


AN OVERVIEW

Homelessness in Wisconsin

Carrie Poser, Continuum of Care Director
Wisconsin Balance of State Continuum of Care

n any given night, there are over 5,000

people in Wisconsin without a place to

call home.' They are sleeping in shelters,

in cars, under bridges, in caves, and in
storage units. Some may be sleeping in transi-
tional living projects. But all lack a safe, stable,
and permanent home.

Homelessness is a statewide issue, impact-
ing every county in Wisconsin. Of those 5,000
people experiencing homelessness on a given
night, 67% are located in a county other than
Dane, Milwaukee, and Racine. One in every 217
Wisconsinites experienced homeless in 2016, al-

though that ratio varies across the state.”

Rural Homelessness

When we think about homelessness, a person
sleeping on a park bench or in a doorway is of-
ten the image that comes to mind. While this is
common in urban settings, in rural communities
homelessness is often hidden. An individual or
family may be staying in a camper on someone’s
property (with or without the property owner’s
permission). They may be sleeping in their car
in a store parking lot. To avoid detection, peo-
ple stay in caves near a river or create makeshift

campsites deep in the woods.

Rural areas have unique challenges to ad-
dressing homelessness. Services are difficult to
access due to a lack of transportation and dis-
tance. Homeless assistance may be limited or
non-existent due to agency capacity and funding.
Where there are emergency shelters, they are
often small and at capacity. More common are
voucher programs that rely on limited commu-
nity-based funding and the availability of motels

or hotels.

Single Adults v. Family Homelessness
Homelessness does not only impact single adults;
it affects families and youth as well. In fact, al-
most half (47.4%) of the people experiencing
homelessness each night in Wisconsin are in fam-
ilies with minor children.? This is higher than the
national average, which is 35%.*

Single adults experiencing homelessness are
significantly more likely to have a disability. Na-
tionally, 45% of single adults experiencing home-
lessness have a disability, compared with 21% of
adults in families experiencing homelessness.” In
Wisconsin, 40% of people experiencing home-
lessness in 2016 had a disability, and of those

29% had a mental illness.®

continues
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Homelessness in Wisconsin
January 2017 Point-in-Time Data

Dane County
12%

Racine County
3%

Milwaukee County
18%

Balance of State of
Wisconsin
671%

Source: State of Wisconsin

Homeless assistance providers across Wis-
consin are identifying ways to best serve transi-
tion-age youth who are experiencing homeless-
ness. Nationally, about 9% of those experiencing
homelessness on any given night are between
the ages of 18 and 24.” In Wisconsin, the rate is
8.6%.% This age group has specific needs that are
different than those of older adults experiencing

homelessness.

Causes of Homelessness

In Wisconsin the precursors to homelessness are
inadequate access to housing, domestic violence,
mental illness, and poverty. Data from the most
recent Point-In-Time count in January 2017 in-
dicates that 34% of adults experiencing home-

lessness were domestic violence survivors, 24%
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had a persistent mental illness, and 14% had a
substance use disorder.”

The National Law Center on Homelessness
and Poverty reports that in the most recent an-
nual survey by the U.S. Conference of Mayors,
major cities across the country report that top
causes of homelessness among families and sin-
gle adults were: (1) lack of affordable housing, (2)
unemployment, and (3) poverty. For families, low
wages were among the primary causes. For single
adults, mental illness and substance abuse along
with the lack of services needed to address these
disabilities were among the primary causes.'’ All
of these issues require multifaceted and collab-
orative approaches to solve. But the answer to

homelessness is singular — housing;

continues on page 27



ELEVATING THE ISSUE OF HOMELESSNESS
Wisconsin's Efforts to End Homelessness

Sara L. Buschman, Administrator, Division of Energy, Housing and Community Resources,
Wisconsin Department of Administration

n 2013, the Wisconsin Interagency Council
on Housing and Homelessness was created in
response to the Governor’s desire to better co-
ordinate statewide resources, drive policies to
eliminate homelessness, and to assist homeless
individuals in finding stable housing so they are
then able to access the resources needed to be-
come self-sufficient through employment. The
Council meets on a quarterly basis and has made
significant steps to reduce inter-agency program-
matic barriers, share data on trends, and identify
emerging areas of need. Representatives from
the following state agencies and stakeholder
groups were appointed by the Secretary of the
Department of Administration (DOA) to serve:

