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SUBJECT

Safe Harbors HMIS: Assessment Findings and Recommendations 

SUMMARY

Safe Harbors is King County’s web-based Homeless Management Information System (HMIS). It is used to collect and analyze information about people who are homeless in King County. Safe Harbors was developed and is overseen by a partnership among the City of Seattle’s Human Services Department (HSD), King County’s Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS), and United Way of King County. It has a $1 million annual budget, of which just over $684,000 is funded through King County.

To address these challenges, the Safe Harbors funders commissioned an assessment of the program in 2012. Today’s briefing reviews the recommendations from the assessment. 

BACKGROUND

Introduction to Safe Harbors. Safe Harbors is King County’s web-based Homeless Management Information System (HMIS). It is used to collect and analyze information about people who are homeless in King County and the services they use. 

Safe Harbors was developed in response to federal regulations that made an HMIS a factor in applying for competitive McKinney-Vento[footnoteRef:1] funds for homeless services.  [1:  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. Seattle and King County received $21.2 million in McKinney-Vento funds in 2013, which will support 66 community-based projects for a total of 1,865 units of housing: 747 units of transitional housing and 1,118 units of permanent housing for homeless people with disabilities. The total includes funding for two Safe Haven facilities that offer supportive housing for homeless adults with severe mental illness.] 


Safe Harbors was developed and is overseen by a partnership among the City of Seattle’s Human Services Department (HSD), King County’s Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS), and United Way of King County. It went into full operation in 2007. It has a $1 million annual budget, of which just over $684,000 is funded through King County, as the table on the next page shows.



Safe Harbors Fund Sources, 2013

	Fund Source
	Entity
	Amount

	HUD Continuum of Care (McKinney)
	King County
	$384,114

	City of Seattle General Fund
	Seattle
	$179,357

	Document Recording Fee
	King County
	$175,000

	State Consolidated Homeless Grant
	King County
	$125,000

	United Way
	United Way
	$87,500

	City of Seattle Indirect Cost Pool
	Seattle
	$65,593

	
	TOTAL
	$1,016,564



Safe Harbors currently has a staff of nine FTE, all of whom work at the City of Seattle Human Services Department (HSD), which manages the program. Staff include:

				Program Manager
				Agency Support Representative (3)
				System Analyst
				Trainer
				Help Desk
				Admin
				Research and Evaluation Assistant

County DCHS staff interact with Safe Harbors by participating in the governance of the program, using Safe Harbors data for evaluation purposes, and monitoring providers’ contracts to ensure they are using Safe Harbors. 

The program is currently used by 77 provider agencies[footnoteRef:2] around King County that operate a total of 393 programs serving people who are homeless. A total of 548 provider staff actively use Safe Harbors to enter client data into the system. [2:  A total of 18 provider agencies – 12 of whom are faith-based and do not take public funds – are not currently using Safe Harbors.] 


Safe Harbors Data. The purpose in developing and maintaining Safe Harbors is to allow providers and policy makers to get a better understanding of who is seeking homeless services, what help they need, and how they fare after moving on into permanent housing. During 2012, Safe Harbors reported on a total of 13,403 homeless individuals and 4,783 persons in families[footnoteRef:3] who stayed in emergency shelters, transitional housing, or permanent supportive housing in Seattle or elsewhere in King County.  [3:  Note that these counts are unduplicated within categories (such as Emergency Shelters in Seattle) but may be duplicated across categories (because the same person may have stayed in both an Emergency Shelter and in Transitional Housing).] 


The 2012 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR), which is a requirement to receive federal homelessness funding, summarizes information from Safe Harbors about people who used homelessness services in King County during 2012. A summary of the 2012 AHAR can be found in Attachment 1. The AHAR indicates that:

· The largest concentration of those served by homelessness programs in King County were single individuals who stayed in emergency shelters in Seattle. They represented 7,486 or 41 percent of the total of 18,186 people served by programs participating in Safe Harbors.

