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Human Rights Watch Interviews with 

Former Foster Children Who Are Homeless 

Human Rights Watch is dedicated to protecting the rights of people around the world. It conducts regular, systematic investigations of human rights abuses in some seventy countries around the world, including the United States.
 Here in California, Human Rights Watch is investigating violations of the rights of children in the state child welfare and juvenile justice systems.
 

“When I was eighteen…there was no place for me to go. I left foster care with nothing—maybe I had a week’s set of clothes. I slept on friends’ couches and in garages.”
 One of the most devastating results of the state’s failure to protect children in its care is homelessness among former foster children. Human Rights Watch has conducted a series of interviews of youth who are former foster children and are currently or recently homeless.
  They have special insights into the failure of the state to 

                                                                                                        

prepare them for life on their own, and it is the belief of Human Rights Watch that their voice should be a part of the debate on how to protect children in the State’s care.
  While the causes of homelessness are many, Human Rights Watch’s research confirms that state assistance to prepare these youth for adult life is sorely needed, and increased amounts of housing are essential. The alternative is that kids will continue to be turned out of state care and onto the streets.
A. The Voice of Experience:

Youth Speak Out on the Causes of Homelessness

for Former Foster Children

There is no magic switch that at age eighteen delivers the skills and knowledge for success and survival into the mind of a teenager. These skills must be taught; this need is fundamental. That is what childhood is for, moving step by step from total dependence on parents to independence. The role of parents is to teach, guide, show by example. In a healthy family this preparation begins early—a child is taught how to bathe, how to budget, how to buy groceries and eat properly, how to avoid sexual predators, and be aware that there are dishonest salespeople. Teaching a child to care and protect herself or himself is a key parental duty at every developmental life stage. 

When the state removes a child from his or her home for parental neglect or abuse, the child becomes wholly dependent on the state. Food, shelter and access to health care and education are the obvious needs. But no less important is the guidance and support necessary for a child to grow into an independent adult.

The youth interviewed for this report range from ages sixteen to twenty-four.
 They were removed as children from their family homes for abuse or neglect. Many by age ten had lived through things that most adults reading this report cannot fathom. At least two watched a parent kill or cause serious bodily injury to another parent. They experienced rape, beatings by a wide range of family members, and emotional abuse that left them feeling like it was their fault that their worlds were falling apart. For many, these types of ordeals didn’t stop when they entered state care. While not the focus of these interviews, stories of sexual abuse, physical harm and emotional damage continued through foster care. As one youth concluded, “One thing is for sure, when I left the system, I was worse off than when I entered.”

For each of the youth interviewed, leaving the system without having been adequately prepared for adulthood resulted in homelessness. This result is far from uncommon. Various studies have estimated that between 25 and 50 percent of youth who leave foster care in California will be homeless within two years.
 The high rate of homelessness among former foster children is one of the more disturbing results of the state’s failure. Homelessness is particularly devastating for youth because lack of maturity and life skills make them more vulnerable than homeless adults. “Many adolescents find that exchanging sex for food, clothing and shelter is their only chance of survival on the street.” In turn, homeless youth are at a greater risk for AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases, with some suggesting that HIV prevalence may be up to ten times higher than the rates reported for other adolescents in the United State.
  In addition, homelessness may place these individuals at risk for other forms of discrimination and violence.
 The streets are a dangerous place to live.


We asked youth to reflect on their experience both in foster care and after “aging out,” and give their opinions about what would have helped them avoid homelessness. What follows are their experiences, opinions and insights.

1. Nowhere to Go

All the youth interviewed experienced homelessness after leaving foster care. Some went straight from state care to being homeless. Others drifted into homelessness six months, a year, or even two years later. Here are the stories of a representative sample.

· By age eighteen Sandy had endured years of sexual abuse in state care. “The social workers never figured it out,” she told us. She had been afraid to tell them about the abuse for fear of “being one of those foster kids who gets moved around a lot.” When she aged out she had no other options and so turned to the only adult she knew, a family member who had sexually abused her. “At that time I didn’t want to be anything, I just wanted to die. I didn’t care what happened to me.” She lived with him as abuse escalated, enduring rape, beatings and emotional torment. When she gathered the courage to leave at age twenty, it meant choosing homelessness. She slept in her car for several months. She later moved in with a boyfriend she did not wish to live with.
 

