
An unprecedented number of people are coming out of 
prison and jail.

• Each year, more than 650,000 people are released from state 
prisons in the United States, and an estimated nine million 
are released from jails.1, 2

• The number of people released from prison has increased 
350 percent over the last 20 years.3  

• During the same time period, the number of people who 
are homeless has swelled dramatically, to the current level 
of up to 850,000 people on any given day.4   

• Most released individuals return to major metropolitan areas 
across the country, often to a few neighborhoods within cen-
tral cities. In Wichita in 2004, for example, people released 
to parole supervision returned to, and sought housing in, 
just a few neighborhoods. Twenty-eight percent of parolees 
reside in City Council District 1 alone.

Many people released from prison or jail are at risk for 
homelessness, which can increase the likelihood that 
they will commit new crimes and return to prison.

• More than 10 percent of those coming in and out of pris-
ons and jail are homeless in the months before their incar-
ceration. For those with mental illness, the rates are even 
higher—about 20 percent. One study found that 22 percent 
of jailed inmates in New York City reported being homeless 
the night before arrest.5

• The California Department of Corrections reports that at 
any given time 10 percent of the state’s parolees are home-
less, and in major urban areas such as San Francisco and 
Los Angeles, the percentage of parolees who are homeless 
is as high as 30 to 50 percent.6

• 49 percent of homeless adults have reportedly spent fi ve or 
more days in a city or county jail over their lifetimes, and 18 
percent have been incarcerated in a state or federal prison, 
according to a 1996 HUD study.7

• Shelter use, both before incarceration and after release, is 
associated with an increased risk of return to prison: in a 
study of 50,000 individuals who were released from New 
York State prisons and returned to New York City between 
1995 and 1998, the risk of re-incarceration increased 23 per-
cent with pre-release shelter stay, and 17 percent with post-
release shelter stay.8  

• A qualitative study by the Vera Institute of Justice found 
that people released from prison and jail to parole, who en-
tered homeless shelters in New York City, were seven times 
more likely to abscond during the fi rst month after release 
than those who had some form of housing.9
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State and local budgets cannot sustain spending 
on shelter and emergency costs to serve increasing 
numbers of people who are homeless; long-term housing 
solutions can decrease the costs associated with people 
who would otherwise become homeless, such as people 
released from prison and jail.

• In New York, it costs more than $32,000 per year to serve 
a single person who stays in homeless shelters and returns 
to prison. Hospitalizations and child welfare involvement 
drive this price tag even higher.10   

• Prison and jail are among the most expensive settings to 
serve people who are homeless: one nine-city study calcu-
lated median daily costs for prison and jail at $59.43 and 
$70.00 respectively, compared with $30.48 for supportive 
housing.11

• Supportive housing has been documented to drastically re-
duce criminal justice involvement, reducing jail incarcera-
tion rates up to 30 percent and prison incarceration rates up 
to 57 percent.12  

• According to a cost analysis by the Corporation for Support-
ive Housing, a single re-entry housing unit in New York used 
by two people over one year can save $20,000 to $24,000 rela-
tive to the cost of release to shelter and re-incarceration.13

Organizations have developed different housing 
interventions to prevent homelessness and promote 
independence and self-suffi ciency among re-entering 
offenders in several states.

St. Andrew’s Court (Chicago, IL): St. Leonard’s Ministries and 
Lakefront SRO (Single Room Occupancy) work in partnership
 to provide second-stage housing and support services to men 
released from prison to the Chicago area, who have graduated 
from St. Leonard’s short-term re-entry programs. St. Andrew’s 
Court comprises 42 affordable housing units for single men 
with a range of risks and needs. Funding partners include the 
Illinois Housing Development Authority, the City of Chicago’s 

Department of Housing, the Illinois Department of Corrections,
the Federal Home Loan Bank, and various foundations. St. 
Leonard’s provides an array of case-management services, and 
a self-governed Residents’ Council meets regularly.

Alliance Apartments (Minneapolis, MN): Alliance Apartments 
offers 100 permanent, affordable housing effi ciency apart-
ments and 24 transitional housing units, where residents may 
stay for up to two years, for homeless, single adult men and 
women who make a commitment to work, remain chemical-
free, and live in a drug-free community. Although Alliance 
Apartments doesn’t include units specifi cally designated for 
formerly incarcerated individuals, many tenants have recently 
been released from jail or prison. On-site staff from partner 
organization RS Eden provide case management, counsel-
ing, peer support networks, social and recreational events, 
and linkages to mental health services as well as education, 
training and work programs, and work on an informal basis 
with parole offi cers and supervision agents. In 1995, Alliance 
Housing received 100 Section 8 Certifi cates to create afford-
able housing; RS Eden received a state grant through the De-
partment of Corrections to provide support services to people 
coming out of incarceration.

Fortune Academy (New York, NY): The Fortune Academy, a 
residential facility in West Harlem opened in 2002, provides 
18 emergency and 41 longer-term beds and access to the For-
tune Society’s array of supportive services. Prospective clients 
must be formerly incarcerated, homeless, pose no current 
risk of violence, and have an interest in and be appropriate 
for the services being provided. Residents of the Academy are 
required to provide 10 hours of service to the house and at-
tend weekly house meetings. Although sobriety is not a re-
quirement for placement in the housing facility, residents 
must demonstrate motivation to become sober. Individuals in 
emergency housing often go on to live at the Academy long-
term. The duration of long-term housing is determined on an 
individual basis. Generally residents live in housing between 
six months to a year—until they have stabilized and can be 
linked to permanent housing, which is often coordinated by 
Fortune’s housing specialists.
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A growing number of people are released each year from 
state prison and local jails; this phenomenon, prisoner 
re-entry, has a significant impact on housing programs 
administered by PHAs, including public housing, the 
Housing Choice Voucher Program (Section 8), and other 
programs.