People Served by Homeless Housing in Seattle and King County, 2012

Note: PSH = Permanent Supportive Housing | TH = Transitional Housing | ES = Emergency Shelter
Counts are unduplicated within each category, but may be duplicated across categories
Source: Annual Homeless Assessment Report, Safe Harbors Results 2012

· Turnover rates for emergency shelter and transitional housing in Seattle and King County (that is, the average number of persons served per bed per year) are lower in each category than for the nation as a whole. That means Seattle and King County programs are serving fewer people, who are staying longer in short-term homeless housing.

Turnover Rates for Homeless Housing, 2012

	
	ES Family
	ES Individual
	TH Family
	TH Individual

	National (2011)
	4.8
	7.1
	1.7
	2.3

	King County
	3.30
	6.68
	1.50
	1.96

	Seattle
	3.23
	5.44
	1.17
	2.17


Note: TH = Transitional Housing | ES = Emergency Shelter. Higher turnover rate means more people served
Source: Annual Homeless Assessment Report, Safe Harbors Results 2012

· The lower turnover rates in Seattle and King County emergency shelters are at least partly due to the challenge of “long-term stayers,” those who stay much longer than the average in short-term emergency shelters. For transitional housing, which allows for longer stays but is usually time-limited, more than two-thirds of all families in Seattle programs stayed for six months or longer and nearly half stayed for nine months or longer. For 2012, these percentages included:

Percentage of People Staying in Homeless Housing Six Months or Longer

	
	ES Family
	ES Individual
	TH Family
	TH Individual

	King County
	6%
	5%
	55%
	43%

	Seattle
	3%
	9%
	67%
	37%


Note: TH = Transitional Housing | ES = Emergency Shelter. Transitional housing programs are meant to have longer lengths of stay than emergency shelters, but are usually time-limited. 
Source: Annual Homeless Assessment Report, Safe Harbors Results 2012

· Length of stay in permanent supportive housing programs also increased. More than half of single individuals in Seattle and King County permanent supportive housing programs have been in residence for two or more years. 

The Seattle King County Continuum of Care has been assigned performance measures by the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). These measures will eventually become the tool HUD uses to assess local performance in serving those who are homeless. For now, these measures are being tested, and Adsystech, the database vendor, is changing the Safe Harbors database so that staff will be more easily able to report on these measures. The measures include:

· Reduce the length of time that people are homeless, by reducing the number of days in emergency shelter and/or transitional housing. HUD’s goal for high-performing communities is 20 days or less in shelter and/or transitional housing or 10 percent improvement over the prior year. King County’s average as of the end of 2012 for all households is 150 days.

· Decrease returns to homeless after exit to permanent housing. HUD’s goal for high-performing communities is less than five percent or 20 percent improvement over the prior year. King County’s average as of the end of 2012 for all households is 4 percent.

· Decrease the number of households entering homelessness for the first time. There is no HUD measure for this goal, but the aim is to show an overall reduction in the number of persons entering shelter. In King County, the number of new households with children remained largely steady at just under 200 during 2012; but the number of single individuals increased sharply in October to more than 1,600 when winter shelters opened.

Safe Harbors challenges and assessment findings. Safe Harbors 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 created difficulties for participating providers. 

To address these challenges, the Safe Harbors funders commissioned an assessment of the program in 2012. The assessment, which was completed by The Cloudburst Group and Tony Gardner Consulting and was released in May 2013, can be found as Attachment 2. The assessment reviewed the program’s infrastructure, staffing, and performance, and made a number of findings that were then used to develop recommendations to assist Safe Harbors in improving. The findings, which document Safe Harbors’ challenges, included:


Governance Findings:

· Safe Harbors’ governance process is perceived as unwieldy, and it lacks a regular process to gain feedback and input from stakeholders, including providers who enter data into the system.

· Safe Harbors’ governance is not yet fully in line with new HUD expectations and regulations because the connection between Safe Harbors and the Committee to End Homelessness is not clear.

