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SUBJECT

Youth Housing Connection

SUMMARY

The Homeless Youth & Young Adult (YYA) Initiative is a countywide effort being undertaken under the auspices of the Committee to End Homelessness in King County and funded by a group of private and public funders, including King County. The Initiative seeks to end homelessness among young people ages 12 through 25 by 2020. During 2013, the Homeless YYA Initiative is developing a comprehensive plan focused around three priority strategies:

To date, the Council has received two briefings – on March 12 and May 29 – on the overall progress of the initiative. In addition, the Council was briefed on April 9 on National Safe Place, one of the initiative’s prevention tools.

Today’s briefing focuses specifically on the initiative’s coordinated engagement strategy, which is called “Youth Housing Connection.” 

BACKGROUND

Scope of the Problem. The 2013 “Count Us In” count of unstably housed and homeless youth and young adults (ages 12-25) indicated that 776 youth and young adults were unstably housed or homeless on January 24, 2013 in King County. Of those 776 young people:

· 447 were staying in shelter or transitional housing programs;
· 215 were imminently losing their housing or were at risk of losing their housing; and
· 114 were unsheltered, meaning they spent the night outside or in a place not meant for human habitation. 

Of the 776 total, gender was split about 50/50, with slightly more females. Age makeup was just over half between 20 and 25, 33 percent between 18 and 20, and 12 percent younger than 18. 

In terms of race and ethnicity, the 2013 count showed that YYA of color experienced homelessness at rates disproportionate to their representation in the overall population. Whites made up 40 percent of Count Us In respondents (compared with 65 percent of the overall population); African American YYA made up 30 percent of Count Us In respondents (compared with 6 percent of the overall population).

LGBTQ youth and young adults also experienced homelessness disproportionately, with approximately 25 percent reporting their sexual orientation as LGBTQ.

History of Homeless YYA Initiative. In July 2011, in response to concerns about the number of homeless YYA in the community, the Committee to End Homelessness in King County formed a task force to study the issue. That effort led to an April 2012 report entitled “Priority Action Steps to Prevent and End Youth/Young Adult Homelessness: An Implementation Plan,” which identified three priority strategies: 

· Prevention and early intervention, to help prevent YYA from becoming homeless, or, if they do, to reunite them with family members when safe and appropriate, and to provide supportive services quickly before they fall victim to predators;

· Coordinated engagement, to coordinate young people’s access to housing (and ultimately to services) through a common assessment that will be administered by all providers; and

· Data coordination, to coordinate data about homeless and unstably housed YYA among providers and with the Safe Harbors Homeless Management Information System so that services can be coordinated and the community can receive clear measures of progress.

In August 2012, progress continued on this implementation plan with a Memorandum of Understanding between the King County Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS), United Way of King County, and the Raikes Foundation. During 2013, DCHS staff are working with a broad-based group of providers, funders, homeless youth and young adults, and policymakers to develop a comprehensive plan based around the three priority strategies. That plan will be transmitted to the Council in late September.

This briefing will cover the coordinated engagement strategy of the initiative. 

Coordinated engagement. The federal Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act of 2009 requires that local communities implement a coordinated entry system for all homelessness programs by 2014. King County is in the process of implementing coordinated entry for each of its programs. Coordinated entry for homeless families (called “Family Housing Connection”) was launched in spring 2012. Coordinated entry for homeless youth and young adults (called “Youth Housing Connection”) is being launched during summer 2013. 

For youth and young adults, coordinated entry has been broadened to cover not only entry into formal homelessness and housing programs, but also less formal engagement with providers. That is because in some cases YYA may connect back with family after initial engagement with a provider rather than entering a formal homelessness program. As a result, coordinated entry for YYA is called “coordinated engagement,” and the Youth Housing Connection program has been designed with two distinct components:

1. Housing Assessment. Young adults ages 17-½ through 25[footnoteRef:1] who are seeking housing receive a formal housing assessment through Youth Housing Connection. This housing assessment is conducted by CCS staff who travel to provider agencies at different locations in the county. The goal of the housing assessment is to be able to place young adults in the housing program that is the best fit for them, and to save them from having to repeat the same information at multiple programs.  [1:  Program staff hope to eventually offer housing assessments to youth younger than 17-½. For now, however, given the significant differences between housing for youth and young adults, as well as the overall shortage of youth housing, the housing assessments are only available for young adults who are at least 17-½ years old.] 


