Family Services Committee Meeting
August 14, 2012
In attendance:  Jane Banks, Center for Human Development, Shannon Barry, Springfield Public Schools, Pam Bennett, Berkshire Community Action Council, Ruth Bourquin, Mass. Law Reform Institute, Tammie Butler, Community Action, John Busbin, Western Mass. Legal Services, Cris Carl, Greenfield Family Inn (ServiceNet), Marcia Crutchfield, HAP, Charity Day, Franklin County Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority,  Ken Demers, New England Farm Workers Council, Harry Duschene, New England Farm Workers Council, Nancy Foster, Berkshire Community Action Council, Toni Hochstadt, Community Action, Steve Huntley, Valley Opportunity Council, Faith Lafayette, DPH, Fran Lemay, Greenfield Family Inn, Ashley McGurn, DPH, Carmen Montalco, WomanShelter/CompanerasLinda Morley, HAP, Stephen Plummer, Springfield Partners for Community Action, Jim Reis, HAP, Alicia Rodriguez, Valley Opportunity Council, Pamela Schwartz, network coordinator,  Sarah Slautterback, DESE, Rachel Trant, DCF, Kelly Turley, Mass. Coalition for the Homeless, Autumn West, Franklin County Regional and Redevelopment Housing Authority, Susan White, Veterans Administration

New Resources Available
RAFT

HAP, serving Hampden and Hampshire Counties.  Received $1.3 million.  Criteria requires person to be within 30 days of homelessness.  Not upstream prevention.  90% of funds are for people under 30% of median.  Implementing new scoring system to determine eligibility.  Max. assistance is $4,000/year.  See attached detailed criteria information and assessment form.

First step at HAP is completing assessment.  Due to limited staff resources, if assessment reveals not a candidate for RAFT, not hearing back after 15 days is communication of ineligibility.  DHCD approved this process in view of overwhelming demand and priority of getting resources to eligible families ASAP.

Families in DV shelters are eligible for RAFT.  For doubled-up families, can get letter from landlord or primary tenant to reflect requirement to leave.

Franklin County Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority, serving Franklin County.  Received $80,000 in RAFT funds.  Will do individual evaluations and one-on-one assessments for each applicant.

Berkshire Regional Housing Authority, serving Berkshire County. Unclear on the amount of RAFT funds (Brad couldn’t attend meeting), but they are the conduit for this resource.

Emergency Solutions Grant (federal ESG).

HAP: Serves Springfield only.  Criteria more flexible around threat of homelessness (can be further out than 30 days).

Community Action:  ESG funding of $110,000 for Hampshire/Franklin and North Quabbin.  $150,000 sub-contracted to Hampden County.  Can provide up to $4,000.  Criteria:  Must be summary process case; someone in household must have a disability or history of homelessness in shelter or history of domestic violence.  Must case manage families for 12 months.

AG Foreclosure Assistance

HAP for Hampden County:  up to $7,0000 to move into rental housing.
Community Action: up to $2,000 for relocation costs.


Update on Family Unification Program (via DCF):  no new Section 8 vouchers for reunification program during this fiscal year.  Can still get on waiting list (for 1.5 to 2 years).

EA Reform Discussion:

Special guests Ruth Bourquin of Mass Law Reform Institute and Kelly Turley of Mass. Coalition for the Homeless attended this meeting to share their perspective and concerns regarding current and pending DHCD regulations affecting access to Emergency Assistance.  Below is a summary of their main points, which are also captured in their attachment titled “Remaining Key Problems with Proposed EA Regulations.”
Very supportive of increases in RAFT and MRVP increases. But even with these resources, many families will not able to access housing and now won’t be able to access shelter under the new regulations.

3,900 families in shelter right now.  Under new rules, two-thirds of those receiving shelter would be deemed ineligible.  The increases in RAFT and MRFP are not remotely sufficient to make up for those who will now be denied shelter.

What has changed?

The Legislature passed line-item language in this year’s budget that outlined 4 broad categories of families who must be eligible for shelter.  It did not require the interpretations currently being imposed by DHCD.  The list below captures the legislature’s categories of eligibility; the bracketed information captures MLRI and MCH’s concerns regarding DHCD’s proposed regulations that define these categories more restrictively than anticipated.
1.  Families at risk of domestic abuse in current housing or who are homeless because they  previously fled domestic violence. [DHCD: in proposed regulations, it defines DV as only violence between intimate partners, precluding other family violence as a basis for eligibility for shelter.]

