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10 Year Plan to End Long Term Homelessness

Meeting #1 - January 10, 2006, 8:00 a.m.
“Framing the Issue”

Fargo City Commission Room

1. Introductions

Commissioner Linda Coates thanked the committee members for agreeing to participate in this effort, which is a very important project for Fargo.  Jessica Thomasson, Fargo Community Development Planner, reviewed the process for today’s meeting.  She noted the four “principles” posted on the wall as ideas that may help guide the group through this process: 
· We want to end homelessness…not maintain it

· Lead with your strengths.
· Focus on solutions
· New money is powerful but scarce and hard to find. Most change comes from old money used in new ways.
· How do we define “success”?
Introductions were made by all present.

2. Overview of planning process

Ms. Thomasson reviewed the purpose and method of the meeting and the process for each meeting.  She explained that this process is focused on a very specific goal, which is ending chronic/long term homelessness in the community.
Ms. Thomasson defined Long Term Homelessness as a homeless individual or family with a disabling condition that is continuously homeless for at least 1 year or has experienced 4 or more episodes of homelessness in the last 3 years.  

John Paulson questioned whether all long term homeless have a disabling condition.  Ms. Thomasson responded that by definition, they would need to have a disability to claim this specific status.  Disabling condition defined as being either a physical, mental or other chronic health condition that limits the kind or amount of work you can do or that limits your daily activities.  This definition also includes conditions that interfere with memory or daily decision making.  There are some homeless individuals, however, who have been homeless for a long time but who do not 
Ms. Thomasson stated that ending homelessness oftentimes requires different solutions for different subpopulations, such as the chronically homeless, the episodically homeless and the transitionally homeless.

3. Understanding homelessness – characteristics and needs of the local homeless population

Local numbers

A point in time survey is conducted by local service providers throughout the state each year.  Starting in 2005, HUD required communities across the nation to use the same day to complete the Point in Time Survey.  The date is typically in the last week of January. 
The Wilder Survey is another local data source that provides very reliable information on homelessness.  The local Homeless Coalition works with the Wilder Research Center to coordinate a massive volunteer effort to accomplish the survey.  They typically take a more aggressive approach to find people where they are.  The Wilder Survey was last completed in October 2003 (published in November 2004).
Ms. Thomasson reviewed the recent data sources for our area. The 2000 Wilder Survey reported 199 homeless in Fargo and the 2003/2004 survey reported 228 homeless.  The 2005 Point in Time survey conducted on January 26, 2005 reported 249 homeless in Fargo with 66 considered chronic.  The 2005 Annual Estimate, based on the point in time survey, estimated an annual count of 905 homeless in Fargo with 114 chronic homeless.  Ms. Thomasson explained a bit about the calculations used to convert a point in time snapshot to an annual estimate (based on methodology published by the Corporation for Supportive Housing).

Mr. Paulson questioned whether the Fargo-Moorhead area attracts homeless individuals from around the region.  Ms. Thomasson said the answer is yes, to a certain degree. The FM area has many resources that may not be as readily available in rural communities to serve the homeless.
Ms. Thomasson reviewed additional information from the state Point in Time survey on the homeless population in Fargo and in North Dakota. 
Characteristics

Ms. Thomasson reviewed the available survey data on the characteristics of the Fargo homeless population.  She noted that the state Homeless Coalition has discussed the impact survey timing has on the point in time count. The weather may affect both the number and the distribution of homeless people among types of shelter options. 
The surveys indicate that the primary sources of income for chronic homeless in ND is SSI, food stamps, veteran’s benefits, asking for money on street, social security and pension.

The most commonly listed “Reasons for homelessness” included mental illness, history of substance abuse, developmental disabilities, welfare issues, medical problems and relocation/moved here.  Kathy Hogan asked about getting a break out of the numbers for people with medical problems.  Ms. Thomasson stated she will bring whatever information she can find on this question to the next meeting.
Who is most at-risk of chronic homelessness

While there is no scientific way to predict someone’s probability for becoming homeless, there is research on leading indicators of risk for homelessness. These include eviction, foreclosure, food poverty, energy assistance and utilization of other prevention services.

Ms. Thomasson asked committee members to note any corrections or questions about the picture of homelessness presented through the survey data. There were no questions or comments.  

4. Understanding the market – type and availability of housing and services 

Ms. Thomasson reviewed the housing matrix: “How are our Community’s Housing needs met?”  Homelessness typically affects people that have incomes at or below the poverty level (roughly 30% of median income or below).  The last row of the chart provides the number of households by income group, to the extent that the information is available. 
The matrix illustrates the fact that most people earning less than 30% of median income are eligible for subsidized housing or housing assistance (whether or not it is available).  However, most households earning more than 50% of median income must rely on the private market to obtain housing. 
There are approximately 400 beds designated specifically for the homeless or extremely low income households in various subsidized projects in our community at the present time.
Ms. Hogan asked about the status of federal housing programs.  Lynn Fundingsland stated that federal housing funds are declining.  Under current rent structures, it is more difficult to combine Section 8 vouchers and Low Income Housing Tax Credit units than it has been in the past. 
Mr. Fundingsland stated that due to student population the low end of the housing market is in higher demand than in other communities.

