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Designing Rental Assistance to End and Prevent Family Homelessness 

Across the country, communities are expanding efforts to prevent homelessness and help people experiencing homelessness move quickly back into stable housing. The new Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-Housing Program (HPRP) established by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act will greatly expand these efforts. This toolkit provides examples of how communities have structured their local and state-funded rental assistance programs serving low-income and homeless families.  
There is an extreme shortage of affordable housing in the United States for low-income families.  Six million households have worst-case housing needs; they have very low incomes and pay more than 50 percent of their income for rent or live in severely substandard housing.
  There is simply no community in which a family can reasonably afford a one-bedroom housing unit while earning the minimum wage.
   As a result, low-income families are stretched thin and even small reductions in family income can destabilize housing.  Low-income families often turn to extended family and friends when unable to afford housing either for loans or for a temporary place to stay.  Often these doubled-up situations are untenable over the long-term, resulting in frequent moves or homelessness.  Family homelessness is the direct result of the gap between income and housing costs.  

The current recession is putting even more families at risk of homelessness. Rising unemployment rates means reductions in family income. The volatility in the housing market also destabilizes the housing of those who are not homeowners, as forty percent of families evicted due to a foreclosure are renters.
   Many of these renters may be at heightened risk of homelessness because they have very limited resources, and often limited notice, to find a new rental unit and pay the security deposit and first month’s rent.  The risk of homelessness is highest for families with very limited incomes and social supports that can provide a safety net. 

Models of Rent Assistance
This toolkit provides examples of local and state rental assistance programs that can serve as a resource for communities as they design their own programs using HPRP or other funding resources. HPRP can be used for short- and medium-term rental assistance, security deposits, move-in costs, and utility assistance to prevent the loss of housing or re-house those who have become homeless.  Localities have broad flexibility to design rental assistance programs to meet their community’s needs though a household may not receive more than 18 months of rental assistance.  In addition to rental assistance, HPRP resources can also be used for activities that help families connect with housing, including landlord outreach and negotiation, mediation, and housing-based case management services.  
Short-Term Rental Assistance
Perhaps the most common form of assistance provided to prevent homelessness is a limited amount of assistance (1-2 months) primarily designed to prevent an eviction.  Many state and local TANF agencies, nonprofit organizations, and faith-based programs or ministries offer up to four months’ of rental assistance. The funds are typically used to help families pay back rent, mortgage, or utility bills to prevent a homeless episode.  The funds can also be used to defray the costs of renting a new apartment for those who are already experiencing homelessness by providing security deposit assistance and one to two month’s of rental assistance.

When evaluating whether to use the HPRP to expand existing prevention programs, communities should assess how well those programs are targeting families at greatest risk of homelessness.  Program eligibility requirements and caps on financial assistance must be re-evaluated.  Many existing programs restrict assistance to families that are most likely to become homeless (e.g. families that are secondary tenants, have already received assistance in the last 12 months, owe back rent for a subsidized housing unit, or have limited ability to pay rent in the short-term).  Programs may also offer very limited financial assistance that inadequately reflects the cost of housing within their community (e.g. no more than $500 in any 12 month period) even though the cost of a homeless episode would dwarf the additional resources required. Deeper assistance may be needed to prevent some homeless episodes than many existing programs currently allow.
Innovative providers and policymakers are enhancing their prevention efforts to serve families at greater risk of homelessness.  Enhancements include providing deeper rent assistance when needed and coupling financial assistance with targeted case management and landlord mediation.  Programs are also targeting interventions to serve families who appear most likely to enter shelter and offering assistance at the front-door of shelter programs to prevent homelessness. Programs are also coupling housing search and rental assistance to relocate families whose housing cannot be saved and bypassing a shelter stay altogether.

