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 The Human Services and Veteran's Committee will hold a meeting hearing Wednesday, October 
23, 2024 to discuss issues facing homeless shelters in Cambridge and concerns raised by the 
unhoused community. 

Attendee Name Present Absent Late Arrived 
Marc C. McGovern     
Patricia Nolan     
Sumbul Siddiqui Remote    
Jivan Sobrinho-Wheeler Remote    
Ayesha M. Wilson     

 
 
A public meeting of the Cambridge City Council’s Human Services and Veterans Committee was held on 
Wednesday, October 23, 2024. The meeting was Called to Order at 11:30 a.m. by the Co-Chair, Vice Mayor 
McGovern. Pursuant to Chapter 2 of the Acts of 2023 adopted by Massachusetts General Court and approved 
by the Governor, the City is authorized to use remote participation. This public meeting was hybrid, allowing 
participation in person, in the Sullivan Chamber, 2nd Floor, City Hall, 795 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, 
MA and by remote participation via Zoom. 
 
At the request of the Co-Chair, Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Vice Mayor McGovern – Present/In Sullivan Chamber 
Councillor Nolan – Absent 
Councillor Siddiqui – Present/Remote 
Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler – Present/Remote 
Councillor Wilson – Present/In Sullivan Chamber 
Present – 4, Absent – 1. Quorum established. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern noted that the Call of the meeting was to discuss issues facing homeless shelters in 
Cambridge and concerns raised by the unhoused community. Present at the meeting was Assistant City 
Manager for the Department of Human Services, Ellen Semonoff. Also present in the Chamber was Councillor 
Zusy and Mayor Simmons.  
 
Co-Chair McGovern made a motion to suspend City Council Rule 37.8. 
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Vice Mayor McGovern – Yes 
Councillor Nolan – Absent 
Councillor Siddiqui – Yes 
Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler – Yes 
Councillor Wilson – Yes 
Yes – 4, No – 0, Absent – 1. Motion passed. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern offered opening remarks and shared that this was an opportunity for people to voice their 
experiences in shelters in Cambridge as well as those who work at the shelters to share their goals and 
procedures. Co-Chair McGovern stressed the importance on whether those who are unhoused are being 
provided services by the City or nonprofits, that they are being treated with respect. Co-Chair McGovern 
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indicated that this is a chance for those to speak freely, but also productive, to work towards the goal of 
improving conditions and work with providers. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Ellen Semonoff, who introduced Maria Melo, Case Manager, and Hannah 
Daniel, MSC Program Manager, from the Department of Human Services. Ellen Semonoff offered an overview 
of the role Human Services provides to the unhoused community and the partnerships with shelter providers. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Holly Boginski and Maureen Cunningham from Baycove Human Services, Jim 
Steward from First Church Shelter, Karen Meehan, from the Salvation Army, and James Hardy (joined via 
Zoom) from the Green Street Shelter who all offered a brief overview of the services that are provided as well 
as how many beds are available at their respected shelters. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern opened Public Comment. 
 
Lauren Verdant, 341 Broadway, Cambridge, MA, offered suggestions on the quality of life at shelters.  
 
Jeremy Dalpe. 362 Green Street, Cambridge, MA, spoke in favor of Harvard Square Homeless Shelters (HSHS) 
and shared concerns about other shelters and their staff. 
 
Dan Totten, 54 Bishop Allen Drive, Cambridge, MA, spoke about direct work with the unhoused community 
and concerns about efforts towards helping the unhoused. 
 
Charyti Reiter, 341 Broadway, Cambridge, MA, On The Rise, voiced concerns that have been raised by 
participants in shelters. 
 
Cynthia Doucette, 11 Lindsay Terrace, raised concerns about the wellbeing of those staying at the Transition 
Wellness Center. 
 
Kevin Merrill, 240 Albany Street, Cambridge, MA, shared their experiences as a member of the unhoused 
community staying in a shelter. 
 
Kevin Merrill stood in silence for three minutes in memory of his friend, Steven Thomas (Kentucky), who 
passed away. 
 
Susan Marchant Lauziere, 240 Albany Street, Cambridge, MA, spoke on the struggles of being unhoused and 
their experiences in shelters. 
 
Michelle Pinheiro, 240 Albany Street, Cambridge, MA, spoke on their experience living in shelters. 
 
