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SUBJECT

Today’s briefing will provide an update on Safe Harbors.

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. Having an HMIS is a requirement to receive state and federal homeless services funding. Safe Harbors 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 is managed by Seattle’s HSD.

Safe Harbors has recently made significant changes to its staffing, governance structure, relationship with its database vendor, and coordination with community-based providers. These changes were made in response to ongoing problems, and were guided by a 2013 technical assessment[footnoteRef:1] of the program and a Council proviso[footnoteRef:2] on management options.  [1:  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]  [2:  Ordinance 17619, Section 42, Proviso P1] 


The Safe Harbors team briefed the Council on these changes on March 11, 2014. At that time, Councilmembers asked for a follow-up briefing focused on three issues:

· Management Structure. Following a management options study,[footnoteRef:3] the Safe Harbors team recommended that the program remain at the Seattle HSD. Council asked for a six-month review of this recommendation. [3:  MTG Management Consultants, Alternative Options for the Management of Safe Harbors, January 23, 2014] 


· Vendor contract. Safe Harbors’ contract with database vendor Adsystech is currently managed through the Washington State Department of Commerce (DOC) and ends in 2016. Safe Harbors must choose whether to be part of a statewide procurement process or to pursue a County-only contract with a database vendor.

· Consent requirement. Washington State requires people who use homeless services to “opt in” and provide written consent to have their information entered in Safe Harbors. This consent requirement limits the completeness of the data collected.

BACKGROUND

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:4] funds for homeless services. Safe Harbors went into full operation in 2007.  [4:  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] 


Safe Harbors operates within a complex structure of partnerships and regulations:

· Management and Governance Structure. Safe Harbors is hosted at and managed by the City of Seattle’s Human Services Department (HSD), but is funded and overseen by three different sponsoring partners: the Seattle HSD, King County’s Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS), and United Way of King County. In addition, HUD regulations require that an HMIS be governed by the locally-designated “Continuum of Care,” which in King County is a fourth entity, the Committee to End Homelessness (CEH). 

· Adsystech Contract. The database software Safe Harbors uses is provided by an outside vendor, Adsystech, which is under contract with the State of Washington Department of Commerce as part of a statewide HMIS contract. The fact that the contract with the vendor is not held directly by any of the sponsoring partners has limited the ability of the local sponsors to improve the software’s functionality and get more responsive service from Adsystech. 

· Consent Requirement. Adding one more layer of complexity is the fact that the State of Washington is unique in requiring people who use homeless services to actively consent in writing (an “opt in” requirement rather than the “opt out” provision used elsewhere) to share their personal information with Safe Harbors.

As a result of these complexities, 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 resulted in lower than acceptable data quality and created difficulties for participating community-based providers. 

Safe Harbors 2013 Technical Assessment. To address these challenges, the Safe Harbors sponsors commissioned a technical assessment of the program, which was completed in May 2013.[footnoteRef:5] 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. [5:  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 Safe Harbors, the Council adopted a proviso in the 2013 supplemental budget ordinance[footnoteRef:6] 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 “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 also requested Safe Harbors to prepare a report analyzing alternative management options, including the possibility of housing Safe Harbors within King County.  [6:  Ordinance 17619, Section 42, Proviso P1] 


Safe Harbors Response and Improvements. To respond to the technical assessment and proviso, the Safe Harbors sponsoring partners made a number of changes in their management of Safe Harbors:

· City of Seattle staffing enhancements. Seattle HSD hired a new Safe Harbors Technical Program Manager who had vendor management experience; provided cross-training for Safe Harbors staff to increase their flexibility and skill levels; formalized the coordination between the Safe Harbors staff and Seattle IT staff to provide a higher level of technical support to the program; and developed the capacity to offer online training on Safe Harbors features to improve the experience of community-based homeless services providers.

· King County contact requirements. DCHS incorporated new performance measures related to Safe Harbors’ functionality into its funding contract with the City of Seattle to increase accountability for the system’s performance.

· Agreement with Adsystech. The City of Seattle, State DOC, and Adsystech, the Safe Harbors database vendor, developed a Memorandum of Understanding to clarify roles and expectations. This agreement has led to monthly meetings with DOC and Adsystech and has improved the resolution of technical issues.

