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Literature Review

A brief history of the homeless crisis is needed to better understand the magnitude of the
problem. When searching for articles and information about the homeless in various
indexes prior to 1980, one is referred to articles about hobos, vagrants, refugees, derelicts
and bag ladies, but never the homeless. Norweeta Milburn and Roderick Watts note,
"...homelessness, as a ’social problem’ is not a new phenomenon--it has been around for
some time. But its relative importance and how it is defined in terms of ‘who’ makes up the

homeless population tend to change over time."

In early 1987, following intense lobbying from a number of advocacy groups and individuals
representing homeless people, in particular Mitch Snyder and the Community for Creative
Non-Violence (CCNV), House Speaker Jim Wright ordered up Resolution 109 in the House
of Representatives on March 5. This action followed a series of public hearings, including
a formal hearing held by the House of Representatives, Subcommittee on Housing and
Community Development, on February 4, 1987. Although the bill to provide emergency
relief for the homeless was formally introduced in 1987, national attention to the issue
actually began in 1982 with the first Congressional hearings on homelessness since the
depression. One of the early field hearings took place in Mitch Snyder’s Washington shelter
in 19842 The actual bill, H.R. 588, was sponsored by members of both parties and was
titled "Urgent Relief for the Homeless." It was designed to "provide urgently needed
assistance to protect and improve the lives and safety of the homeless, with special emphases

on families and children".?

'Norweeta G. Milburn & Roderick J. Watts, "Methodological Issues in Research on the Homeless and the Homeless
Mentally 111" International Journal of Mental Health, Vol. 14, No. 4, page 43.

2Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday. March 5. 1987. page 111007.
3Ulgent Relief for the Homeless Act, Hearing before the Subcommiittee on Housing and Community Development of the
Committee on Banking, Finance and Urban Affairs. House of Representatives, One-Hundredth Congress, First Session,

H.R. 558, February 4, 1987, page 2.

4Congressional Record. Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987. page H996.
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As introduced, the bill provided $500 million for federal aid for a variety of programs. The

funds were to be allocated in the following ways”:

© $100 million for Section 8 rental housing subsidies targeted solely for homeless
families;

o $75 million for a new grant program to meet both the physical and mental health
needs of the homeless;

o $75 million for a new grant program to convert surplus government property into
facilities for the homeless;

o $50 million for the Community Services Block Grant Program for services for the
homeless;

o $30 million for HUD’s Transitional Housing Demonstration Program;

o $25 million for the National Institute of Mental Health Community Support Program
to fund services for mentally ill homeless persons;

o $25 million for construction of permanent housing for handicapped homeless persons;

o $20 million for the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s Emergency Food and
Shelter Program.

The bill also established an Inter-Agency Office on Homelessness within the Department
of Health and Human Services. One of the responsibilities of this new coordinating agency
would be to identify underutilized federal, state and local government buildings which could
be used in various capacities as facilities to help the homeless. This issue was of particular
concern to the Coalition for Creative Nonviolence since, under its leadership, 1,000 people
were then occupying a vacant 185,000 square foot government building (once home to

Washington’s Federal City College).®

The ability to use vacant government properties for the homeless was a significant victory
for Mitch Snyder. In 1985, he had staged a hunger strike in the nation’s capitol to draw
attention to the plight of the homeless. Announcing that "people’s lives are at stake,"

Snyder told the press that he would starve himself to death unless the Reagan

5Corzgmssio:zal Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987, page H1028.

6Urgent Relief for the Homeless Act, Hearing before the Subcommittee on Housing and Community Development of the
Committee on Banking, Finance and Urban Affairs. House of Representatives, One-Hundredth Congress. First Session.
H.R. 558, February 4, 1987, page 31.



administration agreed to appropriate $5 million to repair the shelter run by his
organization.” Although an agreement was finally reached (due in part to the intervention
of Susan Baker, former Secretary of State James Baker’s wife), within months the accord
fell apart and Snyder went on two more fasts to demand attention. Finally, nearly a year

later, the White House and Congress stepped in and provided the needed funds.®

The bill authorized categorical grants to public and private organizations which provide
support services to the homeless.® The bill directed states and local governments to take a
leadership role in working with the local non-profit organizations, including religious and
non-profit groups and community action agencies, in addressing the problems and causes

of homelessness.!’