Jack Mulhrern, 240 Albany Street, Cambridge, MA, spoke on their experiences staying at Baycove and raised 
concerns about living in shelters. 
 
Carrie Ballenger, University Lutheran Church, shared concerns about the loss in funding and stressed the 
importance of having better communication with partners in the community. 
 
Christine Mumm, 240 Albany Street, Cambridge, MA, raised concerns about the cleanliness of shelters and 
spoke in favor of overdose prevention sites and the quality of life for the unhoused community. 
 
Erin Aslami, 6 Adams Terrace, Cambridge, MA, Harvard Divinity School, voiced concerns that have been 
raised by participants in shelters. 
 
Martha Velie Grass, First Parish Church, spoke about their experiences working with guests.  
 
Robert Lutjohann, Faith Lutheran Church, shared concerns about the loss in funding and pointed out that they 
are hearing the same concerns from the unhoused community that were raised within the last ten years. 
 



Minutes Human Services & Veterans Committee October 23, 2024 

City of Cambridge Page 3   

Brian Sink, Fenway Health, voiced concerns that have been raised by participants in shelters today and over the 
years. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Cassie Hurd from the Material Aid and Advocacy Program (MAAP) who 
provided comments and concerns on shelters used by unhoused community. Cassie Hurd shared data from a 
2021 survey and a current survey about community members’ needs and their experiences related to shelters in 
Cambridge. In addition, Cassie Hurd provided examples that were shared with her from community members 
on why shelters do not work for them. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Co-Chair Wilson who made a motion to close public comment. 
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll 
Vice Mayor McGovern – Yes 
Councillor Nolan – Absent 
Councillor Siddiqui – Yes 
Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler – Absent 
Councillor Wilson – Yes 
Yes – 3, No – 0, Absent – 2. Motion passed. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern thanked everyone for sharing their stories, noting that it is not an easy thing to do. Co-
Chair McGovern pointed out how it should be a goal to always try to improve, and that hearing people’s 
experiences is a way to help improve shelters, but also recognize the many challenges shelters can face to try 
and provide the best experience to people. Co-Chair McGovern shared that it is important for the City to help 
partner with shelters to help provide the services that people need and deserve. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Co-Chair Wilson who stressed the importance of assessing, training, and 
evaluating those who are supporting the lives of people who are most at need. Councillor Wilson asked if the 
shelter providers could share what training is being offered to their staff and how frequent training is being 
provided. 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Holly Boginksi who shared that in addition to on boarding training, there is 
annual training provided in crisis prevention, introduction to trauma informed care, and training in harm 
reduction and substance use. Holly Boginski noted that it is very challenging with the amount of staff turnover, 
so even with staff being fully trained, people are leaving, and new people are hired, which does not help with 
consistency. Holly Boginski also provided information on staff supervision and the process of disciplinary 
action when needed. Co-Chair McGovern asked why there was a lot of staff turnover. Holly Boginski noted that 
it can be a combination of challenges, including pay, lack of mobility, and feeling overwhelmed.  
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Karen Meehan who provided information on a recent two-day mental health 
training that was provided to staff. Karen Meehan also shared that there are mandatory staff meetings held every 
other week to address any issues or grievances, noting that a grievance report must be completed within 24 
hours following the incident, and explained the process once a grievance has been filed. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Jim Stewart who shared that the First Church Shelter has a relatively stable 
staff situation. Jim Stewart shared that staff complete relevant training every two years, and recently they have 
completed training on HIV and overdose. Jim Stewart noted that the shelter is constantly looking for 
opportunities to offer employees the chance to learn and grow as care takers to the unhoused community. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Necati Unsal from Y2Y Shelter who shared that training for staff includes 
harm reduction, overdose, and cultural sensitivity, in addition to ad hoc training in effort to keep staff as up to 
date as possible. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Abby Zachary from HSHS who shared that staff are trained on shelter policies 
and the enforcement of policies as well as grievance procedures. Abby Zachary pointed out that much of the 
other trainings that are offered have been shared by the other shelters, including trauma informed care, crisis 
prevention, emergency procedures, Narcan training, and CPR certification. Abby Zachary also shared that it is 
important for staff to be trained in the maintenance of the physical shelter space as well as the technology that is 
being used and that the shelter has mandatory weekly staff meetings. 