= Wisconsin Departments of Adminis-

tration, Health Services, Children and

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015 data

Families, Veteran’s Affairs, Workforce
Development, Corrections, and Public
Instruction

* Wisconsin Housing and Economic De-
velopment Authority

* United States Department of Housing
and Urban Development (HUD)

= Continuum of Care organizations:
Balance of State, Madison/Dane, Mil-
waukee and Racine

= Institute for Community Alliances

As the main sponsor of the Wisconsin Inter-
agency Council on Housing and Homelessness,
DOA has the lead role in chairing the Council
and administers the main state and federally
funded programs aimed at eliminating homeless-

ness in Wisconsin. Homeless programs adminis-

continues

Institute for Community Alliances, State of Wisconsin, 2016 Annual Report, www.icalliances.org
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tered by DOA in the Division of Energy, Hous-

ing and Community Resources include:

* Emergency Solutions Grants (federal
funding, provided by HUD)

* Homeless Prevention Program

* Transitional Housing Program

* (ritical Assistance Program

= State Shelter Subsidy Grants

The state funds local providers to advertise
homeless services and perform direct outreach
to clients who are homeless. Services include:
emergency assistance (emergency shelters, one-
time rent and utility payments, and transitional
housing); short-term supportive housing (rapid
re-housing and transitional housing for up to 24

months); permanent supportive housing; and

assistance accessing other mainstream resources
(e.g., SSI/SSDI, Medicare/Medicaid, SNAP).
Coordinated intake is performed by approxi-
mately 200 agencies and local providers (except
emergency shelters) that are funded by the state.
Wisconsin also funds efforts to identify Hous-
ing Opportunities for Persons with AIDS (HOP-
WA). These federal funds provide resources for
meeting the housing needs of persons with AIDS
or related diseases and their families. More infor-
mation is available on the Aids Resource Center
of Wisconsin website at Attp://www.arcw.org.
Additionally, Wisconsin partners with the In-
stitute for Community Alliances to track data
on Wisconsin’s homeless population by utilizing
Wisconsin’s Housing Management Information

System (HMIS).

Racial Disparities in Homelessness

Wisconsin Population

Homeless Population

Caucasian
African 6.6%
American
0,
Asian 2.8%
1%
Natve — 1.1%
American 4%
Multi 1.8%
Racial 1%
Hispanic/ 6.6%
Latino 8%
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Homelessness Point-in-Time Trends
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Finally, partially sponsored by DOA, WI1Hous-
ingSearch.org advertises affordable places to rent
and provides resources for persons experiencing
homelessness and other social services. Other
services provided by DOA, or partner agencies,
may be found on the DOA website at kttp.://doa.
wi.gov/dwisions/ housing

At its creation, the Wisconsin Interagency
Council on Housing and Homelessness prior-
itized developing strategies to reduce the oc-
currence of homelessness, especially chronic
homelessness. Chronically homeless persons or
families have both a disability and have been
homeless for at least 12 months. The Council
prioritized this population as people experienc-
ing chronic homelessness have high and complex
service needs, including high rates of mental ill-
ness and/or substance use disorders and higher
rates of institutionalization and incarceration.
Most of these treatment costs are borne by the
health care system. According to the National Al-
liance to End Homelessness,' providing housing

with supportive services creates an environment

Balance
of State

Milwaukee
Dane
Racine

in which program participants are less likely to
draw on expensive public services, use homeless
shelters, or be incarcerated. Frequent and avoid-
able visits to the emergency room, inpatient hos-
pitalization for medical or psychiatric care, and
nursing home stays can often be avoided as well.

