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SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2015-0494 would express the Council’s support for transferring the administration and management of the Seattle-King County Homeless Management Information System (HMIS)[footnoteRef:1] from the City of Seattle to King County. It would ask the Executive to develop a work plan and the legislation needed to implement this transfer. [1:  The Seattle-King County HMIS was named “The Seattle-King County HMIS” by the City of Seattle when it was first developed. However, having a different name for the HMIS can cause confusion and the The Seattle-King County HMIS name may be dropped if the transfer takes place. For precision, this report refers simply to “the HMIS.”] 


SUMMARY

A Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) is a locally-operated database that records information on people who use homeless services. The federal Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) has required local communities to operate and report from an HMIS since 2007 to be eligible for federal homeless services funds. The Seattle-King County region operates an HMIS, which:

· Is the responsibility of All Home (formerly known as the Committee to End Homelessness in King County, or CEH), in its role as the federally-designated “continuum of care”[footnoteRef:2] for Seattle and King County; [2:  A section on definitions is included at the end of this staff report.] 

· Is funded by King County, the City of Seattle, and United Way of King County;
· Is administered and managed by the Seattle Human Services Department; and
· Uses database software provided and maintained by a vendor under a statewide contract through the Washington State Department of Commerce.

The possibility of transferring administration and management of the HMIS from Seattle to King County has been studied in the past, most recently in response to Ordinance 17619. The HMIS partners have recently revisited the possibility of such a transfer, as a way to better coordinate the development of “coordinated entry” to housing for all populations, which is also required by HUD and is encouraged to be part of the HMIS. The proposed motion would express the Council’s support for the transfer and ask the Executive to prepare a work plan and the legislation needed to implement it.


BACKGROUND 

Seattle-King County HMIS. The Seattle-King County Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) is a web-based database that is used to collect and analyze information about people who are experiencing homelessness and the services they use. The HMIS was developed in response to federal regulations that made operating and reporting information from an HMIS a factor in applying for competitive McKinney-Vento funds for homeless services. The HMIS went into full operation in 2007. 

The Seattle-King County HMIS operates within a complex structure of partnerships and regulations:

· Oversight responsibility. HUD regulations make the local continuum of care organization responsible for the community’s HMIS. For Seattle-King County, the local continuum of care is All Home, which was formerly known as the Committee to End Homelessness in King County (CEH). All Home has created a Steering Committee with representatives from All Home, King County, the City of Seattle, United Way of King County, and provider agencies to provide oversight and guidance of the operations of the HMIS. This Steering Committee meets monthly and reports to the All Home Coordinating Board. 

· Funding. The Seattle-King County HMIS is jointly funded by the City of Seattle, King County, and United Way of King County. It has an annual budget of just under $1 million.

· Administration and management. The HMIS is hosted at and managed by the City of Seattle’s Human Services Department (HSD). 

· Database vendor. The database software the HMIS uses is provided and maintained by an outside vendor under contract with the State of Washington Department of Commerce as part of a statewide HMIS contract. 

As a result of these complexities, the Seattle-King County HMIS has faced a number of challenges over the years, including high staff turnover, low rates of consent from people seeking services, inaccurate or incomplete data, low rates of participation by providers, and challenges with the database vendor that have resulted in lower than acceptable data quality and created difficulties for participating community-based providers. 

HMIS 2013 Technical Assessment. To address these challenges, the HMIS sponsors commissioned a technical assessment of the program, which was completed in May 2013.[footnoteRef:3] The assessment reviewed the program’s infrastructure, staffing, vendor relations, provider relations, and performance. It identified a number of findings and made recommendations in the areas of governance, software, support, reporting, data integration, and messaging. [3:  Tony Gardner Consulting & The Cloudburst Group, Seattle/King County Safe Harbors HMIS Assessment Final Report: Findings and Recommendations, May 2013, prepared for Seattle/King County Safe Harbors HMIS Funders Group] 


County Council Proviso. To ensure progress in responding to the technical assessment’s recommendations and to consider broader opportunities to improve the HMIS, the Council adopted a proviso in the 2013 supplemental budget ordinance[footnoteRef:4] that outlined the actions that should be taken by DCHS and the other program sponsors. The proviso specifically asked the sponsoring partners to make improvements to ensure that the HMIS “is able to provide cost-effective, accurate and comprehensive data about the people who rely on local homeless services, satisfy state and federal requirements, and meet the needs of local provider agencies.” The proviso also requested a report analyzing alternative management options, including the possibility of housing the HMIS within King County.  [4:  Ordinance 17619, Section 42, Proviso P1] 


To respond to the technical assessment and proviso, the HMIS partners made a number of governance and management changes to the HMIS, including the formation of the Steering Committee described above, as well as a Users’ Group made up of provider agencies. 

