Housing Focus Group

Discussion Issues

1. What are the critical impediments to producing housing for the chronic homeless with severe mental illness?   How can the resources identified above be best deployed to overcome these impediments, and maximize production? 
Critical impediments included: 

· No housing expert on staff

· Very low vacancy rates

· Rents that are double the amount of housing vouchers

· Lack of knowledge of what’s available in housing financing

· NIMBYism

· Developing a range of housing options

· Securing multiple funding sources

· Difficulty getting landlords to accept tenants with mental illness

2. How should the target population be defined, and what should be the requirements for documenting that prospective tenants meet this definition?  One adult member of each eligible household must be a person with severe mental illness, and the household must be chronically homeless.  Should the State adopt the federal requirement that persons qualifying as chronic homeless be unaccompanied individuals who have been continuously homeless for a year or more or have experienced four or more episodes of homelessness over the last three years?  
The group agreed that the HUD definition of “chronically homeless” would exclude many of the target population and be unnecessarily restrictive.  They also felt that the exclusion of families that this definition implies is too restrictive.

The state officials stated that there has been agreement in their meetings and focus groups that the federal definition of “chronically homeless” is overly restrictive.  They stated that the definition of “chronic” homelessness will likely be re-interpreted as all persons served by Proposition 63.  They stated, however, that the intent of the project is to focus on the hardest to serve population.


3. What is the most productive use of the $3.15 million in Mental Health Services Act funding referenced above?
Counties without an existing housing infrastructure (typically small counties) expressed a need for capacity building, including predevelopment costs and funding for collaborative efforts.
Contra Costa County representatives stressed that land is scarce and development is expensive.  They expressed a preference for a scattered site format with a master leasing model that employs rental subsidies.  The state officials clarified that $40 million in funding for the project is restricted to capital development, and may not be used for rental subsidies.  Only the $3.15 million in Mental Health Services Act funding may be used for rental subsidies.

A number of counties said that they are contemplating using rental subsidies, including Sacramento, Monterey, Ventura, Colusa and Contra Costa Counties.
4. What project types should be encouraged or required?  Does it work to mix this particular target population with other groups (e.g. non-disabled people) in the same building?  Should there be a limit on project size?  

Sacramento County representatives spoke in favor of employing a “housing first model” that funds permanent rather than transitional housing.   They stated that they want to pursue both acquisition and rehabilitation.  They also stated that they are considering a bond to leverage funding.

Monterey suggested that the income level for the projects should not be set at the level of “extremely low,” because it tends to displace clients who are doing well in recovery and who are able to make a small income. The Los Angeles representative said that they had experienced success developing creative housing options, such as six clients renting a house together.  They expressed the hope that the initiative would allow the flexibility to support creative options.  Ventura County is interested in more integrated, larger projects.  
State officials asked if local housing authorities are too strapped to be of assistance.  San Bernardino County has transferred some cases to the local housing authority, but other counties felt that yes, housing authorities are much too strapped to help. 

5. What should be the minimum commitment term required from the local County Mental Health Department for supportive services? For rental subsidies? 15 years?

Counties were clear, and state representatives were clear, that the commitment to these projects is dependent upon the funding continuing to be available.  Within that understanding, state representatives said that they want to assess the intent, or the level of commitment, to providing ongoing services to support the capital investment.  Most people at the focus group were comfortable stating their intention to deliver services over a 15-year period.  It was suggested that such commitments are generally expressed in a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). State officials asked for several samples of an MOU.  
It was noted by participants that if the county uses home funds or other federal funds in their project, they will still have to meet the 30-year federal requirement for the project.
6. What would make the application process more user-friendly than it is for other programs, such as SHIA or the HCD MHP program?

The “over the counter” process was suggested as the most accessible process.

7. What is the best method of tracking outcomes to determine whether the initiative is successful?  Should the Full Service Partnership outcome measures be used?  Should data be collected and report to DMH by the Personal Service Coordinator?

There was discussion about different strategies but it was generally agreed upon that using the Full Service Partnership outcome measures is best, even for those clients who are using the housing but are not Full Service Partnership clients.  This had the advantage of avoiding a separate system of data requirements, as well as making the outcome measures of the Governor’s Initiative comparable to the outcome measures used in the Mental Health Services Act.
8. How could the $400,000 that has been set aside to foster local collaboration be best utilized?  For example, would it be useful to conduct in-depth training for counties with local housing staff at the table?  Would this foster development of a collaborative group that could then develop a housing plan?

There was support for the idea of in-depth collaborative trainings.

For small counties, there was discussion of taking that idea even further, developing a “consortium” to bring non-profit housing developers to these counties by creating an “economy of scale” to facilitate relationships and projects.  

State representatives also stated that they would look into developing state-sponsored strategies to reduce NIMBYism in developing the projects at the local level.