The Committee discussed strengths and weaknesses of the local housing market.  
Housing Market Strengths
· Year round activity

· Rent levels are good relative to other places

· Plentiful supply of housing

· Good access to transportation

· Good quality/code enforcement - well maintained housing

· Dispersion of subsidized housing throughout community

· Strong neighborhoods

Housing Market Challenges
· Background checks are a barrier

· Competing demand from student population

· Losing lowest cost housing to redevelopment

· Decentralization of City of Fargo

· Number of people with very low income who are not eligible for or can’t access subsidies

· Shrinking availability of rent subsidy 

· Application of property tax to affordable housing projects 

· NIMBY

· Construction of enough new on-campus housing to meet student wants

· Housing that is available to youth aging out of foster care

· Housing with harm reduction focus for substance abuse
Steve Stoner noted that there are things communities can do to help off-set the impact property taxes have on rents.

Committee members discussed the impact of the large student population on the local housing market.  
Keith Gillshammer suggested bringing this summary of issues to the Continuum of Care board for their legislative agenda.

5. Understanding the local landscape 
Ms. Thomasson talked about “mainstream resources”, which are federally-funded programs that are intended to meet the critical needs of low income people.  There are both non-targeted programs that are designed to serve low income people and/or people with special needs and targeted programs that are designed to serve homeless people specifically.
As an example of the relevance of mainstream resource discussions, the federal Dept of Health and Human Services budget for fiscal year 2004 showed 0.5% of their total budget dedicated to programs targeted to assist homeless populations and 99.5% of the budget for generally eligible individuals (most of whom are low income).  The federal Interagency Council on Homelessness is encouraging communities to shift their focus from trying to increase funding for targeted programs to better utilizing other existing mainstream resources.  

Mr. Paulson noted that it seems like the provision of support services is essential if we are going to truly end homelessness.
Ms. Hogan explained that there are currently 5,800 households are receiving some type of assistance from Cass County Social Services.  She said that energy assistance needs are very large.  Ms. Hogan noted that it is difficult to develop case plans for unsheltered individuals.  She also noted that we do not currently have a public guardianship system, which is a challenge for local service providers.  The issue has been raised at legislative sessions over the last 8 years, but has not been approved.  This type of system (representative payee) helps very vulnerable individuals by providing assistance with financial matters.

Commissioner Coates asked whether guardianship could be addressed via a local initiative rather than a state one.
Ms. Hogan replied that it could be. Creative programming can make a difference.  Ms. Hogan also noted that children who are aging out of foster care used to be able to access housing through Youthworks but much of that funding is being discontinued.
Service providers

Ms. Thomasson stated that the network of services available is very complex and robust – the list of services, local and state and federal, is quite large. 
Ms. Thomasson briefly reviewed the different types of services that are available to help the homeless.  Prevention service providers assist with housing assistance, basic needs, education, counseling, and referral services.  There are outreach providers that provide services to certain groups of people.  Supportive service providers supply supportive services, life skills, alcohol & drug abuse treatment, mental health treatment, education, employment assistance, child care, transportation, and health care.
The Committee discussed strengths and weaknesses of the local service system.

Service Sector “Strengths”
· Relationship between providers

· Creative programming 

· Workers know the system - strong referral network

· State line is less of an obstacle for support services

· Strength of “hidden system” (faith community)

· Participation of some attorneys who are willing to help with guardianship issues

· Critical mass of advocates statewide
Service Sector ”Weaknesses”
· Lack of coordinated Guardianship/Representative Payee System

· Waiting lists to access services

· Connection between services and housing

· Support for youth aging out of foster care

· Complexity of eligibility/access

· Lack of services for “working poor” (people just outside of eligibility guidelines)

· Funders’ preference for being “last money in”

· Adequate funding (Are the “cracks” systemic or related to adequacy of funding?)

· Duplication of services? Opportunities for consolidation?

Mr. Gilleshammer asked about the “cracks” in the system.  He commented that the system itself may be adequate to meet the needs of the homeless if there was adequate funding available to allow providers to reach their full capacity.  He thought there would be very few gaps that wouldn’t be addressed. 
Coalitions

Jessica reviewed a list of coalitions that are currently working on this issue.  She stated that the state Continuum of Care has become a model program. The ND Interagency Council on Homelessness is a state wide group that is working to develop a statewide plan similar to the one we are working on in Fargo.  The FM Area Homeless Coalition which started in 1987 brings service providers together.   The Jail Intervention Coordinating Committee deals with discharge issues of local inmates and has been meeting for about one year.
Recent projects

Ms. Thomasson noted several recently developed housing projects that address homeless needs: Sister’s Path, Shelter + Care, YWCA Trans Housing, Graver Rehab, and Vets Manor.
6. Ideas for “forward motion”
To wrap up, the Committee put forward some ideas to consider in future meetings.
· Draw on work of State Coalition, FM Coalition, Continuum of Care

· What regulatory/statutory barriers exist (get a list of relevant bills introduced in the past)
· More detailed examination of funding shortfalls/ needs/recent changes and local impact
· Evaluate our system - What is a gap?  What’s not funded adequately?  What don’t we know about?  How to keep people from falling through cracks. “Map of Services”

· HMIS Update

· Housing First v. Housing Ready

· Scattered site v. Building specific housing

· How to address challenge of long-term rent subsidy for tenants?

· How to fund services long term?

· Are there things we have to “give up” to effect system change?

· Jail intervention strategies - “mental health court” (build on some of national energy on this issue)
· Opportunities to build public support?

· Faith

· Business
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