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Single-Room Houéing Won’t End Homelessness *

To the Editor:

In “The Homelessness Test” (edi-
torial, March 1), you recognize that
the loss in single room occupancy
housing, or 5.R.0.'s, has had a serious
effect on the numbers of peopie living
on the sireets and in sheiters. Mental

/healtn research on the homeless con-
firms that this housing shortage is
more critical than udeinstitutionali-
zation’ and other mental health prob-
lems among the homeless.

Unfortunately, you assume that
most of the homeless are mentally ill
or older people who once lived in
§.R.0. housing. You argue that the
mentally ill homeless were dein#titu-
tionalized, moved into S.R.0. housing,
and when this housing was trans-
ferred to other uses, they and many
other S.R.O. residents became home-
less — a plausible sequence. How-
ever, my own research, and data
from surveys of the homeless across
the nation, suggest that for most of
the homeless the sequence of events
has been very different.

Most of the homeless are young
adults, under age 45. Most have never
lived in S.R.O. hausing. Fewer than 15
percent have been hospitalized for
mental disorders. And more than half
the homeless population is homeiess
for less than six months.

You dismiss the causal role of dein-
stitutionalization in the 1860°s and
70's because of its distance in time
from the mcreasing homeless popula-
tion of the 80's, but you fail to recog-
nize that much of the loss in S.R.0.
housing also took place before the
1980's, Though some -
edly became homeless because of

S.R.0. conversions — a deed that
should be redressed — the evidence
does not suggest the loss of S.R.O.s
as a widespread, direct source of
nomelessness. The real impact of lost
$.R.0.'s on homelessness is that when
a new segment of people became resi-
dentiaily unstable in the 1980's, they
did not have this stock o cheap
rooms
have been hidden in the old problem

_of skid row homelessness became a

. creasing

1o fall back on. What might

new problem of emergency shelter
homelessness.

That most of the homeless are
young adults, not mentally ill and have
never lived in $.R.O. housing Suggests
wider causes of the homeless problem
and more ambiticus solutions than in-

the number of S.R.0. units.
Poor, urban, young adults have seen
two decades in which growth indus-
tries have favored better educated
suburban populations and where the
jobs dvailable to unskilled workers
have paid wages that have steadily de-
clined against inflation (the value of
the minimum wage declined 31 per-
cent between 1980 and 1988).

Actoss the country, people whao rely
on public assistance have likewise
seen the value of benefits deteriorate
against inflation, nearly 50 percent
since the early 1970's. Compounding
declines in income among Young,

. urban adults has been a sharp rise in

the cost of housing. S.R.0.'s have dis-
appeared, and staridard rental apart-
ments consume nearly 85 percent of
the average poor household’s income.
This dramatic combination of forces
pushed a new generation into residen-

tial instability and, ultimately, home-

lessness. Given the intense competi-
tion. for
communities, it is no surprise that the
disabled, the defiant and the deviant
were the first and most likely to be
squeezedoutorforeedtochoosewt.

How can we best understand this
new group of people from whom the
majority of the homeless comes?
They are people wito cannot atford to
form %ew households. They are
adiiits who are not settling new fami-
lies or living in their own apartments
at the rate their parents did. .

While more S.R.0.'s would provid
an option for them, do we want to in-
stitutionalize a new skid row? More
important, is that what most home-
less pecple want? Before the boom in
emergency shelters in the 1980's,
residents of S.R.0.'s used to be con-
sidered “homeless.”

What really needs to be addressed
is the marginal housing and income

Warning Labels Pave Road to Censorshi

To the Editor:

Robert C. Dean's letter supporting
warning labels for rock recordings
(“Don’t Confuse Rock Lyrics With
Free Speech,” Feb. 16) states that
labeling wouid not restrict, censor or
in any way limit. This ignores the
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resources in impoverished.

laborers, and as a small New York,

shelters only when they have ex-
hausted their welcome elsewhere.
These are not the le who in-
habit S.R.C.’s. S.R.0. inhabit-
ants are, in ce, middle;
aged to € predominantiy
 women. Nor wokid, creating more.
S.R.0.'s heip the male home--

"legal under current bousing codes.

status of a generation of young and-
poor adults. The homeless represent” -
a small segment of 2 much larger
problem of poverty and restricted ops
portunity reflected in the rapid turn”
over of the homeless population, ir
the increase in urban crime, in prison )
overcrowding and in the countiess'
victims of the drug economy. .
S.R.0.'s might be the selution for-
some people, including the older and’
disabled homeless, but many others,”
including the masses of near-home--
less (and soon-to-be-homeless), await”
a more imaginative solution that’
gives them a chance at stable house-.
hold formation, adequately compen-
sated labor, social protection from
disability and unemployment, and
that supports more diverse and-
mixed househoid arrangements than
is represented in the proposed S.R.0.
solution. DENNIS P. CULHANE
_ Needham, Mass., March 1, 1990

_The writer has completed a doctoral

dissertation on homelessness.

A Generatio.n Adrift

To the Editor: i

Your March 1 editorial attributes
the rise of homeless people on the
streets of New York City to the loss of
single room occupancy housing. YD&
recommend that the state spend:
gsome haif a billion doilars to cregtf
16000 new S.R.O. rooms. As a cof-
tractor who has employed homeless

City landlord, I believe your diagnosis
and cure areoff the mark.

Because of the increase in home-
less people in major cities across the
country it seems implausible to
blame local events for the increase in
New York. The homeless men I have
employed are highly mobile, younger
than 40, mostly black, poorly educat-
ed, some with mentat health prob-
lems or a minor criminal record. All
have alcohol and drug problems.
They drift from city 10 city, working

s e i et

where possil;le and winding up in the

less. These men canmot hang onto’
money from one day ta the next. The
only kind of housing they could use.
would be $5-a-night flophouses — it
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1f the loss of 5.R.0."s has not created.
the surge in homelessness, what has?-

A te namen e that the yanne mato drift.




