to address the problem with prohibitions on the 
demand side.  This strategy may end up punishing a lot of well-intentioned people, and 
restraining them from making housing placements that actually help the people they 
serve.  It may also merely cause boardinghouse operators to search out new referral 
sources. 
 
The City Council can alternatively pass laws that impose far greater penalties on 
individuals who violate C of O regulations, fire codes and building codes, when those 
violations are an essential element of their businesses.  These landlords are putting lives 
at risk for their own profit.  They should be held accountable.  
 
Once again, I’d like to thank you for holding this hearing and seeking to address the 
problem of illegal boardinghouses.  I hope this testimony is helpful and I am available to 
answer any questions you may have. 
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