·    Michael first entered care at age eight and was in a total of five group homes before landing in juvenile hall for nearly a year. He describes a grim first step into adulthood when he aged out of the system. “[When I turned eighteen] my probation officer drove me to a homeless shelter.” He has been homeless since he was released from the system.

·    Phillip had to leave his foster family at age eighteen. He was homeless for about six months, when he got into a Transitional Living Program (TLP). “When I was eighteen…there was no place for me to go. I left foster care with nothing—maybe I had a week’s set of clothes. I slept on friends’ couches, and in garages.” He became homeless again after the TLP ended.

·   When she turned eighteen and was put out of her group home, Alicia ended up hiding in the one-room apartment where her sister, sister’s boyfriend and child lived. An additional person living there was in violation of the lease. Afraid that the landlord would evict them all, she couldn’t go outside. She stayed in the apartment for almost six months, fearing all the while that the neighbors would report her.

·   Anya was placed in an unstructured and unsupervised independent living program at age seventeen. She was asked to leave the program soon after and ended up homeless with her baby. Despite repeatedly telephoning and asking for help from the county welfare agency, she was told that she was too old. “I was homeless for two and a half years. At one point I was living in my car in the winter—I was freezing with my baby there with me. Sometimes I’d feed my daughter and I’d have nothing to eat.” It was a devastating experience. “Once you go through it, all you think about every day is, ‘I don’t want to be homeless again.’”

2. Pre-emancipation Experiences of Youth 

Youth interviewed described four primary pre-emancipation factors contributing to their becoming homeless: Lack of preparation in basic living skills; over-institutionalization; lack of one person who cares; and under-trained caretakers in foster family and group home settings. 

a. Lack of Preparation in Basic Life Skills

All the youth interviewed felt that they were not provided basic information and skills for every-day living. One youth, Raul, summed it up, “Kids need to be taught how to cook, how to shop. Simple everyday life skills.”
 

Another youth interviewed, Tony, phrased his opinion as a message to the State: 

If you’re going to put kids in group homes, in foster care, at least give them what they need to survive and take care of themselves. [When I aged out of care] I didn’t know how to find a job, how to dress presentable, be polite…I was dumped out of a group home and suddenly expected to take care of myself. I ended up on the street. I’m just learning things now that I should have learned in high school.

The feeling that they are late in learning important things was echoed by several young people. “You come out of foster care not knowing what to do. I had to learn everything myself,” Anya said.
 A common refrain was that youth wished someone had told them “what it was really going to be like out there.”

Those who participated in independent living skills activities or classes prior to emancipation had many criticisms of the quality of the content. Several youth mentioned the fact that they were told by social workers and others of the likelihood of homelessness when they emancipated. Some were immobilized by the terrifying statistics that could be their lives.

For instance, Ron told us:


I was scared about being homeless when I turned eighteen. It was all negative talking, like over and over ”you’re going to be homeless if you don’t do this or that.” Stop telling us we’re going to be homeless—it just opens up the fear that [no one] is going to be there for you.

This same youth noted a perception of many interviewees: They feel like they are on their own, that they shouldn’t ask for help but should prove that they can survive on their own. “You need to pay attention to the kids who need more help. It takes courage, guts to ask for help. We feel like we’re not supposed to ask for help…not every kid has the energy, the courage to seek help.”

The interviewees listed skills they wish they had been taught. They specifically mentioned basic food preparation, how to buy food, understanding credit, knowing how to lease an apartment. They described the struggle to learn these things and the fact that they feel they still haven’t caught up. “I don’t know how to cook. I mostly eat out of a can. If someone cares, they should teach kids in foster care how to cook.” Sandy remembered with sadness scenes in her foster home. “I watched my foster mom teaching her daughter how to cook—but she never bothered with me. They looked like they were having fun.”

b. Over-institutionalization

Many youth lived in overly institutionalized placements. Their group homes or foster homes were highly restrictive environments and as a result these teenagers missed out on important lessons that come from increasing autonomy and independence. They spoke of the irony of being treated like a child and then expected to suddenly be independent.

