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Homelessness has been a steadily increasing problem across America for many years now, especially in the wake of the massive natural disasters that recently occurred in the southern United States. To those living and working in the larger metropolitan areas the severity of the homeless problem may not come as a surprise, but many people in rural communities are shocked to find they have homelessness in their very own backyard.

Grant County is a large rural county comprised of over 2,680 square miles, Moses Lake being the largest city in the county with a population of roughly 17,000. Contrary to the myth of small town America, Grant County has over 17% of its residents falling below the poverty line; the state average is only 10% below the poverty line. These numbers were taken from the 1999 census data, and since then the cost of living has risen substantially while wages have been stagnant or even been reduced in some instances. 

In January of 2005 the state did a point-in-time count for homeless populations in all counties. The rural counties were exempt from this process due to geographic considerations and instead obtained their count through contacts and services provided to homeless persons throughout the year. 

For emergency services and prevention services one agency in Grant County saw 53 households for homeless services in January 2005. Of the 53 households, 39 were families of two or more and fourteen were single persons and they provided 107 bednights of shelter.

Part of the development process for our 10-year plan is the creation of the Grant County Homeless Taskforce. Through the collaborative efforts of this taskforce we are able to identify the different homeless problems that various agencies deal with on a daily basis. With this information we are able to pinpoint which Grant County agencies work the most often with the homeless population, and know how to best service their underlying needs. These needs include the prevention of homelessness, assistance for those that are homeless and helping homeless families regain their self-sufficiency. All of these steps require effective case management to ensure steady progress towards self-sufficiency and long term stability.  

This plan is the first phase of our effort to eradicate homelessness in Grant County and will be followed by phase two planning in January of 2006. The two phase approach will allow us to change and correct our phase one plan throughout the first year of operation, giving us a more realistic plan for phase two implementation. Through continuous review and revision to our plan and its implementation, we should reach our goal of reducing homelessness in Grant County by 50% within ten years. 

Through looking at various methods of assisting homeless populations, the Grant County Homeless Taskforce has determined that Permanent Supportive Housing will be a long term goal due to high costs associated with the few number of homeless persons actually served. The initial emphasis will be on prevention and assistance through rent subsidies and case management towards self-sufficiency. By using a portion of the collected revenue as leverage for larger grants, we can create a long-term solution to homeless persons by increasing the number of homeless bed space available in the county. 

The planning process for Grant County will be guided by these seven principles:

· We will address all homeless populations in our communities.

· We will create strategies that fit our local community’s needs and priorities.

· We will create goals, strategies and outcomes in a coordinated, collaborative manner to serve our homeless population.

· We will concentrate on strategies that are sustainable, financially feasible and offer measurable results.

· We will be proactive in identifying resources, innovative and best practices, both at the state and federal level. 

· We will use data collection and outcome tracking to monitor, modify and improve our plan.

· We will look for creative partnerships and clear strategies to end homelessness.

If our community is to be effective in implementing these seven strategies and ending homelessness by 2015, we must pursue a multi-pronged attack on homelessness. 

1. Our first step will be to prevent homelessness through financial assistance, intervention and case management. 

This strategy will include rental assistance, transitional rental housing assistance, housing counseling and case management. Our goal will be to serve approximately 50 households the first year with prevention services. 

Another portion of prevention will entail working with local institutions to ensure that discharge planning and prevention assistance is in place prior to the clients discharge from the institution. 

2. Rapidly transition people into safe housing, with permanent supportive housing being the primary goal. Through the effective use of financial support, we should be able to move many households directly into affordable permanent housing. In some cases, severe social or financial circumstances may require emergency shelter for some households prior to being moved into permanent affordable housing. Others with difficult barriers to overcome may go into a transitional housing program with intensive case management. Many if not most of these families will require continued assistance and financial support to obtain housing. Rapidly moving them towards self-sufficiency is the goal of this strategy.

The lack of low-income housing will also need to be addressed with local property owners and supportive organizations. Through rehab projects and revitalization of buildings and neighborhoods, we can identify and increase the number of units that homeless families can utilize.

3. Permanent supportive housing units are minimal and need to be established. By leveraging HB2163 funds with other grants and programs we can create PSH units to serve the chronically homeless who are challenged by numerous barriers and are unable to succeed without improved housing programs. This population consumes resources with little or no effect under a current system that includes emergency medical services, psychiatric and mental health services, emergency shelters, alcohol and substance abuse facilities, law enforcement corrections. Permanent supportive housing that is financially feasible and sustainable must be added through renovation, conversion and construction. This housing must include the support services required that will allow the chronic homeless to reach self-sufficiency. 