The Council recognized that reducing home-
lessness not only enhances the quality of life of
the individual, but also strengthens the commu-
nity in which the person or family resides. The
Council champions strategies focusing on collab-
oration to utilize existing funding more effective-
ly and to address issues comprehensively at the
time of the first homeless episode. Participating
state agencies work together to implement Coun-
cil recommendations and serve as an example of
collaboration for governments and communi-
ties. Council members educate state and local
leadership, service providers, and the public on
homelessness issues, and focus on working to-
gether to assist households in accessing needed
services and to intervene in the cycle of poverty

and homelessness.

continues on page 29

June 2017 « 21



START A CONVERSATION

Coalitions the recipe for sustained change.

Lieutenant Governor Rebecca Kleefisch, State of Wisconsin

ast month I met Lia, a middle school stu-

dent from Manitowoc. Lia has stable hous-

ing, a good family, and a good school. She

also has a big heart, which led her to found
an outreach to children at the local homeless
shelter. It was my joy to welcome her to the Cap-
itol and learn about her life-changing work with
the Hopeful Hearts Club. She and her friends
and fellow volunteers make gift bags to ensure
kids at their local shelter still celebrate birthdays
and holidays, and now they are hosting their first
food drive to provide food when school is out for
the summer. It is incredible and inspiring, and it
is emblematic of the servant-hearted volunteers
and professionals I have met across Wisconsin
who are helping the homeless.

Non-profit organizations like the Hopeful
Hearts Club are critical to serving the homeless;
churches, charities, and domestic violence shel-
ters are among the many on the front lines pro-
viding not only food and a roof, but also coun-

seling and hope. Government too has a part to
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Lt. Governor announces
“Welcome Home
Veterans™ initiative for
homeless veterans

play in confronting homelessness, both at the
state and local level. That is where you, the read-
ers of this magazine, come in.

At the state level, we are trying to step up for
the first time in decades to confront this problem.
We are pulling on a variety of levers to reduce
and prevent homelessness for single adults and
families. All of our agencies are in on the action,
especially the Division of Energy, Housing, and
Community Resources (DEHCR) and the Wis-
consin Housing and Economic Development
Authority (WHEDA). Many others play a part,
though. The Department of Children and Fam-
ilies (DCF) provides assistance to low-income

families hit hard by an unexpected emergency



Homeless people are people; they need and deserve inclusion in our communities and our
economy. And by finding that inclusion...they achieve the stable life and income they need
to make a regular rent or mortgage payment,

that forces a choice between paying a crucial
bill, or making the rent payment. The Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs (DVA) operates shelters
for veterans from all eras, not just Vietnam, but
our recent conflicts as well. The Department of
Health Services (DHS)covers many homeless
people through Medicaid or helps feed them
through FoodShare.

The latter examples are an important remind-
er of the role that counties can play in combating
homelessness. County veteran services officers,
for instance, are the boots on the ground that
can connect homeless vets to vet-specific shelters
or halfway houses. County human services staff
may sign homeless individuals up for one of our
DCF or DHS programs. And let us be honest
— many sheriffs and circuit courts see homeless
people in jails, Treatment Alternatives and Di-
versions programs, and courtrooms.

I hope this series of articles will inspire you, as
county officials and employees, to start a conver-

sation internally around homelessness. We have

Opposite left to right: Lt. Governor Kleefisch in her office

with Lia. Lt. Governor visits the Silver Spring affordable
housing development of the Housing Authority of the City of
Milwaukee. Right: Joining WHEDA Deputy Director Brian
Schimming and Madison Mayor Paul Soglin to announce tax
credits _for an affordable housing community with set-aside
units for families coming out of homelessness.

done that at the state level over the course of the
past year and found new ways for our agencies to
work together more efficiently after we focused
on the topic. Many people are enrolled across
different systems and silos, but they need coordi-
nated care to get back up on their feet.

Some communities are already zoned in on
this issue, not only in our major urban centers
of Milwaukee and Dane Counties, but also in
La Crosse and the Fox Valley. Creating a coali-
tion that draws in the county, city, schools, and
community groups is the best recipe for sustained
change.

As a county or community launches a work-
ing group or coalition around this issue, it is vital
that the first step is to define your foundational
principles, even before you start setting goals. For
my part, I think we need to focus on three key

principles:

= Every person is unique. Some people just
need a short-term loan or help with an apart-

conlinues
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ment search after an emergency led to an
eviction. Other people have multiple hurdles
to overcome. Some are families, others are
singles. If we build systems that only address
our mental image of a homeless single adult
with an alcohol or drug addiction, we will
miss or ill-serve far too many.

