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SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2014-0098 would acknowledge receipt of an implementation report on the Safe Harbors Homeless Management Information System.

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. 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. 

In response to ongoing challenges related to data completeness, accuracy, and reporting, Safe Harbors received a grant in 2012 from the Federal Department of Housing & Urban Development (HUD) to undertake a technical assessment of the program. That assessment was completed in May 2013 and included recommendations on governance, software, support, reporting, data integration, and messaging.

Following the release of the technical assessment, the Council adopted a proviso[footnoteRef:1] requiring DCHS to work with the City of Seattle, United Way of King County, the Washington State Department of Commerce, and King County Information Technology (KCIT) to develop a plan to implement the assessment recommendations and to evaluate alternative options for the management of Safe Harbors. Proposed Motion 2014-0098 responds to the proviso. It includes: [1:  Ordinance 17619, Section 42, Proviso P1] 


· Technical assessment response: An action plan listing actions taken to date and proposed for the future to address the May 2013 technical assessment recommendations on governance, software, support, reporting, data integration, and messaging.

· Management options: An analysis, including budget estimates, impacts, implementation steps, and timeline, for each of nine possible management options for Safe Harbors, with three options – City of Seattle management, King County management, and an Interlocal Agreement (ILA) with Board – identified for potential implementation.

· Internal controls: Proposed changes King County DCHS could make to its Safe Harbors contract with the City of Seattle to improve program oversight and management. These proposed controls are not part of the formal report, but rather could be implemented administratively.


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:2] funds for homeless services. Safe Harbors went into full operation in 2007. It has an annual budget of approximately $1 million, of which about two-thirds is funded through King County. [2:  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 has a complicated management structure. It is hosted at and managed by the City of Seattle’s Human Services Department (HSD), but is funded and overseen by a partnership of three sponsoring entities: the Seattle HSD, King County’s Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS), and United Way of King County. These three sponsors have shared oversight of the project through a Sponsoring Partners Committee. 

In addition to the three sponsoring partners, HUD regulations require that an HMIS be governed by the locally-designated “Continuum of Care,” which in King County is the Committee to End Homelessness (CEH). As a result, the CEH Interagency Council (IAC) and Governing Board have also been involved in Safe Harbors’ governance. 

Complicating matters still further, although the two non-host program sponsors – King County and United Way – have contracts with the City of Seattle to cover Seattle HSD’s management of the program, the Safe Harbors database software is provided by an outside vendor, Adsystech, that is under contract not with the City of Seattle or, in fact, any of the local sponsors, but rather with the State of Washington Department of Commerce, as part of a statewide HMIS contract. This has limited the ability of the local sponsors and governing entities to improve the software’s functionality and get more responsive service from Adsystech.

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 (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 issues, 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 in 2012. The assessment, which was completed by The Cloudburst Group and Tony Gardner Consulting and was released in May 2013, was funded with a technical assistance grant from HUD. 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. These recommendations are summarized later in this staff report, along with the proposals to address each recommendation.

Proviso requirements. 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:3] that outlined the actions that should be taken by DCHS and the other program sponsors. The proviso noted 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.”  [3:  Ordinance 17619, Section 42, Proviso P1] 


The proviso requested the Executive to work with the City of Seattle, Washington State Department of Commerce, and KCIT to prepare a Safe Harbors implementation report including:

· 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 was to be transmitted to the Council by March 3, 2014.

To respond to the proviso requirements, the Safe Harbors partners convened a Temporary Advisory Group (TAG) that met between August 2013 and January 2014. The TAG included representatives from DCHS, 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 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. That report, “Alternative Options for the Management of Safe Harbors,” which was prepared by MTG Management Consultants for the TAG, is included as Attachment A to the proposed motion.

The TAG’s report addresses the two areas of concern identified in the proviso: a plan to implement the recommendations made by the 2013 technical assessment, and an analysis of alternative management options for Safe Harbors. In addition, though not included in the report, DCHS has also developed a number of recommended internal controls that it can implement through its funding contract with Seattle HSD to improve the overall functioning and management of the program. Each of these three areas is described below.

Response to the 2013 Technical Assessment

The TAG developed an action plan that includes, for each of the recommendations from the technical assessment, the activities currently underway, a proposed plan for future actions, a timeframe, and a status indicator. That action plan, which can be found as Appendix B to the TAG’s report (which is included as Attachment A to the proposed motion) is summarized below.

