
	
	
To:		 Legislative	Task	Force	on	Health	Equity	
From:	 Pamela	Schwartz,	Director,	Western	MA	Network	to	End	Homelessness	
Date:	 September	16,	2020	
	
RE:	Written	testimony	as	provided	at	September	16	public	hearing	
	
Good	afternoon	Task	Force	members:	
	
My	name	is	Pamela	Schwartz	and	I	am	director	of	the	Western	Massachusetts	Network	to	
End	Homelessness.	I	am	speaking	on	behalf	of	hundreds	of	partners	from	every	sector	
across	the	four	counties	of	Western	Massachusetts,	Hampden,	Hampshire,	Franklin	and	
Berkshire	Counties,	from	the	City	of	Springfield	to	the	rural	hills	of	the	Berkshires,	and	all	
the	communities	in	between,	working	to	prevent	and	end	homelessness	with	a	Housing	
First	approach.	
	
Just	this	past	January,	2,700	people	were	counted	as	homeless	in	Western	MA	alone.		Two-
thirds	are	families	with	children.	On	any	given	night,	there	are	roughly	900	single	
individuals	experiencing	homelessness	across	the	region.		And	all	of	that	was	before	the	
pandemic.			
	
Racial	inequity	in	homelessness	also	far	pre-dates	the	pandemic.		The	most	recent	analysis	
in	Hampden	County,	for	example,	shows	that	while	Black	people	make	up	7.8%	of	the	
general	population,	they	comprise	20%	of	the	people	experiencing	homelessness.	Latinx	
people	make	up	22%	of	the	general	population	but	55%	of	the	homeless	population.	The	
disproportional	impact	of	homelessness	on	people	of	color	is	extreme.	
	
Right	now,	in	Western	MA	our	emergency	shelters	are	full	with	a	“wait	list.”		If	we	stop	to	
think	about	the	absurdity	of	a	wait	list	for	someone	sleeping	on	the	streets,	this	too	was	our	
state	of	affairs	well	before	the	pandemic.		But	now,	with	COVID-19,	the	consequences	of	
such	a	wait	list	are	all	the	more	dire.		In	a	Network	meeting	with	area	legislators	and	local	
leaders	just	last	week,	we	heard	report	after	report	-	from	Springfield,	Holyoke,	
Northampton,	Amherst,	Greenfield,	Pittsfield	and	North	Adams	-		regarding	the	deeply	
concerning	and	notable	spike	in	the	number	of	people	living	on	the	street	and	in	
encampments.		Our	local	leaders	are	extremely	clear	that	they	cannot	respond	to	this	
critical	situation	without	significant	additional	state	assistance.			
	
And	as	you	heard	previously,	we	know	the	end	of	the	eviction	moratorium	signals	a	
devastating	threat	to	housing	stability.		I	will	not	repeat	the	facts	stated	but	I	will	
underscore	what	there	is	to	do:	
	
First,	in	relation	to	the	homelessness	crisis	happening	right	now	and	growing,	we	must	go	
after	every	dollar	on	the	table,	from	FEMA	and	our	federal	CARES	Act	funds,	to	support	
emergency	shelter	in	hotels.		This	is	already	a	best	practice	in	our	neighboring	states	of	CT	
and	VT	and	across	the	country	and	we	need	to	make	it	a	state	policy	here	to	provide	
immediate	protection	to	people	living	on	the	street.	
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Secondly,	as	you	already	heard	from	my	colleagues,	we	must	protect	against	a	massive	
spike	in	homelessness	by	passing	the	Right	to	Counsel	in	Evictions,	Eviction	Sealing	and	the	
Act	to	Guarantee	Housing	Stability.	
	
Third,	we	must	significantly	increase	investment	in	RAFT,	our	state	homelessness	
prevention	program.		Already	in	Western	MA,	we	have	overcommitted	RAFT	COVID	
funding.		And	we	know	the	need	will	only	grow	exponentially	as	this	crisis	continues	and	
economic	fall-out	grows.	
	
And	on	the	note	of	economic	fall-out,	let	me	echo	what	you	have	already	heard.		The	fiscally	
responsible	and	humane	way	through	this	economic	crisis	and	anticipated	budget	deficit	is	
to	invest	in	our	recovery,	and	NOT	to	enact	budget	cuts.		And	we	can	do	that,	we	can	raise	
taxes	on	our	most	profitable	corporations	and	protect	us	all,	including	our	business	
community.	The	public	gets	it.		They	support	this	option.		We	just	need	the	political	will	to	
do	it.		
	
Thanks	so	much	for	your	consideration	and	your	advocacy	to	ensure	we	do	the	right	thing	
for	racial	and	economic	justice	for	all	of	us. 
 