Examples of short-term rental assistance programs offered to prevent homelessness and quickly re-house families by defraying upfront housing expenses include:
Illinois.  The statewide Homeless Prevention Program (HPP) provides rental assistance to families at risk of, or experiencing, homelessness.  Organizations that administer the funds are identified by the local Continuum of Care and approved by the Illinois Department of Human Services.  On average, households received $833 in financial assistance, and 85 percent of the more than 12,000 families served remain stably housed following a HPP intervention. Eleven percent of households served in fiscal year 2008 earned a monthly income of less than $500, and 29 percent earned between $501 and $1,000 a month.   
New York City.  The Housing Help program provides financial, legal, and support services to families to prevent evictions in two target communities that are highly impacted by eviction and shelter entry.  A dedicated judge hears all eviction cases in the target community, a team of lawyers represent the family in court, a court-based TANF agency unit located in the court house processes arrears payments, and on-site social workers provide immediate crisis intervention and refer families for on-going social services in the community.  The program serves over 1,000 families per year and less than one percent of families served entered shelter a year later. 
Ohio.  Five community-based organizations provide financial assistance and support services to families to prevent family homelessness through funding from the Ohio Family Homelessness Prevention Pilot Project.  The local organizations provide families with up to $1,000 in financial assistance and up to six months of intensive case management services.  The program is intended to serve families at greatest risk of imminent and literal homelessness. The $1.8 million pilot program is funded with TANF and Ohio Housing Trust Fund resources and is being evaluated by Abt Associates. 
Philadelphia.  The Philadelphia Committee to End Homelessness (PCEH) provides rapid re-housing services to families in untenable housing situations through SafeHome Philadelphia. On average, families receive $1,600 in financial assistance.  This allows the program to pay two month’s rent upfront while the family pays one month.  In addition, the program offers stabilizing services, housing location, and landlord mediation services.  Outreach to landlords to work with families in the program is a priority. SafeHome Philadelphia is supported solely by PCEH fundraising efforts. Of the 80 families served over the first three years of the project, 69 retained or improved their housing, and none of the families entered shelter. 
 Medium-Term Rental Assistance

State and local communities are increasingly providing medium-term rental assistance to families using a broad array of public and private funding streams. Rent assistance ranges from 5-24 months. 
While there are time limits on the provision of rent assistance, many programs build in flexibility to tailor assistance to meet the needs of individual households.  Some families may receive assistance for a shorter time period than the maximum allowed by the program, while others may receive extensions.  Because the rental assistance is designed to be temporary, accompanying services emphasize increasing household income through employment services and benefits advocacy. 
There is no one “right” amount of rental assistance appropriate for all families exiting homelessness.  In fact, the design of existing programs seems more influenced by funding stream restrictions than an assessment of the housing needs of families within a given shelter system. 
Deciding how to design a rental assistance program involves a difficult trade-off.  While all low-income families can benefit from the maximum amount of rental assistance allowed, choosing this model means fewer families can be served. If only short-term rental assistance is provided, many families will not succeed.  The ideal scenario is a blend of short- and medium-term rent assistance programs and a strategy to target resources to maximize outcomes for all households at risk of homelessness.  
With a variety of rental assistance and homeless program interventions to offer families, service providers are developing tools to “match” families with the appropriate level of housing assistance.  Assessment tools capture service needs and housing history and are being used to determine if families should be prioritized for short-, medium-, or longer-term rental assistance or other housing and service interventions.  While such tools will never be infallible, the tools allow communities to make informed choices about how to allocate resources based on the needs of all families across the homelessness services system.  The tools provide a mechanism to triage scarce resources, ensuring that the richest interventions are targeted to those with the greatest needs.  

Communities can also build flexibility in their rental assistance programs to extend assistance when absolutely required without encouraging such extensions.  Programs that allow for extensions can prevent housing disruptions from occurring if the family has been unable to sufficiently increase earnings or has had unexpected expenses that prohibit the family from assuming the full rental payments.

Examples of medium-term rental assistance include: 