Governance Recommendations. The May 2013 technical assessment included a number of recommendations to improve and streamline the governance of Safe Harbors. These recommendations focused on ensuring greater transparency and accountability, and on increasing the role of stakeholders, particularly community-based providers who use Safe Harbors to enter data about the people they serve. 

· Form a Safe Harbors steering committee that reports to CEH. The TAG proposes to abolish the existing Sponsoring Partners Committee and Executive Committee and to create a new, broader based Steering Committee. The TAG developed a proposed purpose statement that the Steering Committee would “ensure that Safe Harbors is a functional HMIS that meets local needs for data collection and reporting as well as HUD HMIS standards.” The TAG also developed a proposed charter, which includes the following oversight responsibilities for the Steering Committee:

· Developing a strategic plan to set a vision for Safe Harbors;
· Approving the program’s budget, communications plan, and work plan;
· Monitoring and evaluating operations and strategic initiatives;
· Developing and approving policies;
· Reviewing and monitoring the Safe Harbors performance dashboard;
· Hearing reports from staff and Safe Harbors users, including prioritization of tickets (that is, work orders for the software vendor);
· Recommending and reviewing customer satisfaction measures; and
· Directing a legislative agenda as needed.

The Steering Committee is proposed to have two co-chairs. It would include membership from community providers, the King County Council, CEH, KCIT, DCHS, United Way, and Seattle HSD. Members would have staggered three-year terms. The Steering Committee would meet monthly and would report to CEH through the IAC. This Steering Committee structure was endorsed by the CEH IAC on February 3, 2014.

· Start a users’ group to focus on data quality, user experience, and needs. In addition to the proposed Steering Committee, the TAG also created a Users’ Group to provide a stronger voice and better support for the community providers that use Safe Harbors. The Users’ Group began meeting in late September 2013. It includes representatives from across the continuum, including shelters and immigrant/refugee agencies, and was modeled on the Mental Health Users’ Group. The Users’ Group has already addressed a number of software, data quality, and training issues.

· Update the Safe Harbors charter to comply with HUD regulations. Action on this issue is still pending, awaiting the release of new HUD regulations. Action is expected later this year.

· Ensure that Safe Harbors has adequate IT resources and support. The City of Seattle, as the current manager of Safe Harbors, has responded to this recommendation by hiring a Safe Harbors Program Manager and Data Integrity position, and by increasing collaboration and use of resources of Seattle HSD’s IT services. 

Software Recommendations. The technical assessment included a number of recommendations on the look, feel, functionality, and usability of the software. As noted above, the Safe Harbors database software was developed and is managed by an outside vendor, Adsystech, that is under contract to the State of Washington Department of Commerce. 

· Work with Adsystech to improve the software. Seattle HSD worked with Adsystech on the rollout of Version 5 of the software, including testing and training. The conversion to Version 5 was completed in December 2013. The Safe Harbors team is currently working with Adsystech to monitor system functionality, address bugs, and develop needed enhancements.

· Clarify roles and responsibilities with Adsystech. In August 2012, Safe Harbors developed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the State Department of Commerce to clarify roles and expectations with respect to Adsystech. This MOU has led to monthly meetings with Commerce and Adsystech to manage the resolution of technical issues. The Safe Harbors team is also reaching out to other HMIS systems that have contracted with Adsystech.

Support, Operations, Staffing Recommendation. The technical assessment found that, while the project appeared to have sufficient staffing, Safe Harbors needed more access to IT expertise, more flexibility in its staffing structure, and better user training.

· Increase access to IT expertise. As noted above, Seattle HSD took steps during 2013 to increase IT expertise by hiring a Safe Harbors project manager with a background in IT project management and vendor relations, and adding a Data Integrity position, which supervises both Safe Harbors and HSD IT.

· Make staffing patterns more flexible. Seattle HSD has taken a number of steps to increase the sharing of responsibilities across the Safe Harbors team, including conducting a staff assessment in light of HUD data reporting requirements and developing a back-up staffing plan based around potential gaps.

· Improve customer service. The Users’ Group created by the TAG was an attempt to give users more of a voice in the system. In addition, the Safe Harbors team is assessing Help Desk tickets with the goal of reducing response time, analyzing user feedback to improve customer service, and developing real-time message capability within the system to communicate information about bugs and fixes to users.

· Update standard operating procedures. Seattle HSD has updated its standard operating procedures and is in the process of publishing them. One of the aims of this change is to provide more functionality for power users.

· Improve user training and use new technologies to train providers. Beginning in August 2013, Safe Harbors was able to provide training via webinar, rather than requiring users to come to a training center. 

