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“New York City was cleared to move dozens 
of homeless men out of an Upper West Side 
hotel called the Lucerne, after a state appeals 
court on Thursday rejected an effort to stop 
the city from relocating them to another hotel 
downtown. The decision resolved a nearly 
yearlong battle that had become a flash point 
for questions about race, class and tolerance 
in an affluent liberal enclave. But it comes at 
a time when the city is reopening for tourism 
and already making plans to move over 
9,000 homeless people out of hotels and back 
into barrackslike group shelters. Hotels have 
been used as emergency shelters since early 
in the pandemic to stem the spread of the 
coronavirus.” (The New York Times, 2021)29

Homeless Men Lose Court Battle to 
Stay in Upper West Side Hotel28

“New York City plans to move about 8,000 homeless people out of 
hotel rooms an back to barrackslike dorm shelters by the end of July 
so that the hotels can reopen to the general public, Mayor Bill de Blasio 
said on Wednesday. The announcement signals the beginning of the 
end to a living arrangement that was popular with many homeless 
people, many of whom said that the private hotel room provided a 
vastly better living experience than sleeping in a shelter. Some said 
they would sooner live in the street than go back to a group shelter, 
where many residents are battling mental illness or substance abuse 
or both.” (The New York Times, 2021)31

8,000 Homeless People 
to Be Moved From 

Hotels to Shelters, New 
York Says30

“New York City’s effort to move more than 
8,000 homeless people from pandemic hotels 
to barrackslike group shelters ground to 
a halt on Friday morning, after the Legal 
Aid Society filed a motion accusing the 
city of violating the rights of people with 
respiratory conditions and other medical and 
psychological problems. The city’s sudden 
decision followed several chaotic weeks of 
forced relocations, angry protests and an 
hours long standoff last week when 25 men 
locked themselves in their rooms at the Four 
Points by Sheraton hotel near Times Square.”
(The New York Times, 2021)33

N.Y.C. Halts Plan to Move Homeless 
People From Hotels After Legal Filing32

“New York City resumed the process of transferring thousands 
of homeless people from pandemic hotel rooms back to barracks-
style group shelters on Monday, two weeks after a judge halted 
the moves on the grounds that the city was not giving adequate 
consideration to people’s health.” (The New York Times, 2021)35

New York Moves 
Homeless People From 
Hotels to Shelters as 

Virus Cases Rise34

MOVE BACK TO SHELTER
As the lockdown began to ease, the residents were moved back to congregate shelters. The move was not as swift as the DHS had 
hoped. Some shelter residents were reluctant to leave, having lived in reasonably good conditions and wishing that the shelter 
system would provide similar conditions. These residents were often removed by force or waiting. After the first residents of the 
shelter were moved, a motion was filed by the Legal Aid Association arguing that the move had not been done lawfully and was 
an infrignement on the lives of infirm people. This caused the move to be halted for two weeks, but it was later resumed after the 
organization of the relocation was improved.

Figure 17: Shelter residents moving out of the hotel © The New York Times

Figure 18:  Advocates protesting the move back to shelters © The New York Times
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AFTERMATH OF THE PANDEMIC
As shelter residents gradually returned to the congregate shelters and the city prepared for tourists, the questions the pandemic 
had raised lingered around. Would the shelters have made adjustments to improve safety? What will happen after the moratorium 
ends? These questions clearly lingered with the public as well, as they continued to appear in news reports.
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“As New York City strives to lure back tourists 
and office workers, it has undertaken an 
aggressive campaign to push homeless people 
off the streets of Manhattan. City workers 
used to tear down one or two encampments 
a day. Now, they sometimes clear dozens. 
Since late May, teams that include sanitation 
workers in garbage trucks, police officers and 
outreach workers have cruised Manhattan 
around the clock, hitting the same spots over 
and over.” (The New York Times, 2021) 37

In N.Y.C., a push to bring back 
tourists includes razing homeless 

encampments 36

“The city’s strategy has sparked legal threats, protests, news 
conferences and the formation of several neighborhood groups — 
some opposed to these shelters and others in favor. But caught in the 
middle of the political push-and-pull are the displaced men whose 
lives have often been upended by evictions, unemployment and other 
traumatic events.” (The New York Times, 2021) 38

Shelters Were Supposed 
to Get Better Air 

Circulation This Year. 
They Didn’t. 39
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“The state eviction moratorium was a lifeline 
for tenants when their incomes dried up in 
the early weeks of the coronavirus pandemic. 
Now the state is taking a risky step as 
Omicron-driven infections continue to surge: 
Officials are allowing the ban on evictions to 
expire on Saturday.” (The New York Times, 
2022) 41

New York’s Eviction 
Moratorium Is Ending40
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CONCLUSION