4. Above and beyond; we must provide the necessary support services to all homeless households that will allow them access to assistance, housing and the tools they need to maintain permanent housing.

By the end of 2005 we will have accomplished the following:

· We will have completed our phase I plan, determined the necessary steps and created a financial blueprint to end homelessness in Grant County by 2015.

· We will have communicated with the local community, allowing for participation at all levels.

· We will establish our first year target numbers for households assisted.

· We will begin the process of leveraging funds for construction and renovation projects.

Step 1: Prevent Homelessness

A. Prevention of Homelessness 

The National Alliance to End Homelessness has established a goal to “close the front door” to homelessness. In our county, there are a significant number of cost-burdened households whose financial situation puts them very much at risk of losing housing. This can happen when a parent is forced to stay home with a sick child and loses income, or even their job, due to excess sick hours.  In other situations, a prolonged illness or sudden accident may mean the loss of employment.  Changes in the economy with subsequent job lay-offs can also occur.  A domestic dispute (domestic violence, parent/youth conflict) may result in a member leaving the household and becoming homeless.  

When financial hardship occurs, some landlords will work with the family or individual, setting up a payment plan or waiting until the tenant can obtain emergency funding to cover outstanding rent or utility costs.  Others, however, are not willing to work with the tenant, making homelessness a likely outcome.  

It is more cost effective and less disruptive to these families or individuals to find a way to help them maintain their current housing than to admit them into a shelter or transitional housing program after they lose their housing.  

	What Needs to Happen:
	2005-2006
	By 2010
	By 2015

	Create additional community awareness of scope of housing demand, existence of prevention program
	(
	Maintain
	Maintain

	Identify additional prevention funding sources
	(
	(
	(

	Apply increased available prevention funds county-wide 
	+50%
	+100%
	Maintain

	Establish full prevention services in Moses Lake, Quincy and Ephrata using existing agencies and adding partners, if necessary
	(
	Maintain
	Maintain

	Establish outcome criteria and monthly reporting of assistance provided
	(
	Maintain
	Maintain

	Report and update outcomes to 10 Year Plan date page
	Dec. 2006
	(
	

	Create center as access points for ‘current vacancies’ list developed by Grant County Homeless Taskforce
	(
	
	


B. Discharge Planning for hospitals, jails and corrections. 

Many institutions in our county, and state, struggle with discharge policies that don’t effectively serve homeless people.  It is difficult to serve individuals being discharged from corrections and other institutions if there is a lack of appropriate housing available.  As a result, individuals being discharged may be discharged into homelessness.  We must avoid sending people to the streets and emergency shelters by providing links to the right services and preparing resources in advance of discharge.

	What Needs to Happen:
	2005-2006
	By 2010
	By 2015

	Identify barriers in discharge planning from local institutions, like the hospital and jail.
	(
	
	

	Ask the question, “Do you have a place to stay?”  Develop list of resources & referrals, depending on response.
	(
	Ongoing
	Ongoing

	Advocate for system change, requiring that links to housing and services become a part of approved discharge plan from local institutions.
	
	(
	maintain

	Establish outcome criteria and monthly reporting of discharges
	
	(
	

	Report and update outcomes to 10 Year Plan date page
	
	(
	


C.  Post Discharge; case plans and prevention assistance for households leaving emergency shelter for permanent housing or successfully completing transitional housing programs.  We must try to prevent discharging individuals or families back into eventual homelessness, by implementing post-discharge case plans, detailing community support systems, ongoing case management and linked to funds available to prevent a re-occurrence of homelessness.  

Affording a place to live: information on the cost of renting a two bedroom apartment at current Fair Market Rent in Grant County

Fair Market Rent for 2-bdrm

$555*  
Wage needed to afford FMR
$10.40

Affordable for minimum wage
$382

Minimum wage

$7.35

Affordable for SSI pay

$165

SSI wage conversion

$3.13

* From 2005 HUD report.
  

Step 2: Move homeless people into housing.

A ‘housing first’ solution to homelessness requires an adequate supply of permanent, accessible and affordable housing. The Grant County Homeless Taskforce participants have determined the following needs: (1) to preserve affordable housing, (2) to bring substandard housing up to standard levels, (3) construct additional affordable housing, (4) ensure access to housing for individuals with special situations or needs, such as domestic violence, mental health issues, veterans’ status, or disabilities and (5) to ensure integrated housing, with low, middle, and high income housing intermixed throughout the county.

Implicit in a ‘housing first’ solution to homelessness is the use of emergency shelter units as temporary safe places, where the needs of the homeless household can be assessed and the household quickly transitioned from temporary shelter to a) transitional housing programs, or b) transition ‘in place’ permanent housing, or c) permanent affordable housing, with or without subsidies.

