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My name is Lindsay Rosenthal, and I am the director of the Vera Institute of Justice’s initiative
to End Girls Incarceration (EGI). I thank the legislature for the opportunity to submit testimony
in support of this bill, which is a positive step towards solving the crisis of youth and young adult
homelessness in Maine.

Vera works to end mass incarceration, protect immigrants’ rights, ensure dignity for people
behind bars, and build safe, thriving communities. EGI works to zero out the country’s
confinement of girls and gender expansive youth. Through partnerships in jurisdictions in several
states, including Maine, EGI aims to support the well-being of young people in their
communities, address the root causes of their incarceration, and permanently close the doors to
girls’ juvenile detention and placement facilities.

From 2018 to 2020, Vera worked with the Maine Department of Corrections (DOC) towards
ending girls’ incarceration statewide by working to keep girls and other young people in the
community and provide appropriate services. Our work in Maine has given us a view into the
problems facing many young people in the state, including homelessness and housing instability,
as well as issues like mental health needs and commercial sex trafficking that might drive young
people into homelessness.

Far too many young people in Maine do not have safe and stable housing.! To address the crisis,
youth homelessness stakeholders in Maine—including youth with lived expertise, service
providers, representatives from intersecting systems, and many others—engaged in a year-long
collaborative planning process that produced a strong statewide vision and plan for addressing
youth homelessness. The result is captured in “Maine’s Coordinated Community Plan to Prevent
and End Youth and Young Adult Homelessness,” which was published in the 2021 report, Hope
and Opportunity for ME (H.O.ME). The report lays out a plan to ensure that youth and young
adult homelessness in Maine is rare, and brief when it occurs, by meeting young people with
both housing resources and an array of wraparound services to promote well-being during a
pivotal developmental stage in their lives.>

However, even with recent increased state and federal support to address Maine’s housing crisis,
not enough resources are available to realize the H.O.ME plan. The youth homelessness crisis
continues, and the lack of safe and stable housing is both a cause and a consequence of youth
incarceration for Maine’s most vulnerable young people.® Place Matters recently issued a report
summarizing findings from the first year of implementation of DOC’s Regional Care Teams
(RCT), which were set up to help support diversion and release from Long Creek Youth
Development Center.* They found that housing was a need for 50 percent of youth referred to
RCT, making it the most commonly identified need.

Vera also completed a landscape analysis of available housing resources for minors, including
interviewing providers about capacity and priorities for service expansion.® The landscape
analysis concluded that Maine has many dedicated providers serving youth experiencing
homelessness, as well as strong leadership from young people with lived expertise, but there



simply aren’t enough housing units/beds and other services available to meet current needs.
Vera’s analysis also reinforced that the lack of housing capacity contributes to the problem of
youth incarceration in Maine.

Housing vouchers are a viable solution to this problem. By allowing recipients to seek housing in
the private housing market, vouchers allow people to circumvent public/affordable housing
shortages, making this an immediately effective strategy. Further, by virtue of enabling
recipients to find and select their own housing, vouchers will also offer youth and young adults
experiencing homelessness much-needed flexibility to seek housing that either allows them to
stay near schools and support systems, or to look further afield from any danger they might be
currently experiencing.

Decades of extensive research have demonstrated the effectiveness of housing vouchers in
reducing homelessness and housing instability, among other benefits.® One review calls voucher
expansion “the single most important step policymakers can take to help families afford
housing.”” The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Family Options
study looked at 2,0000 families experiencing homelessness over 18 months, and it found housing
vouchers to be more effective in stabilizing families than other forms of assistance, including
temporary rental assistance, temporary housing, and shelter.®

While there is limited research on the effects of housing programs on minors experiencing
homelessness separate from their families, the existing research on families shows that vouchers
are especially beneficial to children.’ Studies show that children whose families receive housing
vouchers have improved educational outcomes, health outcomes (and costs), social behavior, and
future employment and income. '°

HB 1422 has many merits as written. We applaud the choice to use the educational definition of
“homeless student,” per section 13-A of the Maine educational code.!! This broad definition will
allow the bill to do the most possible good for Maine’s youth. Further, research demonstrates
that vouchers are especially effective when paired with supportive services, so we are pleased
that this bill provides funding for such services.'?

Finally, we recommend that the state plan to educate landlords on the voucher program in
anticipation of possible discrimination in the rental market against youth attempting to secure
housing with these vouchers. '

There are few housing options available to minors in need. Providing vouchers, as well as more
supportive services, would be an excellent step in solving Maine’s crisis of youth and young
adult homelessness. I urge you to support HB 1422 and would welcome the opportunity to
discuss the matter further.

Thank you,

Lindsay Rosenthal
Initiative Director

End Girls’ Incarceration
LRosenthal@vera.org
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