Maine.  The Rental Assistance Coupon Plus (RAC+) Program promotes self-sufficiency and provides up to 24 months of rental assistance to individuals and families experiencing homelessness.  Applicants must meet HUD’s definition of homeless and be homeless for at least seven consecutive days. This program also offers a security and utility deposit to families.   Housing counselors work with clients to identify housing needs and opportunities and help link the household to resources.  Household income cannot exceed 60 percent of the area median income and clients are required to sign a Personal Responsibility Contract. The program is operated by MaineHousing and is funded through the HOME Investment Partnerships Program.  Priority is given to youth (ages 18 to 24), families, victims of domestic violence, and individuals referred by correction caseworkers and probation officers. 
New York City.  The New York City Department of Homeless Services offers “Work Advantage,” a two-year rental assistance program for families who have resided in the city’s shelter system for 90 days or more. Families must be enrolled in the TANF program and be employed at least 20 hours per week at minimum wage. Once housed, families pay $50 a month for rent directly to the landlord and are expected to place income into a savings account.  The city provides rent directly to the landlord up to a set amount.  Families are eligible to use community-based social services for a range of support services to promote stable housing. A parallel program is offered to families residing in domestic violence programs.  In the first two years more than 4,100 families were placed into housing.  Of all households involved with Advantage for nearly a year, more than 80 percent remain employed and are paying their portion of the rent. 
Seattle.  The Rental Stabilization Program in Seattle provides rent subsidies and case management services for 6 to 18 months to families experiencing or at risk of homelessness.  The program is funded through a local property tax levy and is administered by the Salvation Army which also provides case management services.  The average amount of rental assistance in 2007 was $830 per household.  Eighty percent of households who exited remained stably housed six months after receiving assistance. 
St. Louis.   The AWARE program in St. Louis provides 12 months of rental assistance to families and single women impacted by domestic violence.  The subsidies were originally designed to cover 100 percent of the families’ rent for the first three months, 75 percent for the second three months, 50 percent for the next three months, and 25 percent for the last quarter.  The amount of assistance each family can receive in a year is capped.  Over time, the program began to tailor the rent assistance based on each family’s needs.  Landlord outreach, mediation services, and ongoing services are all offered to families.  There is a heavy emphasis on increasing household earnings through employment. The program is funded through a Transitional Housing Grant from the Office of Violence Against Women in the Department of Justice.  
Virginia.  The Virginia Homeless Intervention Program (HIP) is used to help individuals and families experiencing homelessness move back into housing in the community.  Families may receive up to nine months of rental assistance and a security deposit.  The program is administered by local governments and nonprofits with a fair amount of flexibility built in at the local level.  In 2008, HIP served 1,827 households. 
Flexible Rental Assistance 
Some communities have intentionally designed their programs to be flexible from the onset.  In other cases, such as the AWARE program in St. Louis described above, programs moved toward a more flexible approach to adapt to the needs of the families they serve. Typically, a flexible rental assistance program provides an overall limit on the amount of resources each family can receive.
The use of flexible rental assistance allows the provision of assistance to be shaped by the direct service provider in consultation with the family.  A family in which the parent requires more time before beginning employment may be provided a deeper rent subsidy initially that slowly tapers off, while other families may receive a smaller rent supplement that lasts up to a year or more.  In some cases, flexible rental assistance programs allow housing specialists a tool that can be used to negotiate with landlords. As an example, a landlord may be offered four months of rental assistance upfront as an incentive to provide housing to a family that he/she would have ordinarily screened out because of credit concerns.  
Some examples of flexible rental assistance programs include: 

Massachusetts.  The Massachusetts Department of Transitional Assistance designed the Shelter to Housing Pilot to help ease the strain on an overwhelmed shelter system. Families with income from employment or seeking employment volunteered to participate.  Community-based organizations received $6,000 to help each family rapidly exit shelter and move into permanent housing (the equivalent to what the state was paying to shelter a family in a motel for two months).  The funds were used flexibly by the organizations to reduce the family’s housing cost over the first year. The community-based organizations provided housing search assistance and home-based case management. Approximately 200 families volunteered for the program, and 85 percent retained their housing eighteen months later. 
Miami-Dade.  Lutheran Services of Florida offers families on average $4,000-$5,000 to cover move-in fees, utility payments, back rent payments, security deposits, and full rental assistance, as needed, along with one year of case management services.  Almost all, 96 percent, of the 111 households placed into housing between October 2007 and September 2008 remain in housing.  
Multnomah County (Portland).  The Short Term Rental Assistance (STRA) program typically offers individuals and families rental assistance to prevent or end a homeless episode. The program is funded at $1.8 million annually and relies on six different funding sources from four jurisdictions.  The local social service agencies implementing the program have a great deal of flexibility to tailor the interventions to meet the needs of each household though assistance cannot exceed 24 months. On average, households receive 2.5 months of rental assistance, though more than half received only one month of assistance.  Twelve months after the provision of assistance ended, 80 percent of households receiving prevention assistance retained their housing and 70 percent of those receiving a permanent housing placement remained stably housed.
Washington, DC.  The Community Care Grant offered families on the waiting list for shelter the option to work with local community-based organizations for housing assistance and case management services.  The community-based organizations provided families with housing search assistance, landlord mediation, and home-based case management services.  The organizations had up to $3,500 in financial assistance for each family to defray housing expenses that could be used flexibly, and more assistance was made available on a case-by-case basis.
Shallow Rental Assistance
Some local programs and communities provide families with a fixed amount of rental assistance each month.  The assistance typically cannot reduce the family’s rental costs to an affordable level. The amount of rental assistance provided through a shallow rental assistance program may still require households to pay 50 percent of their income toward rent.  Yes, the extra financial assistance can greatly enhance housing stability and prevent the loss of rental housing.  
Examples of shallow rental assistance programs include:
Alameda County, California.  Project Independence provides shallow rental assistance to people living with HIV and AIDS in Alameda County who are at risk of homelessness. Rent subsidies range from $175 to $425 a month and the amount provided depends on household income and size. An evaluation of the project found that 99 percent of the households served remained stably housed one year later and 96 remained stably housed two years later.  In contrast, only 32 percent of those in a comparison group were stably housed one year later and only 10 percent remained stably housed after two years.
  The program emerged to respond to the precarious housing situations of low income groups living with HIV and AIDS were experiencing.  Additional services offered include case management and service coordination.  Project Independence is funded by a Housing Opportunities for People With AIDS (HOPWA) Program grant from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. 
 