Information from housing assessments is entered into the region’s Safe Harbors Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) to help provide clear information about the number of young adults seeking housing, the scope of their needs, the time it takes to help them find appropriate housing and services, and their outcomes. Although no one will be denied housing or services for declining to provide information, staff work closely with the young adults to build a trusting relationship, explain how providing the information will help them find more appropriate housing and services, and assure them of the confidentiality of the information they provide.

Housing assessments began in early July, and a countywide waiting list for young adult housing that all providers will use[footnoteRef:2] was launched on July 17. The launch was delayed by several weeks to ensure that systems were in place and that providers were able to transition to using the countywide waiting list. More than 70 housing assessments were completed prior to the July 17 launch, and all the young adults assessed so far have consented to provide their information to Safe Harbors. The first housing referral from the countywide waiting list was made on July 17, the day the list was launched.  [2:  Gossett Place, which has units set aside for young adults, is not part of Youth Housing Connection because it fills its slots through the consortium-wide Client Care Coordination system through Sound Mental Health. ] 


CCS and housing providers will continue to work together to refine the process for conducting housing assessments and ensuring that homeless young adults in need of housing and services receive an appropriate placement as quickly as possible. The existence of a comprehensive countywide waiting list for young adults in need of housing will provide valuable information to inform decisions about the need for both housing and services.

2. Community sign-in. As noted above, in some cases YYA engage with providers but are then able to reunite with family or friends rather than entering into homeless services. To gain a better understanding of the number of YYA who engage with providers, the scope of their needs, their eventual use of housing and/or services, and their success at moving forward toward independence, Youth Housing Connection will soon be launching a second component called “community sign-in.” Community sign-in will collect information at each “front door” that serves YYA from ages 12 through 25, including informal drop-in centers and meal programs. CCS is working with 70 providers who will participate in community sign-in.

Information collected through community sign-in will be entered into Safe Harbors, but it will be stored in a separate area of the database that will be accessible only to YYA providers. By separating the information, providers will be able to use a less onerous written consent form than is required for Safe Harbors. YYA who consent to provide their information will then be known by all providers who serve YYA; those who do not consent will still be able to receive services, but they will have to sign in each time they enter a provider’s “front door.” As with the housing assessments, providers will work to gain trust with youth and young adults seeking their services to ensure that as many as possible agree to provide their information.

Designing a coordinated entry system for YYA offers a very different set of challenges than for families seeking housing. DCHS, CCS, and providers have worked together to devise a system that they believe will reflect the unique needs of homeless YYA. The coordinated “engagement” system, Youth Housing Connection, will help providers focus on the possibility of family reunification, while simultaneously collecting comprehensive information about the needs of YYA who access the system so that we can learn what youth and young adults need and how we can best provide those services.

Next Steps. Youth Housing Connection, and the data it will provide, is just one part of the broader Homeless Youth & Young Adult Initiative. A comprehensive plan that is being developed by the initiative will be transmitted to the Council by September 23, 2013. The plan will include: 

· Baseline data about homeless YYA in King County;
· A landscape scan summarizing existing housing and services, funding, service gaps, and local and national best practices;
· A framework showing alignment with national practices;
· Community goals, including recommendations for prioritization of resources; and 
· A Call to Action, including recommendations for next steps in each of the three strategic priority areas.  

INVITED
Michelle Valdez, Homeless Youth & Young Adult Initiative, Department of Community and Human Services
Jerred Clouse, Youth Housing Connection, Catholic Community Services of Western Washington
Jackie MacLean, Director, Department of Community and Human Services
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