“What would have helped me? Being in a stable home for one,” Sandra   described her chaotic time in foster care as a series of two-week notices and movement from one place to another. She also pointed to the lack of experiential learning and preparation for adulthood. “[It would have helped me if I’d] been able to get a job while in the group home so I’d get experience and have money for an apartment [when I emancipated.]”  Sandra currently lives in shelters and on the streets. She has two young children of her own who are in foster care.

While these complaints may sound like typical teenage complaints, youth interviewed gave examples of restrictions that limited their age-appropriate development. “While in a group home there were so many things I couldn’t do. Can’t ride the bus [by myself]. Can’t work. Just very restrictive rules that just didn’t make sense.” Anya recalled her situation with deep frustration. “I couldn’t even learn how to ride the bus on my own—but I had to go to an ‘independent living class’ class that supposedly taught me how to do normal things. It’s a double standard that doesn’t make sense. It’s like they’re saying to us, ‘You must be independent by age eighteen’ but then they don’t give us the room to learn to be independent.  Don’t over-shelter us and then tell us to be independent.”

Meaningless restrictions add to the feeling that no one is really watching out for them to make sure that they get what they need to become successful adults. Tricia said, “I felt like I was treated like a child [in group homes]—like I was six or seven years old. We all had to sit down at the same time. If you were late, you’d get “room time” as punishment. This just doesn’t work for a teenager. At the same time I felt like I didn’t get enough attention. I didn’t get the attention I needed as a child and then as a teenager…Then I became disobedient.”

c. No One Who Cares

A sentiment echoed over and over again is the lack of an adult who cares. With great clarity the youth connected the lack of preparation for adulthood with the absence of an adult who cared what happened to them when they left the system. “I wasn’t getting attention [in my foster home.] I didn’t get the support I needed to do things, to help me figure out who I am,” David said. “It was just shelter over my head. It was just someone there to tell me what to do, not to listen to me. It wasn’t a relationship, it felt like boot camp! Foster care gave me shelter over my head, but no one to listen. I needed someone to listen to me.”

Mason complained about the lack of social worker involvement. “Social workers don’t visit enough. They don’t talk to you and see how you are doing. They just look at paperwork. Don’t only come and see me when I am in jail or need another placement.”

Some youth run away before they are eighteen years old. A seventeen year old who had run from a placement is living on the street with her fifteen year-old sister. She begs for money when they’re hungry. She told Human Rights Watch, “I’ve been on my own for seven or eight months…It’s hard, very hard. But I’d rather live on the streets than be in the system. I got treated like trash in the system.”
 

Quite a few of those interviewed said that they had lived in too many placements to count. Others listed their placements by city, grouping their experiences by the number of foster families versus the number of group homes. One young man rattled off the locations of ten placements since age fourteen. Moving from place to place disrupts relationships with adults, friends and community. Youth described feeling alone in the world, and despair in that aloneness. “You get shipped all over and it gives you a mindset that you can’t rely on anyone. And in reality, you can’t rely on anyone because no one is there for you,” said Tony.
 Another youth described the power of someone who cares as “fuel for life.” R.S. said, “[Foster homes] should be run by people who really care, not people who are just looking for a paycheck. From people who care you get the drive to go on.”

d. Under-trained Caretakers

Youth described needs unmet because foster parents and group home workers were inadequately prepared to help them. Many described deficits in the care of their basic emotional needs. David told us, “When I tried to open up, they couldn’t handle it, they didn’t have the tools to help me.”

Tricia, pregnant with her second child, remembers nights waking up afraid in her group home and having no one to turn to. “I wish they’d had overnight counselors—someone who was a therapist, not just staff, someone you can talk to when you wake up afraid at night and can’t sleep.”
 Some youth identified the lack of skilled assistance as having a lasting effect on their lives. Tony says that he realizes now that he was missing important life lessons. “I wish I’d been taught to open up emotionally.”
 