· Safe Harbors is positioned as an IT-focused organization within a human services agency, which means it has direct access to human services resources but not to IT resources.

Software Findings:

· Although Adsystech, the database vendor, provides a fully functional and HUD-compliant software product, Safe Harbors end users report ongoing problems and frustration relating to the ease, functionality, and usefulness of the software.

· The vendor can be “frustratingly nonresponsive” to improving the software and fixing bugs.

Support, Operations, Staffing Findings: 

· Safe Harbors management and staff have worked to put an effective operational and support structure in place, and the project appears to have sufficient staffing, but Safe Harbors needs more access to IT expertise and its staffing structure is rigid compared to similar projects, in the sense that Safe Harbors staff assignments are based more upon fixed roles than upon knowledge or skills, and staff work separately rather than collaboratively.

· Safe Harbors will need to review and update its staffing plan to ensure compliance with HUD’s HMIS regulations.

· Agency and user support efforts are not always perceived in a positive light. While basic user training is provided, more needs to be done to address advanced and complex issues and to take advantage of new learning technologies for user training. 

Reporting Findings:

· Adsystech is generally capable of meeting users’ reporting requirements, and reporting has improved recently, but Safe Harbors has a history of reporting problems.

· Data quality is improving but will require continued attention to ensure that all reports are complete and accurate, particularly as the existing report formats are not always well understood and don’t always meet users’ needs.

· State privacy law has an impact on the quality of HMIS data. That is because clients must “opt in” by signing a written consent form. Because not all clients choose to opt in, data completeness expectation for Safe Harbors are lower than for communities where clients do not have to go through the opt in process. (The report notes that many other communities have set a 95 percent standard for data completeness, while Safe Harbors has a standard of only 80 percent complete data.)

Data Integration Findings:

· The issue of data integration is declining because the number of agencies using data integration (that is, using their own systems to collect data and then uploading agency data in batches to Safe Harbors system) has declined from five to two. However, there continue to be challenges, as Adsystech does not support data integration and it has been frustrating and prone to errors.

Messaging Findings:

· Although Safe Harbors is making efforts to improve its communications, there is a perception that Safe Harbors staff does not communicate well on a variety of levels, including among themselves (the report notes that staff often do not have access to the same information), with providers and users, and with policymakers and the public.

Assessment recommendations. Based on the findings listed above, the assessment made a number of recommendations for how Safe Harbors could be improved. These recommendations include:

Governance Recommendations:

· Form a Safe Harbors steering committee that reports to the Continuum of Care. This steering committee should take over most the policy work of the existing Sponsors’ Group, which should focus only on funding and financial oversight.

· Start a users’ group to focus on data quality, policies and procedures, and user experience and needs. It should meet at least once a quarter.

· Update the Safe Harbors charter to comply with HUD regulations, specifically in terms of the relationship between Safe Harbors and the Committee to End Homelessness. 

· Ensure that Safe Harbors has adequate IT resources and support – including vendor relationship – to implement the project successfully.  

Software Recommendations:

· Work with Adsystech to improve the software. Specifically, enhance the look, feel, functionality, and usability of the software. Address known user issues, create a “sandbox” environment where new users can practice. Take steps to improve the speed of data entry, including implementing scantron and scan card functionality for nightly check-ins. Provide intake workers with tablets or hand-held computers.

· Clarify roles and responsibilities with Adsystech and reach out to other Adsystech customers for support.


Support, Operations, Staffing Recommendations: 

· Increase access to IT expertise by training existing staff, adding more Adsystech vendor training, or teaming with Seattle (or King County) IT staff.

· Make staffing patterns more flexible, including rotating Help Desk functions among staff, but ensure that new HUD requirements are incorporated into the staffing pattern and job descriptions.

· Improve customer service, particularly when providers have problems with the system.

· Update standard operating procedures, including developing a simpler process for adding a program to Safe Harbors and adding more functionality for “power users.” 