Reporting Recommendations. The technical assessment noted that Safe Harbors has a history of reporting problems. While the assessment found that data quality had been improving, the assessment noted that continued attention would be required 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.

· Enhance data analysis and reporting. As noted above, Seattle HSD enhanced its internal staffing to add IT expertise. In addition the HSD Epidemiologist has been engaged to provide assistance with data analysis and reporting. The Users’ Group has been asked to generate ideas for process improvements in reporting. 

· Improve data quality. Seattle HSD has implemented a data quality process that includes notifications to providers, education, and data clean-up. Data required by HUD has been accepted as meeting standards for the last two years.

· Encourage client consent. As noted above, Washington State is unique in requiring people seeking homeless services to “opt in” by actively consenting to have their information used in Safe Harbors. 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. Developing legislative strategies to address this issue at the statewide level remains an outstanding issue.

· Improve reports. The Safe Harbors team has been working closely with CEH staff on the reporting requirements from the Federal HEARTH Act to improve data quality and design a useful dashboard that is easy for providers and policymakers to understand.

Data Integration Recommendations. Most providers enter data into Safe Harbors on a real-time basis. However, some larger provider agencies already have their own data reporting systems. For those agencies, data integration was supposed to allow them to upload data in bulk at regular intervals. The technical assessment noted that data integration had not functioned well and that, as a result, a number of agencies were effectively double-entering data, once into their own systems and then again into the Safe Harbors database.

· Improve data integration. The Safe Harbors team has been working with data integration agencies and has requested Adsystech to provide documentation outlining the data replication process. This is an issue that will be further addressed by the Steering Committee. 

Messaging Recommendations. The technical assessment identified a perception that Safe Harbors staff did not communicate well with providers and users, and with policymakers and the public. 

· Communicate support through the partners and CEH. Safe Harbors staff and CEH staff have been working together on data analysis and reporting to ensure that Safe Harbors data can be used for CEH needs, such as the Federal HEARTH Act performance measures. In addition, the TAG provided updates to both the CEH IAC and Governing Board.

· Implement the existing communications plan. Safe Harbors began a regular newsletter for users and has developed in-system messaging capability for technical messages. Ongoing communication plans will be addressed by the Steering Committee.

· Improve the use of communications technology. Over the last year, Safe Harbors has improved its public web site, initiated the use of webinar technology for trainings, and developed in-system messaging capability to broadcast information about technical issues. 

Alternative Management Options

The Council’s proviso asked the Executive to conduct an analysis, including budget estimates, impacts, implementation steps, and timeline, for alternative management options for Safe Harbors, including for potential King County management of Safe Harbors.

KCIT staff worked with the TAG on this issue, and brought in MTG Management Consultants, an outside consultant, to help the TAG identify and analyze potential management options. 

The TAG identified and analyzed nine options in three different categories and then rated 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

Category A: New Association. This category includes three potential new organizations. In each case, the Safe Harbors staff would be employees of the new organization run by a board of directors comprised from stakeholder organizations.

Summary of Potential New Associations for Safe Harbors Management

	Option
	Description
	Pros
	Cons

	A.1: Not-for-profit
	New 501(c)(3) focused only on Safe Harbors, would have board from stakeholders that would hire staff
	· Sole focus on Safe Harbors
	· Small size could limit long-term sustainability
· Small size could limit ability to negotiate with Adsystech

	A.2: Consortium of providers
	Membership organization with board elected by providers that would hire staff
	· Sole focus on Safe Harbors
· Peer entity to providers would be running Safe Harbors
	· Might not be able to manage all aspects of program
· Might have divided interests

	A.3: Interlocal Agreement (ILA)[footnoteRef:4] [4:  The ILA option creates a separate, formal organization with an executive director reporting to a defined board of directors. This differs from the other new associations in that it is a government organization established under Washington law.] 

	New government organization through ILA structure with board
	· Sole focus on Safe Harbors
· Aligned with sponsoring entities
	· Not the current Adsystech contract holder 



Category B: Government Organization. This category would rely on a governmental organization to house and operate Safe Harbors to the satisfaction of key stakeholders. One of the options, City of Seattle, would be a continuation of the current model.