• Each year, more than 650,000 people are released from state 
prisons in the United States, typically to a handful of neigh-
borhoods in major cities.1 An estimated nine million indi-
viduals are released annually from US jails.2 

• The majority of people released from prison (71 percent, in 
a Maryland study) expect to live with their families, many 
of whom receive Section 8 housing subsidies, live in public 
housing, or live in other housing supported by PHAs.3 

• 41 percent of families in one Chicago public housing proj-
ect expected to receive a family member from prison within 
two years.4 

Ensuring that people released from prison and jail find 
appropriate places to live is critical to public safety and 
healthy families and communities.

• People who do not find stable housing in the community 
are more likely to recidivate than those who do: the Geor-
gia Department of Corrections determined that, with each 
move after release from prison, a person’s likelihood of re-
arrest increased by 25 percent.5 

• Re-arrest and re-incarceration disrupts income and the abil-
ity of both the person arrested and his or her family to com-
ply with a lease agreement.

• In New York, it costs more than $32,000 per year to serve 
a single person who stays in homeless shelters and returns 
to prison. Hospitalizations and child welfare involvement 
drive this price tag even higher.6 

 PHAs can play a role in stopping this destructive cycle 
by considering potential tenants individually and 
partnering with public safety and service agencies to 
ensure that tenants get the help they need to stay in 
housing.

• The US Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) charges PHAs with maintaining safe housing com-
munities, but permits significant discretion in determin-
ing admission policies: only individuals who are subject to 
lifetime registration under a state sex offender registration 
program and those who have been convicted of the manu-
facture or production of methamphetamine in federally as-
sisted housing are barred for life.7 

• State departments of corrections, parole, and probation 
consider housing a paramount issue in ensuring successful 
re-entry and preventing recidivism. By providing supervi-
sion, services, and (in some cases) financial supports, that 
encourage housing stability, corrections agencies can be 
valuable partners.

• PHAs and their partners can benefit from national efforts 
and resources around re-entry—the President’s Prisoner 
Re-Entry Initiative, the Re-Entry Policy Council and its re-
port, and the work of the Interagency Council on Homeless-
ness and local coalitions focused on ending homelessness.
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A few PHAs have developed innovative strategies and 
partnerships to promote safe and successful re-entry 
and positive housing outcomes for people released from 
prison and jail in their jurisdictions.

• Identify properties and mediate with landlords. The Salt 
Lake County (Utah) Housing Authority has partnered with 
the county government to place people released from the 
county jail, and other special populations, directly into 
housing through the Homeless Assistance Rental Program 
(HARP). The county government and contracted agencies 
will refer participants to HARP and provide case manage-
ment to them in their housing, once they are placed. The 
Housing Authority will locate appropriate units and serve 
as a liaison with landlords, as well as assisting HARP par-
ticipants with applications for federal housing assistance.

• Provide housing subsidies for supportive housing, and 
consider applicants with criminal records individually. The 
Housing Authority of Portland (Oregon) provides 89 Shel-
ter Plus Care housing subsidies to approved participants in 
the Community Engagement Program (CEP-IV), a partner-
ship with the homeless service organization Central City 
Concern and the nonprofit career placement and training 
organization Worksystems, Inc. One of the groups that 
CEP-IV targets are jail inmates who will return to home-
lessness upon release. A jointly-funded Housing Specialist 
helps program participants locate private market or com-
munity units in which to use these subsidies. In addition, 
the Housing Authority considers individually applications 
to public housing by people with criminal records, based 
on guidelines that rate the seriousness of particular crimes. 
Applicants may appeal denials, and are invited to bring evi-
dence of rehabilitation and an advocate, such as a parole 
officer, to testify on their behalf at the hearing. 

• Convene local housing and corrections agencies to plan for 
successful re-entry outcomes. The Burlington (Vermont) 
Housing Authority (BHA) convened a Regional Advisory 
Group, which developed a strategic and targeted response 
to address the housing needs of people returning to Chit-
tenden County from jail and prison.  Six municipalities in 
Chittenden County have endorsed the plan. In addition, 
the BHA has a set-aside of Section 8 vouchers for people 
released from jail. BHA staff also work with inmates in 
the county jail’s transitional work program to plan their 
finances and housing placement upon completion of the 
program.

PHAs interested in addressing prisoner re-entry issues 
in their communities may consider taking the following 
steps:

• Contact local “Continuum of Care” or other homeless ser-
vices coalitions to discuss current efforts to support the suc-
cessful re-entry of people released from prison or jail.

• Contact local jail administrators and the state department 
of corrections to identify discharge planning strategies and 
resources that could help support people transitioning from 
jails and prison into public housing or housing supported 
by Section 8 vouchers.

• Determine whether the local community is one of the more 
than 200 communities that has developed a “10-Year Plan 
to End Chronic Homelessness” as advocated by the federal 
Interagency Council on Homelessness and determine how 
these plans address issues of prisoner re-entry.
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