There was an overarching feeling that the people whose care they were in were not prepared to take care of them. Sarah sees the failure as systemic. “The system needs to make sure that people working [in group homes] are qualified.”

3. Post-emancipation Experiences

Of the thirty-six young people we have interviewed thus far, approximately 83 percent had no source of income when they aged out of the system.  Seventy-one percent did not have medical coverage upon emancipation, despite the fact that all former foster children are eligible for medical coverage until age twenty-one. Sixty percent did not have a high school diploma when they were deemed to have reached adulthood and expected to provide for themselves. Eighty-nine percent had no adult to turn to if they were sick or otherwise in crisis. Three percent said “maybe” there was an adult they could call on, and only two interviewees said, “Yes, I have an adult I could go to if I need help.”

As Roberta told Human Rights Watch, “On the day of my so-called emancipation I didn’t have a high school diploma, a place to live, a job, nothing.” She has been living in and out of shelters and on the street since aging out of the system. “I feel like, when you get put into placement you’re worth it to help but when you get ready to emancipate it’s like you’re not worth it any more.”

Youth cited several key factors contributing to homelessness after aging out. Many had no concrete help in planning for a place to live immediately after leaving care. They are literally walking out of care with no place to go. Youth also point to the fact that they were unaware of support programs. Several said that they were placed in grossly inadequate Transitional Living Programs, at the end of which they were no better off that when they had entered. There was also a strong and consistent feeling that they needed help past age twenty-one. 

a. No Concrete Help in

Planning for a Place to Live After Aging Out

Many of those interviewed did not have a place to go when they left foster care. Others only had options that were unsafe or inadequate.

Alicia described the absence of preparation to exit the system. “My social worker was one of those ‘Okay, you’re eighteen, that’s it, you’re out,’ “she told us. “ I had no clue what I was going to do after I turned eighteen.”

Phillip remembers leaving care without any source of income and no medical coverage. When asked if his social worker or other providers talked with him about what to expect when aging out, he recounted, “I didn’t really see my social workers much—really, I’d be lucky to see a social worker once a year.” On leaving state care he bounced from couch to couch and stayed in friend’s garages.
 

Sandy told us, “When I turned eighteen, I had nowhere to go.” She describes the lack of help from her social worker, “The social worker said, and ‘Figure out what you are going to do with your life.’ No help, just a statement.” After living in an abusive home, she ended up homeless.

When Michael’s probation officer left him at a homeless shelter, all she offered was a few dollars from her own wallet and the statement, “This is all we can do.”

Martin has been homeless since leaving foster care at age eighteen. He left the system feeling betrayed. “I feel like I got played. They promised me, ‘You’re going to have a studio apartment, a place to live when you leave foster care…’ Instead, I just got kicked out of foster care. I had 25 cents and a cigarette in my pocket, and I spent my last 25 cents on my next cigarette.”


Alonzo has lived in and out of shelters and on the street. “I don’t want to be a bum lying in the street. I want my own place to go home to sleep...a roof over my head.”

b. Lack of Knowledge of Existing Programs and Services

Interviewees reported not being informed before or after emancipation about transitional living programs, the right to medical coverage, tuition assistance, the right to remain in foster care past age eighteen under certain circumstances and other important transitional supports as provided by state and federal law. Phillip listed this failure as paramount. “The main thing I want to tell people is that you need to [reach] high school-aged kids and tell them what programs are out there. They’re not being informed about their options, like being able to get financial aid so they can focus on school [instead of working long hours.] Of course you’re not going to have fancy things, but you’ll have a chance to get a degree and really succeed, and have confidence in life.”

Several youth explained that even if they had heard of a program, they didn’t know how the support could be used. For example, Anya told us that she didn’t grasp that financial aid for school could be used on living expenses; she thought it was just for tuition. “If I had known that I could go to school and get some financial aid, I wouldn’t have been living in my car.”

c. Inadequate Transitional Living Programs

Several youth interviewed participated in Transitional Living Programs (TLPs) after aging out of the system. They uniformly described the programs as lacking in sufficient supervision and skills-building. The programs were also criticized for not being age-appropriate.  Many who went into inadequate TLPs left to find themselves homeless.