The bill enjoyed strong bipartisan support. The major sponsors included Representatives
Stewart McKinney, Bruce Vento, Chalmers Wylie, Henry Gonzalez (Chairman of the
Subcommittee on Housing and Community Development), Fernand St. Germain, and Mike
Lowery. The bill was also supported by the United Way, the Salvation Army, the National
Council of Jewish Federations, the American Red Croés, the National Conference of
Catholic Charities, the National Council of Churches, the National Mental Health
Association, the Association for Retarded Citizens, United Cerebral Palsy and the Easter

Seal Society.

In comments on the House floor and during the public hearings, speakers pointed out that
one of the primary reasons for the homeless crisis was the reduction of the federal housing
budget by 70% between 1981 and 1987, from $31.9 million to $9.4 million.”> In his

comments on the House floor, Representative Gonzalez stated that the total number of

7Jennet Conant with Nikki Finke Greenberg, ""Holiday Inn" for the Homeless?", Newsweek, July 8. 1985, page 44.

8Michael Doan. "Mitch Snyder, Washington's Hero of the Homeless," U.S. News and World Report, June 16, 1986, page
11.

“Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987, page H997.
Wcongressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987, page H998.
Ucongressional Record, Vol. 133. No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987, page H1003.

12Congressional Record, Vol. 133. No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987, page H1029.
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families helped through federal housing programs between 1980 and fiscal year 1988 was
1,633,000 and that, if the amount of funding for subsidized housing projects had not been
cut, an additional 1,227,000 would have received assistance, inferring that at least some of
these individuals were now homeless.” During public hearings Mayor James Roark of
Charleston, West Virginia, representing the National League of Cities, pointed out how

other unrelated federal initiatives contributed to the crisis and stated:

"Trends in urban development, redevelopment, private housing markets,
coupled with reductions in government spending, have served to diminish the
number of low-income family units, the supply of single-room occupancy
dwellings (SROs) and the availability of congregate residences for mentally-
handicapped persons."*

The Coalition for Creative Non-Violence received an extraordinary amount of national press
coverage for seven weeks while their members held a twenty-four hour vigil on the grounds
of the Capitol in support of the bill. During this demonstration, members of the Coalition
and other well-known individuals, including elected officials and Hollywood celebrities, slept

'3 During their remarks to

outside to help draw attention to the plight of homeless people.
Congress, Representatives McKinney and Fauntroy described their experiences of spending
a night outside and how this experience helped convince them of the urgent need to address

the problems with which homeless people are confronted.

Another issue discussed on the floor was how the impact of the federally-mandated
deinstitutionalization process has created new crises in local communities. The release
process, initiated in 1974, stipulated that mental health treatment had to be provided in the
least restrictive environment. As a result, large numbers of patients were, and continue to
be, released from long-term hospitalization to community-based residential settings. Federal
guidelines directed states to place mental patients back into the communities from which

they originated and to establish foster care homes in residential settings. Twenty years ago,

13Congressionarl Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987, page 111002.
YUrgent Relief for the Homeless Act, Hearing before the Subcommittee on Housing and Community Development of the
Committee on Banking, Finance and Urban Affairs, House of Representatives, One-Hundredth Congress. First Session,

H.R. 558, February 4. 1987, page 62.

15C'ongressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987, page H1007.
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almost half a million patients were in state mental hospitals. Three-quarters of those

patients are now living elsewhere.'

The deinstitutionalization process is now viewed as a two-edged sword. Deinstitutionalized
people, many of whom grew up in hospital settings, are now enjoying their freedom,
sometimes for the first time in their lives. On the other hand, an appropriate level of
funding for community-based treatment and support services did not accompany the release
process, thus creating a burden for the local communities confronted with a dramatic
increase in the number of mentally ill residents. The result of this process has been the
dramatic increase of people with severe mental health problems residing in urban areas who,
without adequate support services, are often unsuccessful in making the transition from
institutionalization to community living. Tragically, many of these people are often found
aimlessly wandering the streets. In a 1985 Time editorial, a mental patient’s advocate

concludes:

"In many places it [the release process] is worse than in the Middle Ages,
when at least some communities cared for their mentally disabled and did not
ostracize them."”