Preserving affordable rental housing.   

Preservation of existing affordable housing stock has been listed as a high priority for several years by the HUD mandated Continuum of Care process in Grant County. Grant County has experienced significant increases in rental and home ownership costs, particularly in the past few years, when housing costs have increased more than 25%.

According to the Washington State Housing Finance Commission, Grant County’s median income has risen during that same time period, but has not kept pace with escalating costs, like housing. However, there is an increasingly sharp division occurring between those with higher work incomes and those who are paid only minimum wage.

Landlords have also become more selective in their criteria for determining whom they will rent housing, many landlords are choosing not to rent to those with questionable credit, poor housing history, or criminal issues. Most homeless individuals and families have issues in at least one or more of these areas. Even with the reassurance by social service organizations that they will provide supportive services to those individuals and families, many landlords select renters with clean records. Furthermore, and due to the seasonal fluctuation in rental vacancy rates, some landlords raise the rent to a level that is unaffordable to the low-income or households enrolled in subsidized housing programs. This often reduces affordable housing opportunities to the most vulnerable households.
In this era of limited resources, priorities for social services, including housing, are frequently determined from a political standpoint, with certain types of projects being “trendy” one year, to be replaced with a new priority the next year.  Private foundations are often more interested in new, innovative projects than in maintaining current projects.

Every year, affordable housing is lost to development and “gentrification” in our county. This can be good for our local economy, but very hard on tenants who lose affordable low-end housing, and in many cases, become homeless as a result. 

	What Needs to Happen:
	2005-2006
	By 2010
	By 2015

	Implement transition in-place program in existing affordable units.
	(
	Maintain
	Maintain

	Other tax-credit projects need to be monitored, with preservation as low-income housing the goal.
	
	(
	Maintain

	Privately held affordable housing needs to be identified and preserved where possible.
	
	(
	

	Organize meeting of faith-based organizations and churches to martial their support for committing available housing, from their congregations, to specific hard-to-house populations, in particular for felons.
	(
	Maintain
	Maintain

	Tenants of affordable housing need to be protected financially and relocated when housing is lost due to gentrification or teardowns.
	
	(
	Maintain

	Help private owners of affordable housing find low-interest loans or grants to maintain property, without raising rents.
	(
	
	


Rehabilitation and renovation of existing housing:  

Rehabilitation of low-end housing is an important strategy. Residential rehabilitation assistance should be available to provide small grants to owners and landlords to help them fix up their properties and retain them as safe, decent affordable housing.  Mobile homes could become a significant source of low-end affordable housing in Grant County.  Mobile housing stock needs to be inventoried and assessed for short and long-term viability, particularly in the more rural areas of the county.
	What Needs to Happen:
	2005-2006
	By 2010
	By 2015

	Inventory mobile home housing at risk in the county and establish funds for rehab for low-income homeowners and for landlords, if they consent to maintain unit as affordable.
	
	(
	Maintain


Construction of new affordable housing: 

Maintenance and rehabilitation of the current affordable housing stock only addresses a portion of the need for homeless and low-income individuals in our county.  

Over the next five years we need to construct additional units of affordable rental housing, especially rental units targeting households lower than 30% of median income.

Home ownership for very-low income families and individuals is another housing option that deserves greater attention in our rural county. The cost of purchasing a home in Grant County is rising quickly, and ensuring that low- and moderate-income families or individuals have the option of owning their own requires a variety of homeownership counseling activities. These activities will help them overcome a plethora of technical, legal and financial obstacles by providing first-time homebuyers’ assistance, reducing mortgage payments, having access to low interest loans and receiving general financial counseling. Providing homeownership counseling to individuals and families is a cost-effective and community building strategy that will benefit all the citizens of Grant County.  

Over the next few years, many low and very-low income families will also become homeowners through Self-Help Housing and Habitat for Humanity programs. These programs minimize housing costs (construction, mortgage, property tax, insurance, etc.) for their low-income homeowners as much as $400 per month. Thus, both programs are able to target households below 30% of Grant County median income.

	What Needs to Happen:
	2005-2006
	By 2010
	By 2015

	Advocate for and support private development and construction of affordable rental multi-family housing.
	
	(
	

	Establish partnerships with new multi-family housing projects (including privately owned) to create set-asides for “transition-in-place’ units. 
	
	(
	

	Advocate and support community based homeownership counseling activities.
	(
	
	

	Support Self Help and other home ownership programs that target households below 50% of median income.
	(
	(
	(

	Encourage the development of affordable, multi-family housing targeting the very-low income and homeless. 
	(
	
	


Step 3. Increase the supply of permanent supportive housing.

