Unsheltered homelessness on the rise in Central Florida

May 1, 2023 - Following historic rent hikes and rising eviction filings, the number of
people found to be homeless and living without shelter in Central Florida increased by
38% in the past year and by a sobering 75% since before the COVID-19 pandemic, new
data from the Homeless Services Network of Central Florida shows.

The unsheltered number includes people living in their cars, in the woods or on the
streets. It comes from the region’s annual Point-In-Time Count — a “snap-shot” census
required by the federal government and conducted in communities across the country
over a few days in late January.

Nationally, the Point-In-Time Count is widely acknowledged as an underrepresentation
of the true picture. But it’s considered important in revealing trends.

“As tragic as this news is, we know the root cause of the current crisis,” said Homeless
Services Network CEO Martha Are. “Homelessness is a housing problem, and we’ve all
seen the cost of housing skyrocket. At one point last year, rents were rising in metro
Orlando faster than anywhere else in the nation.”

Across Orange, Osceola and Seminole counties, the Homeless Services Network, its
partner agencies and volunteers counted 2,258 people as homeless during this year’s
three-day census, a 5% overall increase since 2022. This includes those living in shelters
and transitional housing as well as the 587 people who were unsheltered.

But it does not count people who were doubled up with other families, sofa-surfing at
other people’s homes, or staying long-term in rent-by-week motel rooms —as do
hundreds or even thousands of families, especially in Osceola County. (The federal
Department of Housing and Urban Development, which oversees the Point-In-Time
Count, does not include that population in its data.)

The findings underscore the vulnerability of the region’s low-wage economy.


https://hsncfl.org/
https://www.samhsa.gov/homelessness-programs-resources/hpr-resources/point-time-counts-are-crucial-data
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A recent housing report by Zillow declared the Orlando-Sanford-Kissimmee metro as
the worst U.S. housing market for severely cost burdened renters (those paying over
half their income on rents).

In 2019, before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, the median rent for a two-
bedroom apartment in the Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford metropolitan area was $1,264,
according to HUD. As of April 2023, HUD reported, the median rent was $1,745 — a
$481 per month increase.

The U.S. Government Accountability Office has estimated that a $100 increase in
median rent corresponds to a 9% increase in homelessness.

“We know that three of every four people who are homeless in our region are
experiencing that tragedy for the first time,” Are said. “That means of all the people we
counted as homeless this year, the great majority were in housing just a few months

”

ago.

The latest findings also come despite Central Florida’s significant success in helping to
house formerly homeless individuals and families in recent years — including, since
January 2019, nearly 21,000 veterans, adults with disabilities, parents and their minor
children, and survivors of domestic violence.

And the dramatic increase in unsheltered homelessness mirrors that of many Florida
communities where rental prices have also soared. In Palm Beach County, for instance,
the number of people who were homeless and unsheltered rose by 33% in the past
year, and in Brevard County the number rose by 51%.

Among the report’s other notable findings:

e Of the three counties, the most populous — Orange — also had the largest
homeless population: 1,626 compared to 358 in Osceola and 274 in Seminole.
But Orange also has the largest concentration of homeless shelters, most of
them near downtown Orlando, whose temporary residents are counted as part
of the homeless total.

e Of the people who were unsheltered, 56.4% were found in Orange, 31% in
Osceola and 12.6% in Seminole.


https://www.zillow.com/research/housing-choice-vouchers-2-32453/
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/50per.html#2023
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e Of the total 2,258 homeless population, 454 were people with disabilities who
had lived in shelters or on the streets for more than a year.

e Nearly 400 people ages 55 to 64 were found to be homeless, including 146 who
were unsheltered. Among people 65 and over, 144 were found to be homeless,
including 64 who were unsheltered. As rising rents significantly outpace
increases in Social Security, these older Central Floridians have become the
fastest growing segment of homelessness, followed by youth and adults under
age 25.

e OQverall, the number of homeless families with minor children dropped 6% from
last year, but the number of homeless adults without children grew by 13% (to
1,457). This is likely due to a reduction in the number of shelter beds for
families. During 2022, the COVID-relief funding that had paid for hotel rooms for
people infected with or exposed to the virus ran out, while a major renovation
project at one busy shelter reduced capacity there. Since unsheltered families
tend to stay hidden from public view to protect their children — including while
living in their cars — they are harder to find and count.

Meanwhile, it's unknown how much last year’s flooding from Hurricane lan and Nicole
impacted the increase, although all three school districts have reported a growing
number of students who are homeless or living in unstable housing, such as motels or
doubled up with other families.

In addition to the work of the Homeless Services Network and its nonprofit partners,
local governments are trying to address the problem by supporting a spate of
affordable housing developments. In Orlando, for instance, the city is using funds from
the American Rescue Plan Act to convert the once-blighted Ambassador Hotel on
Colonial Drive into 135 apartments for workforce housing and 15 units for permanent
supportive housing for homeless people with disabilities.

Those solutions are critically important, Are said. But they’re not immediate.

“We know the eviction numbers have been going up along with the rents,” she said.
“Right now, more than ever, we need our community to work together to address the
problem of homelessness. | remain optimistic that we’re innovative enough, smart
enough and compassionate enough to tackle it.”


https://www.wftv.com/news/video-thousands-students-homeless-across-central-florida-new-numbers-show/dcf6ade2-bc77-4496-a54d-75392c236e31/
https://www.wftv.com/news/video-thousands-students-homeless-across-central-florida-new-numbers-show/dcf6ade2-bc77-4496-a54d-75392c236e31/
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https://www.hmiscfl.org/
https://www.hsncfl.org/
https://www.hmiscfl.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/2023_FinalPITSubmission_AllData.pdf
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