Funding for the program include Housing Opportunities for Persons With AIDS (HOPWA).  
San Francisco.  Hamilton Family Center’s First Avenue’s program provides a range of tools to help prevent a homeless episode, including funds for move-in expenses, security deposits, rental arrears and shallow rent subsidies.  The program receives $200,000 annually from the City of San Francisco for shallow rental assistance.  On average, families receive up to $500 per month for twelve to 24 months.  Families also receive home based case management and other supportive services to promote stable housing outcomes.  
Maryland. The Maryland Rental Assistance Program (RAP) provides flat rent subsidies to low income families experiencing homelessness or a housing crisis.  Families must have incomes below 30 percent of area median income.  In some cases, the rental assistance can be used for motel or hotel rooms if there is there is no more cost-effective and suitable housing option. Families may receive the subsidy for a period of up to 12 months and additional services, such as housing counseling or case management, may also be provided to help the family attain housing stability.  The amount of rental assistance is based on family size and the area of the state. A household with three or four individuals may receive $200 a month in the more rural areas of the state while the same sized household may receive $490 a month in higher rent markets. Statewide, RAP serves 323-349 households per month.  The $1.3 million annual program is funded through the Department of Housing and Community Development. 
Bridge Subsidy

Some local and community programs offer temporary rental assistance to households expecting a permanent rent subsidy in the near future.  Several states, including Maryland, Connecticut, and Illinois, offer bridge subsidies to individuals with significant disabilities who are homeless to help them exit shelter rapidly and stabilize in housing. The temporary rental assistance programs typically functions the same as a Housing Choice Voucher and subsidize families’ rent until the voucher becomes available. It allows households to move out of the shelter immediately and into a housing unit that will become their permanent home.
With increasing recognition of the cost of a typical homeless episode, communities have become more open to using public resources to provide alternatives to prolonged shelter stays. Because a one-month shelter stay often costs more than subsidizing a family’s rent for a month, bridge subsidies may grow as a mechanism to ease overburdened shelter systems. In some cases, the HUD Supportive Housing Program is being used as a bridge subsidy by providers who use a transition-in-place approach. The transitional housing resources are used to help families pay their rent in private-market housing until a permanent rent subsidy becomes available.
When considering whether to use HPRP to provide bridge subsidies to families, there must be a reasonable expectation that a permanent rent subsidy will become available.  Ensuring that selected apartments will meet voucher requirements is also critical in order to avoid unnecessary housing disruptions.
Examples of bridge subsidies include:   

New York City.  Families with fixed incomes (e.g. families reliant on SSI benefits) or child welfare involvement are prioritized for a permanent rent subsidy in New York City.  In order to help the families return to the community as soon as possible, New York has created a one year rental assistance program to rapidly re-house families from shelter while the permanent subsidy is being processed.  Families who meet these requirements and who have been in the city’s shelter programs a minimum of sixty days are eligible for the Fixed Income or Children Advantage programs.  In the first two years of the program, more than 1,800 have been placed.
Salt Lake City.  Families enrolled in the Road Home’s transitional housing program receive assistance with locating housing in the private rental market, signing up for a permanent rent subsidy through the local public housing agency, and receiving rental assistance from a variety of different funding sources, the largest of which is HOME.   Road Home social workers visit families weekly in their home and ensure families are receiving needed supportive services.  The HOME program provides rental assistance up to 24 months until a permanent housing subsidy becomes available.  The rental assistance is extended when necessary due to lengthening waits for a Housing Choice Voucher. While the funding stream subsidizing rent shifts, there is no housing disruption for the family. The Road Home has a consistent success rate of 78 percent of families moving from their program to a Housing Choice Voucher or other permanent housing arrangement. 
Discussion
HPRP allows communities to provide up to 18 months of rental assistance to help prevent or end a homeless episode. Communities are provided with broad flexibility in how they structure their rental assistance programs and the design element will be critical to the success of the overall effort.  
In all instances, there seems to be value in ensuring families get as much assistance as necessary, but no more than needed, to retain housing.  Doing so allows communities to maximize the available resources and the number of families experiencing housing crises that can be successfully served.  Unfortunately, there is no clear formula for matching families with the “right” amount of rental assistance. A community should plan for evaluating the effectiveness of its rental assistance design throughout the project and plan on making program refinements based on that evaluation.