The team also contracted with an independent consulting firm to analyze nine possible management options for the HMIS and rate them on the following attributes:

· Geographic proximity to service area
· Ability to be responsive to the mission
· Cost to implement (start-up) and operate on an ongoing basis
· Depth of skills and support
· Ability to instill community confidence 
· Ability to manage the database vendor through the statewide contract 

The Executive made no recommendation about management structure in the response to the proviso,[footnoteRef:5] but indicated that three of the options – an interlocal agreement structure, moving the HMIS to King County, and keeping the HMIS at Seattle HSD – were most highly rated on the attributes that were studied. The funding partners indicated their support at that time (early 2014) to keep the HMIS at the City of Seattle, at least until the completion of a statewide procurement process to be led by the Department of Commerce prior to the conclusion of the statewide HMIS vendor contract in mid-2016.  [5:  Motion 14096] 


Coordinated Entry. The 2009 Federal Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act requires that local continuums of care develop “coordinated entry” systems to provide a single point of entry to affordable housing nprograms and to ensure that people experiencing a housing crisis have the opportunity to be quickly assessed and then connected to housing based on their needs. The HEARTH Act encourages but does not require local continuums of care to use their HMIS as part of their coordinated entry systems.

In King County, the continuum of care developed coordinated entry systems for families (Family Housing Connection)[footnoteRef:6] and young adults (Youth Housing Connection).[footnoteRef:7] These two systems were initially operated separately from the HMIS. [6:  For more information about the initial establishment of Family Housing Connection, please see Council Briefing 2013-B0058. For more information about Family Housing Connection’s consultant review and the move toward coordinated entry for all populations, please see http://www.kingcounty.gov/socialservices/Housing/ServicesAndPrograms/Programs/Homeless/HomelessFamilies/CoordinatedEntry.aspx. ]  [7:  For more information about the initial establishment of Youth Housing Connection, please see Council Briefing 2013-B0113. For more information about Youth Housing Connection’s move toward coordinated entry for all populations, please see http://youthhousingconnection.org/. ] 


Both of these coordinated entry systems experienced challenges in efficiently placing people in appropriate housing. In response to consultant evaluations of the two systems, and in preparation for developing the next required part of coordinated entry, a coordinated entry system for single adults, in March 2015, the CEH Interagency Council approved a vision statement for what was termed, “coordinated entry for all populations.” This new vision for coordinated entry would unite the coordinated entry systems under the continuum of care and integrate them into the HMIS.

The goal of coordinated entry for all populations is to provide a quick, unified mechanism to assess people in need and match them with appropriate housing using a common assessment tool and process. Specifically, the aim of this new approach is to:

· Match clients’ need with the resources that are most appropriate for them;
· Divert entry into shelter, including offering flexible financial assistance;
· Protect the privacy of those seeking housing;
· Provide an interface that is easy for provider staff and outreach teams to use;
· Offer culturally competent care;
· Prioritize those with the highest needs;
· Standardize the screening criteria used to match people with housing;
· Categorize housing programs by those that best serve low, medium, or high needs people;
· Use the same screening criteria for each housing category; 
· Provide funding for housing based on need; and
· Integrate and assessment of employment needs into the housing process.

Work is currently underway to develop and implement coordinated entry for all populations under the leadership of All Home staff.

New statewide HMIS vendor. The current contract for the statewide database vendor that provides and maintains the HMIS database under a contract with the Washington State Department of Commerce (DOC) expires in mid 2016. DOC conducted a procurement process during 2015 that included staff representatives from the Seattle-King County HMIS (including staff from both the City of Seattle and King County). 

Following the procurement process, DOC has contracted with a new database vendor and has announced that it will assist local HMIS systems to transition to the new system during the first half of 2016. This transition is expected to be challenging, as the existing system holds data on thousands of people and hundreds of programs stretching back nearly a decade. The transition will be complicated by the fact that the current vendor’s “data integration” function (the ability for larger provider agencies to upload data from their own systems in batches) has not been operational during much of the past year.

Potential transfer of HMIS to King County. In their work to begin implementation of the coordinated entry for all populations system, and as preparations have begun for the transition to the new database vendor and software system, staff from All Home, King County, the City of Seattle, and provider agencies have revisited the management options that had been studied as part of the proviso response to Ordinance 17619. They have focused in particular on how coordinated entry for all populations could most effectively be integrated into the HMIS.