Side-by-side help works best. Whatever the
level of service that is needed, it makes the
most impact when it comes through intensive
case management, which we prefer to call
side-by-side casework. Whether the delivery
method comes from a “housing first” or tran-
sitional program, or day-to-day check-ins
by volunteers, regular, sustained interaction
with caseworkers best helps those struggling
with inner demons like drug and alcohol

addiction, mental illness, abuse survival or

some other trauma.

= Inclusion and independence are the ultimate
end game. We should not walk by the home-
less in public; we also should not exile them
to shelters out of sight and out of mind.
Homeless people are people; they need and
deserve inclusion in our communities and
our economy. And by finding that inclusion,
which comes as they strengthen their coping
abilities, work readiness, and resolve, they
achieve the stable life and income they need

to make a regular rent or mortgage payment.

With those principles in mind, counties and
communities have the building blocks to join
hands with state government and hundreds of
dedicated volunteers like Lia to reduce and pre-

vent homelessness in Wisconsin.

How to Get Involved

Balance of State CoC: www.wiboscoc.org

Milwaukee County CoC: www.milwaukeecoc.org
Racine County CoC: www.racinecoc.org

Discuss what you do and what you have to offer

What issues are you struggling with?

Get involved with your local homeless coalition and HUD Continuum of Care.

Dane County CoC: www.unitedwaydanecounty.org

Come to the table and share your expertise.
Attend local homeless coalition meetings and HUD COC meetings

Hear which barriers to ending homelessness exist in your community

Consider making some changes to the way you do husiness.

Based on the needs and barriers in the community, what changes can you make in the way you do business”?
Are there potential cross-agency collaboration and funding opportunities available?

Think about how the homeless service providers can be of assistance in return.
What assistance could you use from the homeless service providers and other local continua members?
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Why Conservatives Should Care About
Homelessness in Wisconsin

Representative Jim Steineke, Majority Leader,
Wisconsin State Assembly

In April, Representative Steineke addresses the media at the
Capitol to announce the introduction of a package of bills to
address homelessness in Wisconsin.

omelessness in Wisconsin has traditional-
ly been touted as both an urban issue and
one that falls left-of-center. Panhandling
on busy city streets and providing free
resources have been at the center of an under-
whelmingly narrow conversation at the state lev-
el on how to address the issue of homelessness.
As the Wisconsin Assembly moved into its
2017-18 legislative session, it became clear that
addressing the almost 27,000 people who found
themselves without shelter in 2016 needed to be
a priority for our caucus. Data collected through
the state-sponsored Homeless Management In-
formation System (HMIS) shed light onto how
the problem of homelessness is an expansive and
expensive issue, highlighting that almost 20,000

people used emergency shelter services in 2016.

In the Assembly Republican Forward Agen-
da, we laid out a roadmap for the 2017-18 legis-
lative session. It includes a plan to dedicate local,
state, and federal resources, in conjunction with
private sector partnerships, to yield real and last-
ing aid for the homeless population. As a caucus,
we realized that by making changes in how we
address homelessness, we could make long-term
improvements for people experiencing homeless-
ness, with the end goal being true independence.

Caring for our constituents is something I am
tasked with as a state representative. Another of
my responsibilities, though, is to be mindful of
how we spend taxpayer money. Often as law-
makers, we find ourselves burdened by choosing
between cost and aid. In the case of homeless-
ness issues, this burden does not exist. People
cannot contribute to our economy without a sta-
ble home, meaning helping people find perma-
nent employment and housing actually helps our
economy and state.

On April 12, myself and Representatives
Pronschinske (R-Mondovi), Rodriguez (R-Oak
Creek) and Snyder (R-Schofield) introduced leg-
islation that will implement first steps towards
helping to end and prevent homelessness in
Wisconsin. In our package of bills, we address
staffing, resources, housing, and employment
concerns that will help take a more concerted ap-

proach towards helping the homeless population.

continues
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REP Jim Steineke
CONTINUED

My colleagues’ bills pro-
vide restructuring of resourc-
es and opportunities for em-
ployment and housing for the
homeless population. My bill,

Assembly Bill 234, takes a

high-level look at Wisconsin’s

homelessness services and the

processes for providing care.

