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They went looking for homeless people on a
frigid Syracuse night. Here’s who they found
Updated: Feb. 05, 2025, 5:37 p.m. | Published: Feb. 05, 2025, 9:00 a.m.

Point-in-Time Count in Syracuse, N.Y.

By Ryann Phillips | Contributing Writer

Syracuse, N.Y. – They followed footsteps in the snow and found
Carlos and another person under a bridge off of West Street.

Carlos was wrapped in blankets, wearing a hoodie and Nike Air
Force 1 shoes. A pile of sneakers and clothing were on the ground
near him. He was using a cardboard box to block the wind, and
he’d started a small fire. A woman sat less than 10 feet away. It
was 8:19 p.m., and the temperature was 24 degrees.
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Three volunteers, carrying flashlights and survey forms,
approached the two people.

Carlos, who was born in 1975 and has worked in construction,
told them he’d been living without a home for more than a year.
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He was one of about 50 people in Central New York who
volunteers found outside Wednesday night as part of a
nationwide effort to count homeless people, according to
preliminary data. This year’s outside count was the same as last
year.

The Housing and Homeless Coalition of Central New York led
the annual Point-in-Time count in Onondaga, Oswego, and
Cayuga counties from noon on Wednesday to noon on Thursday.

This year, volunteers looking outside found some couples, but
mostly single adults. The coalition also counted the number of
people in shelters and emergency housing. Those numbers will
be available in a few months.

The coalition does this every January because it gives a more
accurate look at who doesn’t have shelter or a home. Those who
sleep in the cold in January are in dire need, said Megan Stuart,
the director of the coalition.

Volunteers Alex Marion, right, Muris Audic, front, and Kyle Madden interview
a man found with only a sleeping bag in an encampment under I-690 during
the Point-in-Time Homeless Count Wednesday, Jan. 30, 2025, in Syracuse,
N.Y. (Scott Schild | sschild@syracuse.com)  Scott Schild |
sschild@syracuse.com

“In January, you’re really getting those folks who have nowhere
else to go or in their minds have nowhere else to go,” Stuart said.

It’s a month, this year, where the day’s high temperatures stayed
below freezing more often than not. Last Wednesday, the low was
21 degrees.

The count must be done in the last 10 days of January, in part
because public money for shelter can run out by the end of the
month, according to Muris Avdic, the housing services
coordinator at the coalition.

Last year, 1,192 homeless people were counted in the same three
counties. That’s a 29% increase from the 924 people counted in
2023. The number includes anyone inside transitional housing,
shelters and people found outside.

Homeless population in Cayuga, Onondaga & Oswego
Cos.
This shows the number of people staying in shelters or outside during a 24-hour period
each January in three Central New York counties. The Housing & Homeless Coalition of
CNY conducts the count each year, with the help of volunteers.
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Over the last five years, the total number of homeless people
counted in the three counties has jumped by 48%.

Last week, 42 volunteers gathered at The Rescue Mission around
7:30 p.m. Wednesday to break up into 17 teams for the Onondaga
County count. Avdic led city Auditor Alexander Marion and
Deputy Auditor Kyle Madden, two volunteers, through their first
search on the northern edge of downtown Syracuse. Two
journalists with syracuse.com went with them.

They followed footprints to look underneath bridges, inside
parking garages and near the Onondaga Creekwalk.

“Oh, you’ve got another set of footprints over there,” Marion
said. “There’s a blanket right there.”

Throughout the count, the volunteer teams try to get anyone they
find on the street into shelter. But each person must consent
before the team asks any questions, and they can stop at any time.

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
requires the count as part of determining money for housing
programs. The count brought in $12 million for homeless
assistance programming across Cayuga, Oswego, and Onondaga
counties in fiscal year 2023.

“The goal is to get everyone that qualifies matched to one of the
housing programs,” Avdic said. “Then, they can start working
with their caseworker when they get matched with permanent
supportive housing or rapid rehousing to find safe and stable
housing as soon as possible.”

Carlos is interviewed by volunteers at his encampment under a train bridge
adjacent to Armory Square during the Point-in-Time Homeless Count
Wednesday, Jan. 30, 2025, in Syracuse, N.Y. Carlos accepted shelter and
was transported to indoor accommodations.  (Scott Schild |
sschild@syracuse.com) Scott Schild | sschild@syracuse.com

Out on the streets, some answered questions while others
avoided the volunteers or remained in their unsheltered areas.
One person under another bridge decided to remain in his
location under a blanket.

After Carlos answered the survey questions, the volunteer team
asked him and the woman nearby if they would like to sleep
inside.

Carlos agreed, and Marion called the coalition for a ride.

Jessie Butts, a program officer at Catholic Charities, pulled up in a
white van less than 10 minutes later. She knew just where to park
off West Street. Carlos recognized her.

He put out the fire from the cardboard box, grabbed his backpack
and walked over to the van.

“We got one person in shelter, so that’s a win,” Avdic said.
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The woman chose to stay outside.

Carlos puts out a fire at his encampment under a train bridge adjacent to
Armory Square during the Point-in-Time Homeless Count Wednesday, Jan.
30, 2025, in Syracuse, N.Y. Carlos accepted shelter and was transported to
indoor accommodations.  (Scott Schild | sschild@syracuse.com) Scott Schild
| sschild@syracuse.com

Ryann Phillips is a graduate student at Syracuse University and a 2025
Newhouse Fellow.
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