Permanent supportive housing will serve the chronically homeless individuals in Grant County who suffer from multiple disabilities and barriers and are unlikely, or have been unable to succeed in existing housing programs. This population consumes enormous resources in our current system, yet never exits the revolving door of homelessness. Cost-effective permanent supportive housing must be added through renovation and conversion of existing facilities and construction of new housing. All housing must be linked to the kinds of supportive services that will allow the individual to retain the housing. 

A.  Chronically Homeless  

For the majority of individuals and families that become homeless, it is a one-time occurrence. However, there are a percentage of individuals for whom homelessness becomes a way of life. This population is increasing in Grant County for a variety of reasons: an increase in the incidence of substance abuse; changes in the mental health system; co-occurring substance abuse and mental health diagnoses; serious untreated medical and physical problems in the aging homeless population.  

Since the 1980s, there has been a decrease in the number of hospital beds for individuals with serious mental health issues, with a focus on integrating those individuals into society by providing mental health services, prescription medications, and supportive services through community mental health centers. Unfortunately, there has never been adequate funding to serve this population to an extent that would ensure long-term success in terms of maintaining housing and a stable life. There are some who fall through the cracks and end up becoming chronically homeless.

HUD defines chronic homelessness in individuals as “an unaccompanied homeless individual with a disabling condition who has either been continuously homeless for a year or more or has had at least four episodes of homelessness in the past three years.  To be considered chronically homeless a person must have been on the streets or in an emergency shelter (i.e. not transitional housing) during these stays.”  HUD defines “disabling condition” as “a diagnosable substance use disorder, serious mental illness, developmental disability, or chronic physical illness or disability, including the co-occurrence of two or more of these conditions. A disabling condition limits an individual’s ability to work or perform one or more activities of daily living.” 

The chronically homeless require housing, generally with supportive services, such as mental health and/or veterans counseling, substance abuse treatment, medical care, case management, and living skills information. Some may also require a protective payee to help with money management. Preferably, services would be available on-site. Housing, however, is the key to success in keeping chronically homeless individuals off the streets.  In New York City, 90% of seriously mentally ill homeless people assisted through a Housing Plus program remained housed 18 months later, and 70% agreed to psychiatric care even though it was not required for getting into or staying in housing.

Currently available homeless units.

Grant County currently has the resources to house 96 homeless families; these units are operated by local county agencies, non-profit agencies and private property management. Of these 96 units, 15 are shelters used to provide short-term housing during the assessment of client needs, and to provide housing until a homeless unit becomes available. There are 35 units set aside for individuals with developmental disabilities, mental health issues and victims of domestic violence, effectively limiting the potential turn around for these units to other homeless families. Another 49 of the units are for family and single women with or without children and require case management towards self-sufficiency to qualify for occupancy. 

According to the State of Washington Office of Financial Management census numbers between 1990 and 2000 Grant County grew by 36.32%, the third largest growth for a county in the state, the estimated growth is projected at 10.62% between 2000 and 2003. Our current 96 homeless units are estimated to be 35% less than the number of units needed. If our current need is 129 homeless units, figuring 10% growth between 2005 and 2015, our need will be 140 units by 2015. This means our unmet need is 44 units by 2015. Through the use of rent assistance programs to prevent homelessness, we can reduce our need for homeless units by up to 15%, leaving us with a net unmet need of 21 homeless units by 2015. 
	What Needs to Happen:
	2005-2006
	By 2010
	By 2015

	Educate community about costs of not housing this population
	(
	
	

	Communicate and collaborate with all impacted systems, including mental health, hospitals and clinics, substance abuse, law enforcement, courts, business and tribal.
	(
	
	

	Identify and develop funding sources for permanent housing and services targeting chronically homeless.
	
	(
	

	Advocate for funding and policies for treatment on demand in integrated system with housing.
	
	(
	

	Implement outreach to chronically homeless, providing services, food, clothing and referrals.
	(
	
	

	Identify potential aged motel properties for conversion to low-cost, low-demand permanent housing with some supportive services targeting veterans, single men, physically or developmentally disabled.  
	
	(
	


Step. 4 Coordinated delivery of supportive services.

Supportive services enable homeless people to access assistance, referrals to appropriate housing and the tools they need to retain permanent housing. We must create a community infrastructure that will enable homeless populations to succeed in housing.  

· This includes addressing the most basic survival needs of short- term emergency shelter, food, clothing, medical and dental care.  

