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Madam Secretary, Commissioners, and other esteemed panel members, thank you for this opportunity to provide testimony.  My name is Brad Kramer, and I am the Director of Policy and Advocacy at Horizons for Homeless Children, a non-profit organization that serves more than 2,000 homeless children in Massachusetts each week.
Under the leadership of the Patrick-Murray Administration, the Commonwealth is hard at work on developing policies intended to dramatically reduce homelessness, and we applaud and actively support those efforts.  But in the meantime, homelessness is impacting more and more families and children in Massachusetts.  On any given day, there are more than 2,000 families with about 4,000 children living in emergency shelters funded by the Department of Transitional Assistance, including more than 2,000 children under the age of six.  Each day, about 1,000 additional homeless children in the Commonwealth live in domestic violence and teen shelters, about half of whom are under the age of six.  

Thousands more Massachusetts families with children sleep on floors and sofas of friends and relatives, or live in other makeshift arrangements such as cars and campgrounds.  Depending on which definition of homelessness you use, these families are either homeless or at risk of homelessness.  According to data collected and analyzed by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education in cooperation with the U.S. Centers for Disease Control, on any given day, under the more comprehensive definition of homelessness, at least 56,000 Massachusetts school-aged children are homeless.  Given that for each school-aged homeless child there is a pre-school aged homeless child, this means that on any given day there are also at least 56,000 homeless Massachusetts pre-school aged children – a total of well over 100,000 homeless children and youth in Massachusetts under the more comprehensive definition of homelessness.  Even if you consider most of those children to be at risk of homelessness rather than homeless, those are still staggering statistics.
Homelessness has grave impacts on child development.  As a result, compared with their housed peers – and even compared to children who have housing but live in poverty – young homeless children experience more developmental delays, emotional problems such as anxiety and depression, and behavioral issues.  The experience of homelessness compromises a child’s school readiness, and continues to have consequences later in life.

Fortunately, young children can overcome the trauma of homelessness with the right interventions.  One such intervention is Horizons for Homeless Children’s Playspace Programs.  Through this initiative, each week, Horizons for Homeless Children and over 1,000 volunteers provide about 2,000 children in over 140 EOHHS-funded shelters with a critical opportunity for growth and development that they would not otherwise have, reducing the life-long harm of homelessness.  HHC’s volunteers come from all walks of life, but our best-known volunteers are Governor Patrick, Lt. Gov. Murray and Theo Epstein.

The Playspace Programs has grown into a public-private partnership, with the Commonwealth investing $500,000 in FY07, FY08 and FY09, about half the total annual cost of the program.  We are grateful for the Administration and Legislature’s support for the Playspace Programs, and we call upon you to include level funding for the Playspace Programs in your FY10 Budget recommendation for the Emergency Assistance account (line item no. 4403-2120).
HHC also supports increased funding for homelessness prevention resources such as MRVP and RAFT, for DTA’s Emergency Assistance family shelter account, and for new initiatives being spearheaded by the Interagency Council on Housing and Homelessness and DTA. 

On behalf of Horizons for Homeless Children, thank you for this opportunity to provide testimony, for your leadership on improving the lives of homeless children and their families, and for your efforts to dramatically reduce homelessness in the Commonwealth.