Families who have a brief economic crisis that can be resolved in one month should only receive one month’s of rental assistance.  In most communities, this is the traditional form of eviction prevention assistance and it works for many families who have a housing crisis.  In order to reduce the number of families who become homeless, however, communities most adopt richer intervention models when necessary, so that those who have very serious housing crises can be stabilized.  While three to six months of rental assistance to help families should not be offered as a rule for all families at risk of homelessness, these comparatively richer interventions will be needed for many of the families who require re-housing assistance or are most likely to enter shelter. 

When structuring prevention rental assistance programs, communities should avoid incorporating program eligibility standards that are too risk-adverse – which can result in targeting prevention resources to those most likely to succeed and potentially those least likely to become homeless even without such assistance.  Communities should instead use this opportunity to target some resources to the highest-risk individuals and households and contribute to the developing knowledge of how to shape rental assistance and case management services to prevent homelessness altogether.  In addition to offering deeper rental assistance, targeting higher-risk groups may require adding complementary service interventions, including landlord negotiation, re-housing assistance, case management, and service brokerage for employment development, mental health, or family counseling. Partnering with community-based and public agencies serving very low income families who may be in crisis may also be helpful in both targeting interventions and ensuring that families receive accompanying supportive services, such as through  Early Head Start programs, child welfare agencies, and TANF agencies.
Communities should plan on offering an array of rental assistance programs to those experiencing homelessness. Few communities have done this to date, though New York City is an exception.  In New York City, families who have income above a certain amount from work are offered just enough assistance to help them exit shelter and move into housing in the community.  Families who have been in shelter for two consecutive months are offered one year of rental assistance with the possibility of a one-year extension.  Families who have a fixed income (e.g. are reliant on disability income) or families who are involved with the child welfare system are prioritized for a permanent rent subsidy and are offered a bridge subsidy that allows them to move immediately out of shelter. Communities should not necessarily replicate New York City’s array of rental assistance programs but should instead use their own data and experience of how families enter and exit shelter to design their programs.   

A study of four jurisdictions by Dennis Culhane found that the majority of families have relatively brief shelter stays,
 and successful rapid re-housing programs in Columbus, Ohio and Hennepin County, Minnesota achieved reductions in family homelessness with very limited amounts of rental assistance.  Three to six months of rental assistance may be sufficient in many communities to help families experiencing homelessness move out of shelter, as many now do so in the communities from the study by relying only on their own earnings from work.  Of course, limited rental assistance programs should be designed with the economy in mind; difficult employment markets may mean longer unemployment spells.  This may require incorporating the flexibility to provide additional rental assistance and ensuring that households are linked with programs that will provide job training and placement services. 

Medium-term rental assistance, lasting 6 to 18 months, should be reserved for only those families who will require that level of assistance.  Many of the families who are currently referred to transitional housing because of the lack of affordable housing and their need to complete a program or training to prepare them to pay rent independently could instead be served with medium-term rental assistance.  This would reduce the number of families who reside in transitional housing simply because of the lack of affordable housing.  It would allow site-based transitional housing programs that offer wraparound services to be targeted more narrowly to those households that require that level of assistance.  

HPRP can be used to provide only temporary assistance to individuals and families.  This does not mean, however, that those who require longer-term assistance cannot be served.  Temporary rental assistance can be used for individuals and families who will receive a permanent rent subsidy within the 18 month timeframe.  When used in such a way, the provider must make sure that the rental unit and the household will qualify for the permanent rent subsidy to ensure the avoidance of housing disruptions.  If HPRP is used to provide temporary rental assistance for households that will require permanent rental assistance to be successful but are unlikely to receive a permanent subsidy within 18 months, housing disruption will be inevitable.   
HPRP provides an opportunity for communities to transform their response to homelessness from a shelter-based response to one that helps families remain connected to the permanent rental housing market and their own communities.  The new funds will impact communities in every state, and an array of new models and new insights about how to prevent and end homelessness will certainly emerge.  Communities should carefully document their efforts and the outcomes of various interventions. Collectively, this information should greatly advance efforts to end homelessness nationally. 
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