· It also encompasses the next level, recovery from homelessness addressing mental health concerns through counseling and treatment, addiction recovery treatment, domestic violence counseling, parenting classes, support groups and childcare assistance. 

· Long-term goals for self-sufficiency include employment counseling, job training, job retention counseling, employment placement and access to income-enhancing benefits.

Grant County is fortunate to have strong interagency collaborations in place already to support this infrastructure. There are several interagency groups that meet regularly to review services being provided to clients seen by all participating agencies, and their progress toward reaching a place of self-sufficiency.

A. Providing Basic Needs, Including Food, Clothing and Healthcare. 

People are only able to focus on long-term planning and action if their basic needs are met.  When a person is hungry, cold, or in need of medical attention, it is difficult to think about looking for work, signing up for additional schooling, or doing counseling. Part of the plan to prevent future homelessness requires that basic needs be met as a matter of course.

B.  Providing Life Skills Information and Other Supportive Services

A large percentage of the homeless, especially those who are chronically homeless, have multiple auxiliary issues. Very commonly, these include mental health and substance abuse issues or a history of domestic violence. Many lack employment and budgeting skills, a good rental history, and parenting skills. Transportation can be an issue for many individuals and families who rely on public transit to get to appointments or work, which has limited hours and days of operation in this county. Children without housing stability lack social skills and may lag behind developmentally, making it difficult to succeed in school without extra support.

Even with a “Housing First” approach, unless supportive services are made available to those with special needs, it is likely that individuals and families will fail to maintain stable housing, resulting in failure to sustain housing.

The level of supportive services required will vary from household to household. Some individuals and families require daily contact, while others may only need once a month contact. The amount of services may change over time, as well. Many require intensive support initially, which can taper off over time. However, there will always be some individuals and families requiring intensive support indefinitely.  

Services provided must be individualized to meet the household's needs. Working with the business community and educators to develop creative employment and educational opportunities is critical to helping homeless individuals and families obtain steady employment.

	What Needs to Happen:
	2005-2006
	By 2010
	By 2015

	Moses Lake Community Health, and other free clinics, providing medical treatment to homeless and low-income clients.
	(
	
	

	Advocate for mental health and chemical dependency services to be available at / in collaboration with Grant County PARC for homeless and low-income clients without Medicaid or a mental health provider.
	(
	
	

	Advocate for free or reduced cost dental services to be available for homeless and low-income clients.
	(
	
	

	Strengthen and expand case management services to homeless individuals and families, focusing on household assessment and appropriate housing choice. Ensure that case management is provided in an individualized fashion, with referrals to additional supportive services identified in case plan.
	(
	
	

	Ensure availability, appropriateness, eligibility and affordability of counseling programs for homeless families and individuals, including mental health crisis, domestic violence crisis and substance abuse crisis. 
	(
	
	

	Ensure availability of fair housing counseling, including rights and responsibilities of landlords and property managers and what constitutes reasonable accommodation of individual needs.
	(
	
	

	Establish local dialogue to address employment issues of the homeless, to include EDC, DSHS, local business, vets and educators to develop strategies to increase flexible job opportunities and income supports.
	(
	
	

	Identify ways to increase availability of childcare subsidies for homeless and low-income working households, expand availability of childcare for non-traditional hours/days.
	
	(
	

	 Ensure availability of affordable public transportation to meet needs of homeless and low-income working households, including alternate methods of transportation for non-traditional hours/days.
	
	(
	

	Expand availability of pro-bono legal assistance programs to help 1) retention of housing and 2) mitigation of barriers to housing.
	
	(
	


Taking the next step.

The final framework of the Ten Year Plan will be fleshed out to include a detailed implementation strategy and timeline.  We also intend to identify the financial impact of our plan.

Established funding sources for implementation include the Washington State Housing Trust Fund, Federal Home Loan Bank, Community Development Block Grants, McKinney Vento funding, USDA Rural Development funds, Federal Low Income Tax Credits, state programs like ESAP, ESGP, THOR and the Washington Families Fund, local 2060 funds and other local revenue enhancements for homeless programs.

How will we know if we are succeeding?  

We will succeed by implementing a plan with measurable outcomes and by regular reporting on our progress, both to our funders and the community at large. Programs or strategies that do not produce tangible results should not continue to receive funding. The web-based database developed by the State of Washington, Homeless Management Information System or HMIS, will greatly aid data collection and analysis of ongoing strategies. We must also be open to innovative and creative practices to end homelessness, if they can demonstrate success. We must remain focused on the ultimate goal, to eliminate homelessness in Grant County through implementation of strategies that work, are measurable, financially feasible and sustainable. 
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