At seventeen Anya remembers being told that she could get an apartment and live on her own. “I thought, ‘Wahooo, my own place!’ When I went into transitional housing I didn’t take things seriously. I partied. The TLP program I was in was completely unstructured. You were just off by yourself. No help, no support, except food coupons. Transitional housing is so important—it’s the best idea if it’s done right.”
 Youth spoke of not being ready to be on their own, and desperately needing direction on what to do when the TLP ended. “I was [in a TLP] nine months. There were no rules, except that we couldn’t have guests,” Tony described his experience. “No one cared where I went or what I did.”


Repeatedly interviewees described TLPs as having little or no adult guidance and meaningless or nonexistent methods of improving their independent living skills. Youth described the programs as a sort of holding pattern—offering very little progress toward self-sufficiency. As a result, many found themselves homeless when their TLP ended. In retrospect, former TLP participants expressed gratitude for the food vouchers, but felt that much more guidance was needed for the programs to be meaningful.

Alonzo said, “[Where I was] they’d just send us out in the morning to look for work. No direction. [T]hey’d send me out to get a job, telling me to come back at curfew—but we got no real direction, like how to apply for jobs or where to look.”

Raymond described his experience of trying to rent an apartment. “Me, I’m a shy person: I’m shy about talking, so it’s hard to go out and do things…Like I went to talk with a landlord about renting an apartment [and] I felt all shaky. I was all shaky and the words didn’t come out right.” The landlord told Raymond that the rent was four times the cost of the advertised Section 8 rate.
 “People can really try to work you over. When you don’t know how to talk they take advantage of you.”
 

How to look for work and how to rent an apartment are two obvious skills that need to be learned by young adults. If transitional living programs do not provide concrete training and guidance, youth leave them no better off than when they entered. 

d. Services and Support Needed into Early Twenties

“We need more time,” was a refrain from those who had aged out at eighteen and seen the cutoff of services still needed. Anya, age twenty-one, worries about the termination of medical and other help. After two-and-a-half years of homelessness, she’s now in a highly regarded transitional living program. She is the single parent of a toddler, works full-time, carries a full load of credits at the local community college, and participates in parenting and living skills classes. Despite how well things are going, she’s afraid. “I’m scared to be out on my own. It didn’t hit me until I was homeless, with no where to turn, that I was totally on my own. Services should be extended past age twenty-one. There should be a focus on eighteen to twenty-five year-olds, helping them really get steady on their own. We don’t start to get serious until we’re older.”
 When Martin was asked, “What would have helped you not end up on the streets when you left foster care?” He answered, “I needed more time—a year or something—

I needed more help.”
 

Regardless of how well one has been prepared to be on his or her own, most young people need some kind of support during the early years of adulthood. Critically important support might be in the form of advice or encouragement, or it might be financial assistance. Young adults from intact families might stop by home to raid the refrigerator, use the washer and dryer, join in holiday events, share successes and failures with someone who cares. “I don’t think that a high school diploma, a job is enough. Kids who grow up in regular homes get more than that,” Roberta explains.

For young adults who have been in foster care, they have more on their plate. As a baseline, they are still recovering from abuse and neglect experienced in their families. They are playing catch-up, emotionally and in learning the basic skills needed for life. It makes sense that former foster youth need more help than the typical eighteen- to twenty-five year old. Yet the reality is that they have less. R.S., who has been living in shelters off and on since he left the system described his detachment from people who care about him. “For  the longest time I’ve had no one I can go to—it’s just easier to be on the streets,” he said.

One interviewee has a younger brother still in foster care. “I’m trying to prepare him for what it will be like when he gets out. I tell him, ‘Once you leave, they won’t call you. You’re gone and their paycheck is gone. They won’t even think of you.’”