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Co-Chair McGovern recognized Councillor Wilson who asked if the providers could go around the room and 
share how the building is staffed and pay scales. The shelter providers went around and shared the number of 
staff that are employed both managerial, clinical, and support staff, current vacancies, volunteer employees, 
part-time and full-time staff numbers, and pay rate. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler who asked what the impact of changes in the 
state emergency shelter system would have on shelters in Cambridge. Ellen Semonoff responded by sharing that 
the major change has been seen on the family side of shelters in terms of the state changes that have been 
happening. Jim Stewart also responded and shared frustrations and concerns with changes being made by the 
state and the need to help all individuals. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Mayor Simmons who asked if there are written protocols for guests to 
understand their expectations while staying at shelters. Shelter providers went around the room and provided 
intake procedures for their respected shelters, with all of them sharing that guests are given information during 
intake on what the policies and procedures are for their establishments, with many of them adding that in 
addition to guests given a document to read and sign, policies and procedures are posted around the facility. 
Some providers shared that they will also have guests sign a document that they have read the policies and 
procedures.  
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Councillor Wilson who made a motion to extend the meeting by ten 
minutes. 
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Vice Mayor McGovern – Yes 
Councillor Nolan – Absent 
Councillor Siddiqui – Yes 
Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler – Yes 
Councillor Wilson – Yes 
Yes – 4, No – 0, Absent – 1. Motion passed. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Councillor Siddiqui who asked if there was information on how many shelter 
beds would be lost with the decrease in funding. Jim Stewart stressed that many of the shelter providers have 
been concerned about the Transitional Wellness Center closing because of funding. Ellen Semonoff responded 
and shared that guests of the Wellness Center will be eligible to stay at the new Norfolk Street shelter. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Councillor Zusy who thanked those who shared their experiences and shared it 
was a very informative conversation. Councillor Zusy asked if social work programs in the area provide shelters 
with students to help with staffing issues and questioned if there was a way to create smaller communities 
within the larger communities within the shelters. Holly Boginski shared that they work with several 
universities in the Cambridge and Boston area that provide internships, with the hope that when their internship 
is completed, they would want to stay with the agency. Holly Boginksi shared an overview of the setup of the 
shelter space and pointed out it would be an ideal situation to reconfigure locations to create pods or smaller 
communities. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern offered closing remarks and thanked everyone for their time and willingness to engage in 
the conversation. Co-Chair McGovern stressed the importance of respect between staff working at these 
facilities and guests, conflict resolution, and staff support. Co-Chair McGovern offered comments on 
consistency and flexibility, noting that not everyone’s needs are the same. Co-Chair McGovern highlighted how 
Cambridge is doing more for the unhoused than many other cities in the Commonwealth. Co-Chair McGovern 
shared that he looks forward to getting together with shelter providers more often, in more informal setting, to 
continue the conversation on ways to move forward and improve services.  
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Charyti Reiter who noted the importance of people valuing their job and are 
invested in the mission to achieve and reach goals to help the unhoused population. 
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Co-Chair McGovern recognized Co-Chair Wilson who shared she would be interested in receiving more 
information on how often different types of crises are happening in the shelters in order to think about offering 
services that are needed to help support staff and guests during that time. Co-Chair Wilson also shared interest 
in receiving more information on activities around crime that are happening within the unhoused community to 
help address those concerns in future conversations. 
 
Co-Chair McGovern recognized Co-Chair Wilson who made a motion to adjourn the meeting. 
Clerk of Committees Erwin called the roll. 
Vice Mayor McGovern – Yes 
Councillor Nolan – Absent 
Councillor Siddiqui – Yes 
Councillor Sobrinho-Wheeler – Yes 
Councillor Wilson – Yes 
Yes – 4, No – 0, Absent – 1. Motion passed. 
 
The meeting was adjourned at approximately 1:46p.m. 
 
Attachment A – Communications received from the public. 
 
Clerk’s Note: The City of Cambridge/22 City View records every City Council meeting and every City 
Council Committee meeting.  This is a permanent record. The video for this meeting can be viewed at: 
https://cambridgema.granicus.com/player/clip/869?view_id=1&redirect=true 
 
 

https://cambridgema.granicus.com/player/clip/869?view_id=1&redirect=true



















