Summary of Potential Government Organizations for Safe Harbors Management

	Option
	Description
	Pros
	Cons

	B.1: City of Seattle
	Same as current, though with adjustments to committee structure and reporting processes
	· Can manage all aspects of program
· Already running program
	· Not the current Adsystech holder

	B.2: King County
	Move operations and staff to within King County
	· Can manage all aspects of program
· Could leverage size to gain expertise
	· Not the current Adsystech holder
· Will be a cost to transition from City

	B.3: WA Dept of Commerce
	Move operations and staff to Department of Commerce
	· Is the current Adsystech holder
· Could leverage size to gain expertise
	· Not in same geographic area
· Not aligned with sponsors or providers
· Current focus is back-end data, not operations



Category C: Third Party HMIS User Organization. This category would contract with an existing HMIS user organization to manage Safe Harbors with the goal of providing greater alignment between Safe Harbors managers and users.

Summary of Potential HMIS User Organizations for Safe Harbors Management

	Option
	Description
	Pros
	Cons

	C.1: Run by HMIS user organization
	Existing provider would support Safe Harbors and staff within its organization as a separate sub-entity
	· Aligned with providers
· Could improve perception among other providers
	· Appearance of conflict of interest
· May not have depth of resources or skill

	C.2: Integrated into HMIS user organization
	Existing provider would absorb Safe Harbors functions and staff but could align respon-sibilities across organization
	· Aligned with providers
· Could improve perception among other providers
	· Appearance of conflict of interest
· May not have depth of resources or skill

	C.3: United Way of KC
	Move operations and staff to United Way
	· Aligned with sponsors
· Has funding and resources for long-term viability
	· Appearance of conflict of interest
· Not aligned with United Way’s core mission






The table below summarizes the time to implement, cost to implement, and ongoing annual cost of the nine options, highlighting the three options that were rated as positive.

Comparison of Potential Safe Harbors Management Options

	Option
	Time to Implement
	Cost to Implement*
	Ongoing Annual Cost*
	TAG Rating

	A.1: Not-for-profit
	26 weeks
	$638,200
	$1,254,875
	Neutral

	A.2: Consortium of providers
	27 weeks
	$638,200
	$1,254,875
	Neutral

	A.3: Interlocal Agreement
	30 weeks
	$571,700
	$1,147,350
	Positive

	B.1: City of Seattle
	13 weeks
	$68,800
	$1,028,561
	Positive

	B.2: King County
	30 weeks
	$537,700
	$1,106,050
	Positive

	B.3: WA Dept of Commerce
	32 weeks
	$567,200
	$1,106,050
	Unlikely

	C.1: Run by HMIS user organization
	34 weeks
	$575,700
	$1,227,550
	Neutral

	C.2: Integrated into HMIS user organization
	34 weeks
	$572,700
	$1,191,550
	Neutral

	C.3: United Way of KC
	27 weeks
	$572,700
	$1,191,550
	Unlikely


*In cases in which the report listed a range, this summary shows the average.

The TAG submitted its report with three potential options identified as positive. It did not recommend a specific option.

Internal Controls

Even as the long-term management option for Safe Harbors is deliberated, DCHS has identified a number of areas internally, in which the County can use its Safe Harbors funding contract with the City of Seattle to foster program improvement. These potential changes, which are not included in the TAG’s report but rather could be implemented administratively by DCHS, include the following:

· Increase technical assistance available to Safe Harbors staff and users (and withhold funds until technical assistance is provided).

· Increase training to County staff on generating reports from Safe Harbors.

· Require monthly reports to be published that are available to all.

· Increase customer service through enhanced Help Desk metrics.

· Strengthen the County’s ability to withhold funding for non-performance.

ANALYSIS

The report submitted by the TAG complies with the terms of the proviso. 

The TAG completed a significant amount of work by involving providers; addressing technical shortcomings in the software system; enhancing staffing, training, and communications; and identifying a comprehensive range of management alternatives.

As a next step, the Council along with the Safe Harbors sponsors and CEH Homelessness will need to select a management option from among the three that were identified as positive.

In addition, the Council, Safe Harbors sponsors and CEH may wish to develop strategies to address two outstanding issues:

· The March 2016 end of the Adsystech contract with the State of Washington Department of Commerce, which may allow the opportunity for that contract to be brought in-house and managed by the Safe Harbors host agency; and

· The Washington State client consent requirement, which would require legislative changes to address.
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Adrienne Quinn, Director, Department of Community and Human Services 
Bill Kehoe, Chief Information Officer, King County Information Technology
Patrice Frank, Safe Harbors Technical Program Manager, Seattle Human Services Department
[bookmark: _GoBack]Hedda McLendon, Director of Programs, YouthCare
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1. Proposed Motion 2014-0098, with attachments
2. Transmittal letter dated March 3, 2014
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