Following this work, the staff teams recommended that the HMIS be transferred from the City of Seattle to King County. (Note that All Home is co-located with the King County DCHS.) The staff team made an initial announcement of this potential transfer to provider agencies in October 2015, pending approval from the City of Seattle, All Home, and King County.

Proposed Motion 2015-0494 would express the County Council’s support for this transfer. In addition, to prepare for the work of implementing the transfer, it would ask the Executive to develop and transmit by March 15, 2016, a work plan and accompanying legislation with the following:

· Verification that the city of Seattle has consented to the transfer.

· Verification that All Home has consented to the transfer.

· Verification that United Way of King County has consented to the transfer.

· Identification of the department and division within King County in which the HMIS would be located (it has been assumed that the HMIS would be located within DCHS, but this must be studied and confirmed) and an organizational chart with a list of existing and proposed staff positions or outside vendors that would manage, administer and operate the HMIS, as well as any legislation needed to provide position or procurement authority for the administration and management of the HMIS.

· A description of how the administration and management of the HMIS would be funded, identifying any additional costs proposed to be borne by King County, and including any legislation necessary to provide appropriation authority for the administration and management of the HMIS or to change the terms of the agreements that govern the HMIS funding structure.

· A description of how the administration and management of the HMIS would be coordinated with King County Information Technology (KCIT), as well as a benefit achievement plan for the HMIS as required by K.C.C. 2.16.025.

· A description of how the administration and management of the HMIS would be coordinated with All Home, including a timeline that shows the transfer of the HMIS in relation to the development of coordinated entry for all populations.

· A description of how the administration and management of the HMIS would be coordinated with DOC and its new HMIS vendor, including a timeline that shows the transfer of the HMIS in relation to the transition to the new HMIS software.

· A description of how governance for the HMIS would be provided, including a description of any necessary changes to the charter of the steering committee that currently oversees HMIS operations.

· A description of the steps that would be taken during the transfer of the HMIS, the development and implementation of coordinated entry for all populations and the transition to the new HMIS software to communicate with, seek input from and minimize disruption to provider agencies and the people they serve.  

ANALYSIS

The proposed transfer of the Seattle-King County HMIS from the City of Seattle to King County is consistent both with past Council direction on this subject (Ordinance 17619), as well as with the need to better integrate coordinated entry for all with the existing HMIS.

Initiating the transfer now would be timely both because of the ongoing work to develop coordinated entry for all and because of the transition to the new statewide database vendor that will occur early next year.

Council action on the proposed motion (either in favor of the proposed transfer or opposed to it) would provide clear direction to the Executive, the HMIS partners, and provider agencies. 

Should the Council approve the motion, its requirement for a detailed work plan and accompanying legislation would give the Council additional opportunity to ensure that a transfer is implemented consistent with the Council’s fiscal priorities and with a similar review and approval process, through the Benefit Achievement Plan requirement, as other major information technology projects.

LINKS

· HUD history of HMIS requirements: https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/HMISHistory_Handout.pdf

· HUD HMIS center: https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/hmis/

· Coordinated entry and HMIS FAQ: https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Coordinated-Entry-and-HMIS-FAQs.pdf

· All Home: www.allhomekc.org

· King County Coordinated Entry for All Populations Vision (March 2015): http://www.kingcounty.gov/~/media/socialServices/housing/documents/FHIDocs/CEH_-_Coordinated_Entry_for_All_Vision_3-30-15.ashx?la=en 

· The Seattle-King County HMIS (name for HMIS as currently administered and managed by City of Seattle): http://www.safeharbors.org/ 

DEFINITIONS

Continuum of Care. A regional or local planning body that coordinates housing and services funding for people experiencing homelessness. All Home (formerly the Committee to End Homelessness in King County, or CEH) is the continuum of care for Seattle-King County. 

Coordinated Entry. Coordinated entry systems aim to provide a single point of entry to affordable housing programs to ensure that people experiencing a housing crisis can be quickly assessed and have fair and equal access to housing programs based on their needs. The 2009 Federal Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act requires that local continuums of care develop coordinated entry systems. The Seattle-King County continuum of Care developed coordinated entry systems for families (Family Housing Connection) and young adults (Youth Housing Connection). These coordinated entry systems have been operated separately from the HMIS.

HEARTH Act. The name for the 2009 Federal Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing Act, Among other things, the HEARTH Act required local communities to develop coordinated entry systems to housing.

McKinney-Vento. The McKinney–Vento Homeless Assistance Act of 1987 provides federal money for homeless shelter programs. It was the first significant federal legislative response to homelessness. The act has been reauthorized several times over the years.

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2015-0494 

INVITED

1. Adrienne Quinn, Director, Department of Community and Human Services
2. Mark Putnam, Director, All Home
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