In addition to these actions, the Safe Harbors partners convened a Temporary Advisory Group (TAG) that met between August 2013 and January 2014 to address the technical assessment’s recommendations and the Council’s proviso.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  The TAG included representatives from DCHS, King County Information Technology (KCIT), the King County Council, Seattle HSD, United Way of King County, the State of Washington Department of Commerce, and community-based providers that use Safe Harbors.] 


The TAG addressed each of the recommendations from the technical assessment and worked with King County Information Technology (KCIT) and an outside management consultant to examine alternative management options for Safe Harbors, as required by the proviso. On January 28, 2014, the TAG reached consensus on a report summarizing its work.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  MTG Management Consultants, Alternative Options for the Management of Safe Harbors, January 23, 2014] 


The TAG’s work led to a number of changes that have been implemented by Safe Harbors:

· Safe Harbors Steering Committee. To improve Safe Harbors governance, a Steering Committee, which includes representatives from the three sponsoring partners, as well as community-based providers, KCIT, Council staff, and CEH staff, was established and now meets monthly to oversee program operations and report to the CEH.

· Safe Harbors Users’ Group. To improve the experience of community-based providers, a Users’ Group has been formed to focus on data quality, user experience, and needs. This group began meeting in September 2013 and includes representatives from housing and homeless services providers across the continuum. The users’ group has already addressed a number of issues and has helped develop a dashboard to monitor ongoing system performance.

Management Structure. The Council’s proviso asked Safe Harbors to evaluate alternative management structures for Safe Harbors. The TAG contracted with an independent consulting firm to analyze nine possible management options in three different categories and rate them on the following attributes:

· Geographic proximity to service area
· Ability to be responsive to Safe Harbors’ mission
· Cost to implement (start-up) and operate on an ongoing basis
· Depth of skills and support
· Ability to instill community confidence in Safe Harbors
· Ability to manage Adsystech

Following this review, the TAG made no recommendation, but indicated that three of the options – and interlocal agreement, moving Safe Harbors to King County, and keeping Safe Harbors at Seattle HSD – were most highly rated on the attributes that were studied. 

The Safe Harbors partners have chosen to keep Safe Harbors at the Seattle HSD and have indicated that this placement is working well given the management and governance improvements Seattle and the other partners have implemented.

Vendor contract. Safe Harbors’ contract with database vendor Adsystech is currently managed through the Washington State Department of Commerce (DOC). This contract includes management of the Washington State data warehouse, the King County HMIS (Safe Harbors), and a number of smaller counties around the state.

This contract will expire in 2016. DOC is in the process of initiating a procurement process to identify its data requirements and select a vendor. Safe Harbors must determine whether it should continue to participate in the DOC contract, and therefore join the DOC procurement process, or whether it should develop its own procurement process and select a vendor to manage only King County’s data. 

In June 2014, the Safe Harbors Steering Committee indicated its interest in remaining within the DOC contract but exploring alternatives to upgrade the services Safe Harbors receives and the accountability the vendor provides under the contract. Safe Harbors staff is currently in the process of collecting additional information from DOC on the procurement process and in identifying Safe Harbors’ data requirements that will guide Safe Harbors’ requests within the procurement.

Consent requirement. Washington State is unique in requiring people who use homeless services to “opt in” and provide written consent to have their information entered in Safe Harbors. This consent requirement limits the completeness of the data collected. To address this issue, a Consent Subcommittee of staff and users met during the last half of 2013 to draft a new consent form that is easier to understand while including the necessary information.

Executive staff report that the consent issue has become more challenging recently as the Attorney General has issued an opinion that young people under 18 cannot provide informed consent, meaning that homeless youth could potentially be registered as un-consenting. Staff are working to develop approaches to address this challenge.

The team is also working to develop legislative strategies.


LINKS

· 2014 Report on Management Options – download from Legisearch at: http://kingcounty.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=1676258&GUID=0ABFD52D-BC13-4509-90B2-823D6021EF41 

· 2013 Technical Assistance Report: Seattle/King County Safe Harbors HMIS Assessment Final Report: Findings and Recommendations, May 24, 2013: http://www.safeharbors.org/documents%5Creports%5Cshassessment%5CSafe%20Harbors%20Assessment%20Report%20-%2005-24-13%20FINAL.pdf
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