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8/ 14/12

Peter Gagliardi, Executive Director

Recently, many of us received an impassioned email message raising concerns about changes to the Emergency Assistance program.  There are, naturally, many differences of opinion on the matter, especially because this is a major change in the Commonwealth’s approach to the seemingly intractable problem of family homelessness.  The Administration, DHCD, and the legislature are working to change the paradigm by placing a renewed emphasis on preventing homelessness, offering other types of assistance so that access to shelter is not the only way to obtain housing assistance. This paradigm change was the impetus for the creation of the Western Massachusetts Network to End Homeless.
In our conversations, we should not forget that the Emergency Assistance reforms were mandated by the legislature following extensive discussions among stakeholders, legislators, and members of the administration at all levels. While the legislature remains committed to keeping families safe and off the streets, there is clearly a concern  with the open ended cost of shelters and the extensive use of  motels, coupled with a willingness to address the underlying housing problem as evidenced by the substantial increases this year in overall appropriations for housing.  We can hope for more but only if we succeed in controlling the costs associated with the shelter / motel system.

The core of the new paradigm is that families who are housed in a real dwelling unit that DCF inspects and deems to be safe, and who are assessed to be in clear danger of homelessness, will be assisted with other resources. Those resources have substantially increased, with funding for the RAFT program increasing from $276,000 to $8,760,000. Other sources are also available, such as the federal ESG grants.  It is important to note that homeowners are eligible for some of these programs as well as other assistance specifically targeted to those in foreclosure. Going into shelter is no longer the only way to get housing help. Shelter resources are limited and costly and should be targeted to those who truly have no other alternative. 

Those who literally are “without a place to be tonight” will continue to be served by the shelter system and will have access to the HomeBASE program which provides the same level of assistance as RAFT.  For those who “have a place to be tonight”, there is no need to enter shelter or be placed in a motel to get assistance. 

Our shelter system is broken. Shelter has become not only a place for those whose only options are sleeping in their car or under a bridge, but also a place for frustrated and desperate people to go in the hope of somehow finding a better housing situation than staying doubled up or always living on the edge financially.  The problem is that staying in a shelter at nearly $3000 a month is not the best use of our resources when there might be alternatives. 

A consequence of the old system was that, at a very recent point in time, the budget for shelters and motels exceeded the entire state appropriation for all other line items for the Department of Housing and Community Development combined – including public housing operating support and the state’s rental voucher program. Rather than solving our housing problem with strategic use of scarce resources, we have been feeding a motel monster that crowds families into small motel rooms for months and months when there are better alternatives. 

The challenge is to design a system that avoids having families fall through the cracks. This is a work in progress. The legislature mandated a 60 day waiting period following submission of draft regulations.  DHCD’s first draft has drawn a lot of comment from the legislature and others. Already, half way through the 60 day period, more than a dozen major changes have been made. 
And it does not end there. At the end of the 60 days, DHCD will promulgate “emergency regulations” that will be good for 90 days. During that period, there will be public hearings and, no doubt, many more comments before final regulations take effect. In my experience, DHCD, under the new leadership, is more open to input, and I am confident there will be more changes, based upon experience on the ground.  
Our job, as a Network, should be to monitor what is happening and to report back any unintended consequences. We should be prepared to recommend waivers in cases that could leave families in jeopardy when there is not time to wait for changes in regulation or policy.  While we might debate what constitutes a circumstance meriting such recommendations, I believe that we in the Western Massachusetts Network to End Homelessness can come together around recommendations that would help make this paradigm shift succeed. Turning back to the way of doing business should not be an option. 

Throughout this debate, we cannot forget that there is an elephant in the room – for decades the commitment to the creation of affordable housing opportunities for extremely low income households has declined.  The programs that created public housing, state and federal, ended twenty and thirty years ago, respectively.  The major engines that created large privately-owned affordable housing developments also effectively ended in the 1980’s; since then we have been fighting to maintain the stock we have. And, there have been virtually no new federal Section 8 vouchers in more than 10 years. At the state level, our rental assistance program dropped from nearly 20,000 Chapter 707 units in 1990 to less than 6,000 MRVP units today.  
As a consequence, we at HAP have a waiting list, recently updated, of more than 18,000 households in Hampden, Hampshire and Franklin Counties. The statewide total approaches 70,000. The last time HAP was able to select applicants from the list, we were pulling applications filed in 2002!

So, it is no wonder that there is pent up demand and enormous frustration.  In all of our efforts to end homelessness we seem to  avoid the hard discussion about the lack of dedicated affordable housing units and the failure to add to the supply of vouchers to meet the ever growing need.  And behind all of that lies the fact the people working in the lowest paid jobs can no longer expect to be able to afford housing without assistance. Something is badly wrong when so many people can work so hard and not be able to both eat and have a roof over their heads.

While I understand and appreciate our policy differences, I must say that I have found the personal attacks, including the disparaging references to Aaron Gornstein in the recent email message, to be unfair and, I think, counterproductive. Aaron is arguably the strongest housing advocate that we have had in the state’s highest housing position in more than 20 years. He is showing strong leadership and is driving DHCD to move forward on many fronts. He has already helped to achieve the biggest one year increase in the state’s housing budget in decades. In addition to the budget increase, he convinced the administration to allocate an addition $10 million in bond funds to finance the development and preservation of affordable housing units across the state.

I hope that we can all work together to make this paradigm shift successful and that we can agree to disagree when we must without questioning each other’s motives. All of us are bound together by the desire to end family homelessness.  