B. Youth Recommendations to the State Legislature

We asked youth to recommend to California legislators how to improve foster care and reduce homelessness among youth who have aged out. 

These are their recommendations:

1. Every-day life skills should be taught at an earlier age and not just in a classroom setting. 


2. Caretakers in foster homes and group homes should be better trained to deal with emotional and developmental issues of youth in care, knowing how to listen, and how to convey information and care.

3. Group home and foster care placements should have appropriate restrictions and rules that allow for learning independence.

4. Social workers should help youth identify goals, provide information about transitional living programs to youth before they leave state care, and help them find housing after aging out at age eighteen.

5. After aging out, youth should be given more information about services, programs and support that exist post-emancipation.

6. Emancipation is too early. Support, adult connection, shelter and other safety nets should be provided past age twenty-one.

7. Emancipation is too sudden. Support should continue in a graduated way in the early twenties.

8. Transitional Living Programs should be more than shelter and food vouchers. They should have life skills classes that are meaningful and provide strong bonds with competent adults.

C. Concluding Observations 


Despite the trauma that is the norm among youth who have journeyed through foster care, the youth interviewed here agreed to talk with Human Rights Watch for the purpose of helping to reform the system. They spoke openly with us about deeply personal and painful experiences, including trauma that is the direct result of their time in foster care. Merely having been in foster care is often a palpable source of shame for these youth. Reawakening the experiences of betrayal and abandonment by family and the state is painful. Several times during our interviews young people told us, “I’ve tried to forget what happened [in foster care.] It’s too painful to remember.” On top of this, we asked them to reflect on the difficult circumstances of their homelessness. Those who are currently homeless are living in dangerous and grueling situations, with no apparent exit. Yet they spoke with amazing clarity and insight and their critiques of the state were thoughtful. Several said that they were motivated to talk with us by compassion for those who follow in foster care.

Betrayal was a common theme in the interviews. Many felt their lives reflected serial betrayal: by birth families who abused, neglected or abandoned them; then by the state that allowed ongoing abuse and neglect in foster care system. With the perspective of a few years outside of the system, looking back through the lens of homelessness, these young people indict the system that failed to prepare them for adulthood and failed to support them once they turned eighteen. 

For each of the youth interviewed, leaving the system without having been adequately prepared for adulthood resulted in homelessness. Under state, federal and international law, it is the state’s duty to take special measures of protection for children who are removed from the home.
 The California Welfare and Institutions Code §16000.1 enunciates this responsibility in state law:

The state has a duty to care for and protect the children that the state places into foster care, and as a matter of public policy, the state assumes an obligation of the highest order to ensure the safety of children in foster care.

Protection includes more than safety, more than adequate food. The California child welfare system is charged with “establishing programs and services which are designed to provide protection, support or care of children, to provide protective services to the fullest extent deemed necessary…” California WIC §19. 
It is no exaggeration to say that all of childhood and youth is the process of learning to be independent. The role of the parent in this process is essential. When the state is parent it must take measures to prepare children for adulthood or it is breeching its duty to protect. The costs of failing to do so are high: homelessness, early pregnancy, high rates of incarceration, low personal income—these results have far-reaching societal costs. But the loss of potential in the individual lives of over 4000 youth who age out of foster care each year should be enough to motivate California to act. 









“The day I graduated from high school, my foster mom told me, ‘You’ve been emancipated. You can’t live here any more.’ I was still in my little graduation dress and heels, my flowers, my cap on…My social worker told me, ‘I’ve called around and found a shelter for you.’”                 
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Where are you living now?





 “In a car.”





Is that where you sleep?





 “Yeah…


It’d be crazy if senators and stuff had to see the places we’ve been—If they could see all that…”




















“It didn’t hit me until I was homeless, with no where to turn, that I was totally on my own.” 











“Once you go through it all you think about every day is, ‘I don’t want to be homeless again.’ ”











“I feel like the people who were supposed to help me weren’t there for me—and I think, what’s going to happen to me? Am I going to be homeless the rest of my life?”











“I feel like, when you get put into placement you’re worth it to help but when you get ready to emancipate it’s like you’re not worth it any more.”