Upon speaking with experts

close to this cause, it became

clear that coordination is

needed between state and

federal agencies that provide

homelessness services. My bill creates an Interagency
Council on Homelessness within the Department of
Administration, consisting of decision makers from
the state agencies and organizations that provide
homelessness services, along with a designee appoint-
ed by Governor Walker.

On May 2, I am proud to report that the Assem-
bly passed each bill from the legislative package, with
wide, bipartisan support. Carrie Poser, Director of
the Balance of State Continuum of Care, and Joe
Volk, Executive Director at the Wisconsin Coalition
Against Homelessness, have both been supporters
of the initial bills, touting them as first steps that will
make a difference for the homeless population and
service providers. As these bills head to the Senate for
consideration, we in the Assembly are committed to
dedicating attention and resources to this issue.

The bills complement and echo the larger-spend
items included in the executive budget proposal. It has
been a pleasure working with Lieutenant Governor
Rebecca Kleefisch, who is passionate about making
a difference in our state. This collaboration has been
a good example of multiple branches of government

working together to fix a problem. Without this part-
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nership  between  different
wings of the Capitol building,
I am not sure we can make a
large impact on homelessness
services.

We look to the future bet-
ter poised to invest in evi-
dence-based, effective solu-
tions. The new statewide

director of homelessness ser-

vices position that is proposed

in Assembly Bill 234 will be

able to focus on innovative ap-

proaches and will be equipped
with the resources and knowledge to follow through
on implementing those ideas. We will be looking for
creative ways to increase the availability of and access
to affordable housing. We will try and replicate effec-
tive local partnerships on a much larger scale. And, of
course, we will be asking for input from experts in the
field whose jobs we hope to make easier.

As with our first round of bills, enlisting the help
of people closest to homelessness services will be in-
strumental in making the most meaningful impacts
to ending and preventing homelessness in Wisconsin.
Throughout the summer, my colleagues and I will
be meeting with homeless advocates throughout the
state, hearing firsthand how state government can as-
sist them in achieving their goals.

Moving forward, I am encouraged by these ini-
tial first steps we have made in the Assembly, while
also knowing that there is more to be done. As I hear
more from constituents, the homeless population, and
homeless service providers and advocates, I am re-
minded of the need in Wisconsin to address homeless-
ness head-on. I'look forward to a coordinated effort in
continuing to make meaningful changes to end and

prevent homelessness in Wisconsin.



AN OVERVIEW Homelessness in Wisconsin
CONTINUED

Services in Wisconsin

To receive federal funds, individual organizations pro-
viding homeless services must belong to a Continuum
of Care, or CoC. In Wisconsin, there are four CoCis:
Dane, Milwaukee, Racine, and the Balance of State.
The CoC brings together people working in a variety
of fields for the purposes of addressing homelessness
and developing a community-wide plan. This should
include: law enforcement, social service providers,
mental health agencies, public housing authorities,
school districts, victim service providers, faith-based
organizations, businesses, government agencies, and
non-profit homeless providers. HUD requires CoCis
to carry out a variety of tasks, such as setting policies
and service standards, using coordinated entry, con-
ducting point-in-time counts, monitoring and evalu-
ating performance, conducting a gaps analysis, and

system coordination.

So What Works?
Over the last several years many providers have rad-
ically altered the way they do business by embracing

a housing first philosophy, tailoring housing assistance

and services to people’s unique needs and strengths,
and prioritizing the most vulnerable. After several
years of seeing homelessness decrease by less than 6%
per year, in 2017 we saw a 13.65% decrease in the
number of people experiencing homelessness in Wis-
consin.!" We are on the right track, but we still need

to do more.

Implement Housing Models that Work
Housing First is an approach to homeless assistance
that recognizes that all people are housing ready. Pro-
grams operating under Housing First principles help
individuals and families obtain permanent housing
without preconditions such as sobriety, medication
compliance, or completing other programs. The pro-
grams understand that people are better able to ad-
dress underlying issues of mental health, addiction,
trauma, unemployment, etc. when they have a safe
and stable home.