· Improve user training and use new technologies, such as podcasts, YouTube videos, and webinars, to increase learning opportunities. Create Frequently Asked Questions sheets and conduct some trainings onsite at provider agencies.

Reporting Recommendations:

· Enhance data analysis and reporting. Train at least one additional staff member in analysis and reporting, have Seattle (or King County) IT create custom reports at a lower cost than Adsystech, and use data warehousing to integrate homeless system data with data from other state agencies, such as the Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS).

· Improve data quality by encouraging all providers (even faith-based providers) to participate, develop a data quality plan with benchmarks, train providers in data quality, and ensure the system is compliant with pending HUD regulations.

· Encourage client consent by reviewing consent forms to ensure they meet all laws but are not unnecessarily discouraging.

· Improve reports by developing a dashboard modeled on other jurisdictions, as well as customized report formats for funders, providers, and the Committee to End Homelessness. Develop clear protocols for preparing reports.

Data Integration Recommendations:

· Improve data integration either locally through Seattle (or King County) IT or by outsourcing data integration to the Washington Department of Commerce.

Messaging Recommendations:

· Communicate support for Safe Harbors through the Sponsoring Partners and Committee to End Homelessness. 

· Implement the existing communications plan to reach out to the public, elected officials, funders, HUD, providers, homeless people, and the Safe Harbors team.

· Improve the use of communications technology including the Safe Harbors web site, Help Desk, listservs, and online groups.

Next Steps. DCHS staff and staff from the City of Seattle Human Services Department (HSD), with assistance from the King County Information Technology Department (KCIT) are developing a work plan to implement the assessment’s recommendations and improve Safe Harbors. They note that the work plan will have specific deliverables and timelines for priority areas. They anticipate having a draft work plan reviewed by the partners in September and October so that it can be finalized in time to be reflected in 2014 Safe Harbors contracts as appropriate. Staff work will focus around:

· Improvement in vendor management of Adsystech;
· Enhancement of IT and system administration skills;
· Improvement in responsiveness to the needs of provider agencies; and
· Improvement in data quality.

A letter from DCHS Director Jackie MacLean with more detail on the areas of focus for the work plan is included as Attachment 3 to this staff report.

To ensure that progress is made in responding to the recommendations and in considering broader opportunities to improve Safe Harbors, the Council incorporated a proviso into the Adopted Budget Ordinance 17619. The proviso notes that “making improvements to the Safe Harbors HMIS is crucial to ensure that Safe Harbors 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 requests the Executive to work with the City of Seattle, Washington State Department of Commerce, and King County Department of Information Technology (KCIT) to prepare a Safe Harbors implementation report that will include:

· Alternative options for the management of Safe Harbors, including but not limited to, moving the administration and management of the program to King County, and the impacts of those management changes;

· How each recommendation from the report and alternative management option will be achieved; 

· A timeline for implementation of each recommendation and alternative management option; and

· A cost summary for each item recommended for implementation of recommendations and alternative management options.

This report is to be transmitted to the Council by March 3, 2014, and will help guide future changes to ensure that Safe Harbors is more efficient and effective.
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INVITED

Jackie Maclean, Director, Department of Community and Human Services 
Greg Ferland, Division Director, Community Services Division, Department of Community and Human Services
Kate Speltz, Homeless and Housing Programs, Department of Community and Human Services
Patrice Frank, Safe Harbors Program Manager, City of Seattle Human Services Department

ATTACHMENTS

1. Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR), Safe Harbors Results 2012

2. Seattle/King County Safe Harbors HMIS Assessment Final Report: Findings and Recommendations, May 24, 2013, Prepared for the Seattle/King County Safe Harbors HMIS Funders Group by The Cloudburst Group and Tony Gardner Consulting

3. Letter dated July 18, 2013, from Jackie Maclean, responding to Councilmember Lambert regarding Safe Harbors work plan following assessment
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