“It’s like they’re saying to us, ‘You must be independent by age eighteen’ but then they don’t give us the room to learn to be independent.  Don’t over-shelter us and then tell us to be independent.”








“You get shipped all over and it gives you a mindset that you can’t rely on anyone. And in reality, you can’t rely on anyone because no one is there for you.”














“When I got booted out [of the system] I didn’t have the knowledge I needed to survive. And then being on the streets, I felt like I lost what I did have.” 











“For the longest time I’ve had no one I can go to—it’s just easier to be on the streets.”














“I was just off by myself. No help, no support, except food coupons. Transitional housing is so important—if it’s done right.”








“I’m against how they cut you off right at 18. Yeah, you’re an adult, but over the years the system didn’t teach you the things you need.”

















“Most of the time adults listen to a kid with a skeptical ear but sometimes a kid has a valuable point and we just want to be heard.” 








 








“I’m down for any cause to help improve things. Even if I’m not going to see help for me, maybe it will help others coming along.” 








 








“I don’t want to be a bum laying in the street. I want my own place to go home to sleep...”
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�  Human Rights Watch stands with victims and activists to prevent discrimination, to uphold political freedom, to protect people from inhumane conduct and to bring offenders to justice. We investigate human rights violations and hold abusers accountable.  We challenge governments and those who hold power to end abusive practices and respect international human rights law. We enlist the public and international community to support the cause of human rights for all. Examples of our work on children’s issues in the United States include the report Hatred in the Hallways(2001), which exposed violence and discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender students in U.S. schools, and The Rest of Their Lives: Life Without Parole for Child Offenders in the United States (2005). For more information about the work of Human Rights Watch, please see our website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.hrw.org" ��www.hrw.org�.





�  Human Rights Watch uses the term “children” to mean people under the age of eighteen.





� Human Rights Watch interview with Phillip, Whittier, April 24, 2006. The name Phillip is a 


pseudonym.





�  For this investigation we have interviewed former foster youth who are now youth age sixteen to twenty-four and are currently homeless or have experienced a period of homelessness since leaving foster care. We are using the definition of homelessness enunciated in the McKinney–Vento Homeless Assistance Act under which a person is considered homeless when he or she lacks a “fixed, regular and adequate nighttime residence.” See 42 U.S.C. Sec.11434a(2). Of those interviewed, the shortest period of homelessness experienced was a few months, and the longest is over four years. Interviews have taken place at emergency homeless shelters, on the street in large cities, drop-in centers for homeless youth and at a transitional living programs with  residential components. Interviewees were either identified by staff at these locations or responded positively when approached by the Human Rights Watch interviewer and asked if they had been in foster care and are currently homeless. At the time of this memo approximately thirty-five individuals have been interviewed. Sixty–three percent is male and 37 percent female; 51 percent is African American, 23 percent Hispanic, and 23 percent Caucasian.





For all interviewed a pseudonym is used in lieu of the young person’s name. In some cases details that may be identifying in some way have been left out. These interviews are narrative in nature, with only a few specific yes/no questions asked of each participant. The answers to four specific economic/emotional resources indicator questions are tallied in Section 3 of this memo, Post-emancipation Experiences. 





� This memo presents preliminary observations that come out of our ongoing investigation. We hope the data gathered thus far will inform the work of the California State Senate Transportation and Housing and Assembly Housing and Community Development Committees. Because this investigation is not yet complete, this document does not identify violations of laws or adopt recommendations for stopping abuses. However, a primary goal of this work is to help inject the perspective of young people into the debate, and to that end we pass on the comments of those interviewed and our preliminary observations.   





� Seventy-two percent of those interviewed were age twenty-one or younger at the time of the interview. Males made up sixty-three percent and females 37 percent.





� Human Rights Watch interview with R.S., 4/3/06.  The name R.S. is a pseudonym.