Housing First is a core component of two types
of programs identified by the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) as best

practices: Permanent Supportive Housing and Rapid

continues
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Re-Housing. Permanent Supportive Housing is
designed for people with a pattern of homeless-
ness that is chronic, defined as having a disability
and spending 12 or more months in emergency
shelters or on the streets. Rapid Re-Housing is
designed for people who need less intensive ser-
vices. Research conducted by HUD in the Family
Options Study shows that the most successful way
to end homelessness among families with children
is to get them into permanent housing and help

them stay there.'”

Collaboration & Leveraging Resources
Often, service providers work within a silo. This
results in duplication of services and an ineffi-
cient use of funds and resources. A key to ending
homelessness in Wisconsin is to bring the right
people to the table. With cross-agency, cross-dis-
ciplinary collaboration, we can pool our knowl-
edge, strengths, and resources to address the barri-
ers and issues resulting in and from homelessness,
and find housing solutions for those experiencing
homelessness in an efficient and effective manner.
The proposed Wisconsin Interagency Council
on Homelessness is a good example of leverag-
ing resources to improve services. Advocates on
the local level are constantly striving for collab-
oration, creative solutions, and making the most
with what they have to serve the most vulnerable
populations. It is equally imperative that at the
state level decision makers are invested in a sim-
ilar process.

Ending homelessness is an achievable goal.
We just need the right people, resources, an in-

vestment in permanent housing strategies, and a
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Advocates on the local level are constantly striving for collaboration, creative solutions, and making
the most with what they have to serve the most vulnerable populations.

commitment from state and local leaders to join
forces with the local homeless providers and part-
ners. Together, we can ensure those 5,000 people

will have safe, stable, and permanent homes.

About the Author

Carrie Poser is the Director of the Balance of
State Continuum of Care, a 501(c)(3) non-profit
organization. The purpose of the organization
is to ensure efficient and effective delivery of
housing and supportive services to people expe-
riencing or at risk of homelessness, and provide
leadership to the 21 local homeless coalitions that
cover the Balance of State territory. Our goal is to

end homelessness in Wisconsin.
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WISCONSIN’S Efforts to End Homelessness

CONTINUED

The Council is formulating statewide policies
with the goal of ending homelessness in Wiscon-
sin. The policies will strategically leverage re-
sources from multiple departments to address the
issues that lead to homelessness and address the
barriers preventing those persons from attaining
housing. The Council has identified the follow-

ing populations as its top priorities:

= Reducing veteran homelessness

* Reducing chronic homelessness

* Reducing unaccompanied youth homeless-

ness

According to the United States Interagen-
cy Council, research indicates that permanent
supportive housing, using the Housing First
approach, is the most effective solution for ad-
dressing veteran and chronic homelessness. The
Housing First model incorporates a variety of
supportive services that are designed to meet in-
dividual needs, are flexible, and are voluntary.
Housing First Programs focus on housing stabil-
ity as the foundation for addressing other needs
related to mental health, substance use, health,
and employment or income. This approach min-
imizes barriers to housing, removes pre-condi-
tions to entry such as sobriety, medication com-
pliance, or income. Programs assist participants
with moving into permanent housing quickly

and then provide intensive supportive services, as

needed, to help the participant maintain housing
stability. This represents a shift from screening
vulnerable people with the greatest challenges
to housing success out to screening and priori-
tize them into programs. The state of Utah has
incorporated this approach with great success.
Utah found that giving people supportive hous-
ing cost the system about half as much as leaving
the homeless to live on the street.”

Recently introduced legislation would create
a statutorily-defined Interagency Council on
Homelessness consisting of both state agency
designees, as well as partner organizations. It is
expected that it would be chaired by Lieutenant
Governor Rebecca Kleefisch, who has been a
strong leader on this issue. The legislation rep-
resents a landmark event for the state as it es-
tablishes the necessary framework to elevate the
issue of homelessness in Wisconsin and presents
the opportunity to elevate and advance the work

done by the current Council.
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