2.  Those who are homeless due to fire, flood or natural disaster due to no fault of their own. [DHCD: a grandmother with alzheimer’s who left pan on stove, causing fire and resulting in destroyed apartment – the family living there would not be eligible for shelter due to the loss being their “fault;” in foreclosure cases, DHCD has deemed that a homeowner who has been foreclosed upon is always at fault.]

3.  Families evicted from prior housing due to non-payment of rent for certain very specific reasons, e.g., lost income from lost job. [DHCD:  there are so many extra qualifications that make the possibility of qualifying for shelter under this category very restrictive.  Families who are evicted for no fault, e.g., landlord requires family to move for their own reasons, would not be eligible for shelter. Families who felt compelled to take an apartment that they ended up not being able to afford  – in the hopes of finding a new or better job and out of the necessity of avoiding homelessness – who get evicted for non-payment of rent, will not qualify for shelter.]

4.  People who are doubled-up or are living in a place not meant for human habitation and there is significant threat of serious harm to child if remains [DHCD: “not meant for human habitation” very narrowly defined – e.g., emergency rooms, bus stops, a car.  Tenants as a whole are never eligible for EA now unless they are victims of domestic violence or their apartments have actually been condemned, not matter how bad the conditions.  And if an apartment that is about to be condemned hasn’t legally received that determination, tenants still would not qualify. DHCD also declined to cover families who are at imminent risk of sleeping in a place not meant for human habitation; the family must actually sleep there before being eligible for shelter. If a relative takes in a child but mother must still sleep in the car, the family is not eligible for shelter.  If a family is living in a doubled-up situation with violent, criminal behavior by host family or guest of host family (if guest, conduct must be repeated), the family would qualify for shelter.  However, if the family is in a situation where there are personal property crimes committed against them or where a neighbor subjects the family to harmful behavior, the family would not qualify for shelter.  In short, the language of “significant threat of serious harm” is very strictly defined and only pertains to those who are living in the exact same household.  
Legislature enacted 60 day notice requirement for more restrictive changes.  It also included language that required 15 days notice around changes regarding “health and safety.”  MLRI interpreted this requirement as 15 days’ notice before the end of the 60 day period.  DHCD interpreted it as 15 days notice exclusive of 60 day period.  DHCD implemented the new “doubled-up” interpretations listed above with 15 days notice only and regulations became effective on August 3rd.  MLRI brought DHCD to court but the court deferred to executive agency and did not stop the implementation. 

Immediately upon implementation, many doubled-up families who are being evicted by their host tenants are being turned away at DHCD.  This forces them to go to places not meant for human habitation, separate parents and children, or beg to be allowed to stay places where they can and will be exploited. In many areas statewide, these families are not being referred to RAFT because the programs are not up and running in the agencies.  But even at its fullest implementation, the reality is that the RAFT benefit of $4,000 will serve only a small percentage of families in need of safe and affordable housing.

We must consider creating a local safety net since the statewide safety net is so diminished.  What do we do for families who have nowhere to go?  How do we prevent them from having to sleep in an uninhabitable place in order to receive shelter?

DHCD is driven by the assumption that resources “incentivize” homelessness.  This is not an accurate description.  The vast majority of families are doing everything they can to avoid homelessness; the people who are the very end of their options go for shelter.

The 60 day period for the remaining proposed regulations ends on September 17th.  This is the time to weigh in with legislators.

Network feedback:

The real issue here is the lack of safe, affordable housing.

We know we can’t keep spending all this money on motels.  We know something has to change.

Referred to and distributed Peter Gagliardi’s statement in support of EA reform (see attached).

Everyone is in agreement that we need greater investment in housing.  The question is that while we continue that fight, how do we protect families from greater harm?  

Next steps (over these next few weeks, prior to our next meeting):

1.  Track response to new regulations on doubled-up families – what are you seeing in your community?

2.  Brainstorm possible local responses to sudden homelessness without access to shelter in anticipation of a collective brainstorm at our next meeting.

3.  Bring back these concerns to your agency directors; generate an internal discussion and review in preparation for our next committee meeting where we will discuss a network position on these regulatory changes.

4.  Consider your own personal position on these proposed changes and contact your legislator to share it. 

Next family services meeting date:

Wednesday, September 5
1:00-2:30 pm
Northampton Senior Center
 (location to be confirmed)
67 Conz Street, Northampton
