t a time when
most of us are
planning to cele-
brate our annual
Thanksgiving
meal with-family and friends,
an unprecedented number of
those less fortunate will be
spending the holiday in
emergency shelters or hotel

FOOMS.

; In the
Common-
wealth
Massachu-
setts, over
3000 families
are homeless,
the highest
count ever,
With shelters
- tull to capaci-

~ ty, over 1,000
. of these
homeless families are living
in motels -across- the state,
costing the Commonwealth
_over $3 million each month.

Right here in Western
Massachusetts, there are 519
homeless families, and an-
“ather 20 to 30 become home-
less each week.

The economy parily ex-
plains the current explosion
in family homelessness. Job
loss and foreclosure are cez-
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tainly putting more house-

holds  at risk, and these

pressures are not likely to.

disappear anytime soon. The
good news, however,.isthata
change in approach to the
problem, as well as resources
to support it, provide the
promise of long-term solu-
tions.

The change is called Hous-
ing First, which proposes
what it sounds like: preserve
of provide housing first, with
the appropriate support serv-
ices to go with i, to effective-
ly reduce the number of
homeless families and indi-
viduals. This is in sharp con-
trast to the old system, built
up over a 25 year period,
which unintentionally drove

families to shelters as the

quickest resource for housing
and social service support.
The Western -Massachu-
setts Network to End:Home-
lessness, one of 10 regional
networks --across the state
fuhded by the Common-

wealth, is spearheading the-

change to a Housing First ap-
proach in Hampden, Hamp-
mEH.mufw@wmeam. and m.ﬁ.mnwma

‘.mncmom&\ who

Counties. A Network that in-
cludes dozens of service pro-
viders, municipalities, state
agencies and the Western Di-
vision Housing Court, it of-
fers a foundation for the
collaboration fhat is neces-
sary fo maximize resources
and discover best, practices
for greater success, "~

With state funding and ad-
ditional funding: support
from the American.Recovery
and Reinvestment ‘Act, serv-
ice providers across our four

.counties are lookingto mest

families before “they “come
homeless, and provide thém
‘with the assistance they need
to. prevent theit homeless-
ness.  This strategy includes
assistance such as’payment
of rent arrears, mediation to
maintain an existing tenancy,
or financial assistance to

move quickly to a new tenar-

cy. e
Key to this strategy’s.suc-
cess.-is targeting the funds.to

“those most at risk of actisally

becoming homeless. Surely
many-, families ' in 'today’s
would be
helped by an exira $1,000
paid toward housing costs,
but most families -— even
most fdmilies living in pover-

aly deserves to go

ty — do not become home-
less: Instead, they rely on the
informal support of family qr
friends, and look to boost in-
come and reduce expenses
wherever possible.

The Network’s goal, in
partnership with service pro-
viders, is to ensure that
limited resources are used to
help the most at-risk familieg

avold homelessness,
~The combination of home-"

lessness prevention, Housing

First, effective targeting of
resources. and use of good
data to plan and assess pro-
gress, has aiready shown re-
sults in other communities.
In Columbus, Ohio, family.
homeléssness dropped 40
percent over the period 1995
to 2004; in Hennepin County
Minnesota, family homeless-

ness declined 43 percent over
‘a four-year period. New York

City experienced a 19 per-
cent decline over three years.
And for individuals, we've
seen the sutcess of 2 Housing

First model closer to home in .

Springfield, where the model
is used to help chronically
homeless individuals main-
tain stable housing,

The level of homsless
adults without children in

) ‘..H@w @mm

Springfield peaked in 2007,
after steadily rising for years.
In that year, the city began
implementing a plan fo re-
duce homelessness, which in-
cluded a major shift in

spending priorities and pro-

gram expectations. As a re-
sult, even in this economic
downturn, the number of
homeless individuals without
children is down 18 percent.
Springfield has been nation-
aily recognized for its Hous-
ing First approach and its
SUCCESS.

We know these emerging
strategies for reducing home-
lessness can work. Regional-
ly, agencies are how helping
to move chronically' home-
less individuals into suppor-
tive housing in their own
communities, replicating
Springfield’s approach. With
Network support, new Hous-
ing First initiatives are under

.way in Westfield, Amherst,

Northampton, Greenfield and
Pittsfield. We are also on our
way to finding out just what
it means.to best meet the
challenge’ of family home-
lessness. We trust -that by
this time next year, more
families will have a Thanlks-
giving table to call their own.
They deserve nothing less.