There is no universal definition for homelessness, enabling 
different interpretations of the term. It was found that 
even within the United States of America, the definition 
of homelessness varies across departments, implying that 
governances can act at different levels when talking about 
homelessness. The difference in definitions makes it difficult, 
if not impossible, to get an overall view of the number of 
homeless people in the world. The United States made an 
attempt at counting the number of homeless people in the 
country based on the definition of the US Department of 
Housing and Urban Development, which means that this 
count does not include the invisible homeless. As a result, 
these numbers are only a shadow of the truth, as not all 
homeless people are necessarily on the streets or in shelters. 
Yet, despite these hard-to-quantify numbers, certain trends 
can be seen in recent history. It can be seen that family 
homelessness has increased dramatically in recent decades 
and that the eviction moratorium implemented to curb the 
covid-19 pandemic caused the number of homeless families 
in shelter to decline for the first time in a long period of time.

The census of homeless people sleeping in shelter in New 
York City goes back to 1983, when the right to shelter was 
established for every New York citizen. Prior to this, New 
York City already had a long architectural and urban planning 
history with different typologies and specific locations to 
accommodate and house the homeless, the sick, criminals, 
etc. Kim Hopper described how these efforts first began as 
an effort by society toward its weakest and gradually became 
an institutional feature adopted by the city. Over time, the 
system became increasingly diversified and expanded to 
result in the current system with more than 600 buildings.

These buildings are scattered throughout the urban fabric, 
forming a complex network of different typologies. What 
became particularly clear when analyzing the urban fabric was 
that the majority of street homeless are located in Manhattan, 
lower Manhattan to be specific, while the majority of shelters 
are located in the Bronx and Brooklyn.

People who wish to enter shelter, must first go to the intake 
centers. These serve as a gateway to the shelter system and are 
divided based on gender and type of family. When entering 
an intake center, one receives a referral to a shelter and one’s 
applicants file is opened. Depending whether one enter the 
system alone or as a family, one will have to go through an 
eligibility procedure.

Once in the shelters, the tension between privacy and 
protection is palpable. Just as described in Goffman, residents 
tend to take part in actions that constitute resistance to 
control, but by doing so they often oblige the operator to 
control them even more. Control can be translated into 
zoning inside the building: sleeping quarters, restrooms, 
office, and so on are all organized into nodes in such way that 
they can be easily overseen. The zoning of shelter buildings 
in their surroundings is just as remarkable, as they are often 
located in industrial and commercial neighborhoods rather 
than residential ones. The typology most often found in 
New York City is the family shelter, which again indicates 
the growing need of the homeless families in New York City. 
These shelters have a layout that differs from standard adult 
shelters because they were designed as micro-apartments. 
However, to gain access to these shelters, one must prove 
to the city that one is actually homeless, to avoid people to 
take advantage of the system. These eligibility procedures 
have been sharpened lately, so people have to wait longer 
before they can start their case for cheaper housing or rental 
assistance. A special form of shelter are domestic violence 
shelters. These take extra security measures compared to 
the regular shelter system to ensure the safety of domestic 
violence survivors.

Street homeless people are referred to the shelter system 
through outreach teams that patrol the city 24/7 across the 5 
boroughs. Each district has been assigned its own responsible 
non-profit organization. The purpose of these teams is to keep 
an eye on the street homeless in the neighborhood. Either 
a caring eye, by offering services if the homeless person is 
in demand, or a monitoring one, since many of the street 
homeless prefer the streets or stations to the shelter system 
and thus try to avoid the outreach workers. For those who 
do not want to enter the shelter system, other programs are 
provided by the city. A first program are the drop-in centers: 
low-threshold facilities where there are fewer obligations. As 
long as there is room, no one is turned away. One trade-off, 
however, is that one does not get a bed to sleep in but a chair 
and a table. Another program for street homeless people are 
the safe havens. These have been established specifically for 
chronic street homeless since 2008. To qualify for these, 
one needs a referral from an outreach team and this is only 
possible if an outreach team considers one street homeless for 
9 months over the past 2 years. The spaces in these facilities 
are highly desired because there is less control, but they are 
also fewer in number so gaining access after referral can still 
be difficult.
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The 2020 covid-19 pandemic marked a sudden and drastic 
change for the shelter system. The Congregate shelters 
proved not safe enough to house the homeless population, 
so the decision was made to move the shelter residents to 
hotels across the city. This move did not go unnoticed and 
sparked a fierce public debate about whether or not to move 
the homeless back to the congregate shelters. Parties both 
for and against the move staged protests, drawing renewed 
attention to the shelter system and its issues. Yet by the end 
of the pandemic in 2021, the decision was made to move the 
homeless back to their congregate shelters.

The debate that ensued brought the entire homeless crisis 
and the shelter system that accommodates it back to light. 
As a result, both new challenges and new opportunities were 
discovered for the city and its shelter system as to what will 
happen after the moratorium if the rents keep rising and if the 
shelter system learned anything from the hotel experience it 
gained during the pandemic.
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