�  The Children’s Law Center of Los Angeles reports that nearly a third will become homeless at some time within the first year after they leave the system at age eighteen; Covenant House of California’s statistics show that of the 1,500 youth who emancipate from the foster care system in Los Angeles and Alameda Counties each year, nearly 50 percent will be homeless within six months, and a study of homeless youth in Monterey California  estimated that approximately 25 percent of all of the county’s emancipated youth between ages nineteen and twenty-one were homeless at the time of the study—reflecting a number at a point in time.  Applied Survey Research, Homeless Census and Homeless Youth/Foster Teen Study (Watsonville: Applied Survey Research, 2002). 





�  National Coalition for the Homeless, Fact Sheet #13, Homeless Youth, June 2005.





�   See, for example, Human Rights Watch, Injecting Reason: Human Rights and HIV Prevention for Injection Drug Users, California: A Case Study  (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2003), in which testimony from witnesses suggested that police were using syringe possession to clear the streets of homeless people. 





� Human Rights Watch interview with Sandy, April 24, 2006. The name Sandy is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Michael, Berkeley, 4/3/06. The name Michael is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Phillip, Whittier, April 24, 2006. The name Phillip is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Alicia, Whittier, April 24, 2006. The name Alicia is


pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Anya, April 24, 2006. The name Anya is a pseudonym.


The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Raul, Berkeley, April 03, 2006. The name Raul is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Tony, Berkeley, April 03, 2006. The name Tony is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Anya, April 24, 2006. The name Anya is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Ron, Los Angeles, May 22, 2006. The name Ron is a pseudonym.


Human Rights Watch interview with Ron, Los Angeles, May 22, 2006. The name Ron is a pseudonym.


Human Rights Watch interview with Sandy, April 24, 2006. The name Sandy is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


Human Rights Watch interview with Sandra, May 24, 2006. The name Sandra is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Anya, April 24, 2006. The name Anya is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Tricia, April 03, 2006. The name Tricia is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with David, Whittier, April 24, 2006. The name David is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Mason, Los Angeles, May 22, 2006. The name Mason is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Star, May 22, 2006. The name Star is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Tony, Berkeley, April 03, 2006. The name Tony is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with R.S., Berkeley, April 03, 2006. The name R.S. is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with David, Whittier, April 24, 2006. The name David is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Tricia, April 03, 2006. The name Tricia is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Tony, Berkeley, April 03, 2006. The name Tony is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Sarah, April 03, 2006. The name Sarah is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� These statistics are based on thirty-six interviews done between June and August 2006. 


� Human Rights Watch interview with Roberta, May 24, 2006. The name Roberta is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Alicia, Whittier, April 24, 2006. The name Alicia is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Phillip, Whittier, April 24, 2006. The name Phillip is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Sandy, April 24, 2006. The name Sandy is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Michael, Berkeley, April 03, 2006. The name Michael is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Martin, Berkeley, April 03, 2006. The name Martin is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Alonzo, Los Angeles, May 24, 2006. The name Alonzo is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Phillip, Whittier, April 24, 2006. The name Phillip is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Anya, April 24, 2006. The name Anya is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Anya, April 24, 2006. The name Anya is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Tony, Berkeley, April 03, 2006. The name Tony is a pseudonym. 


� Human Rights Watch interview with Alonzo, Los Angeles, May 24, 2006. The name Alonzo is a pseudonym.


� “Section 8” is a federally funded program providing rental assistance in the form of a voucher to qualifying  low and very-low income families, singles, senior citizens, disabled and handicapped individuals.


Human Rights Watch interview with Raymond, Los Angeles, May 24, 2006. The name Raymond is a


    pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Anya, April 24, 2006. The name Anya is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Martin, Berkeley, April 03, 2006.  The name Martin is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Roberta, May 24, 2006. The name Roberta is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.


� Human Rights Watch interview with R.S., Berkeley, April 03, 2006. The name R.S. is a pseudonym.


� Human Rights Watch interview with Anya, April 24, 2006. The name Anya is a pseudonym. The city is not given to further protect her identity.





� See Foster Care Independence Act of 1999, (Public Law106-169); International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights, art.24; Convention on the Rights of the Child, art. 20.
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