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	General	Comment	on	H.B.	No.	6659:	
	An	Act	Concerning	the	State	Budget	for	The	Biennium	Ending	June	30,	2025,	

	and	Making	Appropriations	Therefor	

 To Senator Osten, Representative Walker, Vice Chairs Hartley, Exum, and Paris, and 
 Ranking Members Berthel and Nuccio, and distinguished members of the Appropriations 
 Committee: 

 My name is Steve Werlin.  I am a resident of New Haven, where I have the honor of 
 serving as Executive Director of Downtown Evening Soup Kitchen, or DESK.  I offer 
 testimony in the form of general comments on the Governor’s proposed budget as 
 presented in H.B. No. 6659. 

 DESK has been serving unhoused individuals in New Haven for nearly four decades. 
 Today, our day-program for people living on the street serves over 900 people annually; 
 our overnight warming center this winter has served almost 500 unduplicated individuals 
 since we opened our doors in November. 

 While I am glad to see that the Governor’s budget includes some funding for 
 homelessness services, the amount falls far short of what we need to actually address the 
 crisis.  DESK stands with our partners across the state  in requesting an 	additional	$50	
	million	in	funding	to	Rescue	the	Homelessness	Response	System.	

 Connecticut is today facing a similar con�luence of factors that led to the sudden and 
 unprecedented rise in homelessness in the early 1980s: crippling recession, dramatic 
 in�lation, a shortage of housing, a deadly, new virus, and an epidemic of street-drug 
 overdoses.  Over the last three years, this perfect storm has threatened to derail the 
 important progress we made in the decade leading up to the pandemic. 



 Now is the time to recommit to ending chronic, widespread homelessness in Connecticut 
 and ensuring that our Homelessness Response System has the resources it needs.  If we 
 don’t commit the resources, then we cannot expect our well-designed system to function 
 as intended.  It’s like buying a fancy new car and then refusing to �ill the gas tank. 

 The Governor’s proposed budget leaves this fancy new car just sitting in the garage by 
	�lat-funding		homelessness	services.	  Given the  40 percent increase  in the number of 
 people experiencing homelessness in Connecticut over the last three years, 	and	 the 
 rapidly rising in�lation rate  weakening our purchasing power, it is completely unacceptable 
 for our state to commit no additional resources to addressing this public health crisis and 
 moral imperative posed by widespread homelessness. 

	Here’s	We	Need	Added	to	the	Governor’s	Budget		:	

 As an organizational member of the  Connecticut Coalition  to End Homelessness 
 (  cceh.org  ), I am proud to stand with my partners across  the state in supporting the 
	realistic	addition	 to the proposed biennium state budget of 	$50	million	 to be allocated as 
 follows: 

 ● 	$37	million	to		Fund	the	Frontline		:	  In the last three years, frontline workers have 
 maintained or expanded their services to respond to the need, but they have done 
 so 	without	 an increase to their wages (despite the weaker dollar).  Homelessness 
 services are 	human	 services that require a well-trained, professional workforce.  If 
 we expect to maintain that workforce and not lose them to better-paying jobs out 
 of state, we need to compensate them with competitive wages and not rely on their 
 moral compass to keep them earning less than a living wage. 	Why	$37	million?	
 This amount covers the cost of in�lation (minus the modest 9 percent increase 
 providers were given last year as a cost of living assessment).  Going forward, the 
 state should commit to year-over-year increases that are linked directly to in�lation, 
 just as the federal government and Social Security Administration does (along with 
 many private businesses).  To not keep up with in�lation is to short-change our 
 workforce and drive them away to other sectors and other states. 

 ● 	$6	million		per	year		to		Pay	for	CAN	Infrastructure		:	  The Coordinated Access 
 Networks (or CAN’s) are regional networks that were mandated for HUD-funded 
 homelessness service providers in 2010 and have since become an integral part of 
 our homeless response system in Connecticut.  These networks provide a 
 coordinated entrypoint, backbone infrastructure, and exit apparatus to 
 homelessness services, bringing together providers operating in the same 
 catchment area.  In my own region of Greater New Haven, the CAN was launched in 
 2015, and since that time we have continually improved it year-after-year; but 
 without annualized, ongoing operating funds, it 	will	 fall apart. 

 ● 	$5	million		per	year		to		Support	Cold	Weather	Programming		:	  New England is 
 very cold!  And each winter we need to expand services to ensure that no one dies 
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 from overexposure on the streets.  To be clear, homelessness is 	always	 a 
 life-threatening experience.  (To quote the motto of New Haven’s recently-formed 
 advocacy group, Unhoused Activities Community Team (U-ACT), “The emergency is 
 tonight!”)  But the harshness of winter demands that we offer increased shelter 
 beds to respond to the heightened severity.  In Connecticut, the Governor typically 
 declares “cold weather protocols” several times each winter, thereby triggering a 
 number of emergency response efforts; as we’ve found in recent winters though, 
 those declarations are meaningless without the funding allocated to actually 
 provide those services.  By adding just $5 million into the annual budget (line 
 T1424  ) for FY24 and FY25, we can count on Connecticut to provide the most basic 
 lifesaving services—safe refuge from severe weather—to those who are most 
 vulnerable. 

 ● 	$2	million		per	year		to		Provide	Flexible	Subsidy	Pools		:	  The road to ending 
 homelessness is not as straight as we’d like; there is no silver bullet or one-size-�its 
 all solution.  Experience has demonstrated that the most successful strategies are 
 those with built-in 	�lexibility	 .  (When I worked for  Columbus House years ago, we 
 used to call this a “whatever it takes” approach.)  It’s true for the frontline staff: the 
 more requirements we laden them with, the less effective their work.  And it’s true 
 for the dollars  : the more restrictive the funding, the less able we are to address 
 immediate needs.  A pool of �lexible subsidies would get people off the street faster 
 and keep unstably housed individuals from slipping into homelessness altogether. 
 While the current budget includes a line item of $2 million for FY24 (  T1428  ), that 
 funding is not annualized and does not appear for FY25. 

	TOTAL		:	$50	million	in	additional	annual	funding	

 The $50 million of annual funding that needs to be added to the proposed biennium 
 budget is, in fact, an important 	cost-		saver	 .  The inextricable link between housing and 
 personal health means that when we keep people housed or get them off the streets, we 
 improve their health outcomes.  Housing is healthcare  .  Housing reduces an individual’s 
 reliance on expensive emergency medical services and hospital utilization.  These 
 expenses are incurred by the most vulnerable and most income-constrained residents of 
 our communities; and they are 	paid	for	by	the	general	public		.	  The $50 million of additional 
 annual funding we are seeking for the biennium budget is a 	bargain	 compared to the 
 outrageous costs that get passed on to the taxpayers through emergency services and 
 deferred medical expenses.  That is why adding $50 million in homelessness services is 
 not only the moral and ethical decision; it is also the right 	�inancial	 decision. 

 I have included as an attachment the two-page document produced by CCEH detailing 
 more fully how these $50 million of additional annual funding should be allocated.  I 
 encourage you to read through this and reach out to CCEH’s CEO, Evonne Klein 
 (  eklein@cceh.org  ) or their COO, Sarah Fox (  sfox@cceh.org  ), both of whom can answer any 
 follow up questions. 
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 If you have any questions regarding the state of homelessness on the ground, especially in 
 regards to seasonal, winter programming, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me at 
 swelin@deskct.org  or (475) 238-8557. 

 Thank you for this opportunity to offer testimony. 

 Sincerely, 
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