Another issue addressed during the introduction of the bill was the dilemma of creating a
new entitlement program, particularly in light of the budget deficit. Representative Wortley
urged the Congress to pass this bill, but only through securing of funds for the bill from
other existing, but "less worthy" federal programs.'® (This idea was not accompanied by any

suggestions of which other "less worthy" programs might be reduced.)

An issue debated that would continue to draw heated arguments was the actual number of
homeless people there really were. Wortley pointed out that estimates ranged from 250,000
to 3 million."” In addition, the issue of how to best help the homeless, whose membership

represents an extremely wide range of social and psychological problems, was debated. A

16Essay: "When Liberty Really Means Neglect," Time, December 2, 1985, page 103.
17Egsay: "When Liberty Really Means Neglect,” Time, December 2. 1985, page 103,
18Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987. page H1004.

19Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987. page H1003.

5



report by the American Psychiatric Association was cited, which indicated that nearly 40%
of the homeless are chronically and severely mentally impaired and therefore need more

20

than emergency housing to stabilize their lives.”® Other research, including a study by Dr.

Irwin-Perr of the Rutgers Medical School, indicates that of the homeless mentally ill:

"...nearly 35% have schizophrenia and 10% significant clinical depression...and
some 25% to 50% have alcohol and drug-abuse problems, which means that,
to be conservative, a majority of the homeless dwell near either psychosis or
stupor."!

Representative Crane spoke in opposition to the bill, his primary concerns being the
creation of a new categorical grant program, the cost of the bill, the logistical problems of
using surplus government buildings for the homeless and the lack of specificity of who a
homeless person really is (an issue that is still being debated even today). He pointed out
that the definition of a homeless person was so vague that, under the current definition,
"some Congressional aides might qualify for assistance." The definition of a homeless

person was:

"...an individual who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate night-time residence;
and an individual who has a primary night-time residence that is a supervised
or privately operated shelter (including a welfare hotel or congregate shelter)
designed to provide temporary living accommodations; an institution that
provides a temporary residence for individuals intended to be institutionalized;
a temporary accommodation in the residence of another individual; or a
public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used, as a regular
sleeping accommodation for human beings."*

Crane was also one of the few people to publicly question the influence that Mitch Snyder
had in the development of the bill. Snyder’s life was complicated and full of opposing
values. Prior to his involvement with CCNV, he left his wife and children and, in search of
a purpose for his life, was arrested for driving a vehicle that he had rented with a stolen
credit card. Upon his conviction he was sent to Danbury Prison, where he met Philip and

Daniel Berrigan. The experience of studying and working with the Berrigans while at

2 Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987. pages H1003-1004.
2lEgsay: "When Liberty Really Means Neglect," Time, December 2. 1985, page 103.

22Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 58, Wednesday, April 8, 1987, page S4889.
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Danbury provided the direction that Snyder had been searching for and, following his

release from prison, he immersed himself in the Community for Creative Non-Violence.

In 1975, the CCNV had developed a plan in which he became totally involved: the
identification of abandoned buildings to use as emergency shelters for the homeless. When
the federal government refused to cooperate, Snyder would lead groups of CCNV members
to the building, rip down the boards on the doors, and occupy it until the police arrested
them and put the building under surveillance. This technique, as well as the hunger strikes,
celebrity involvement and unrelenting confrontations with the government, drew an
increasing amount of national media attention.” His charisma and popularity continued to
grow and at times sent conﬂicting messages to the public and caused some unrest and ill-will
among Washington’s other organizations and churches who worked with the homeless.
Under Snyder’s leadership, CCNV became increasingly militant, unyielding, but effective in
getting its message out. The homeless relief bill is just one example of the victories that this
organization celebrated; at times overwhelming other more effective, but smaller,

organizations.

In his remarks concerning Snyder, Representative Crane questioned the expense of basing
needs of the homeless solely on the input and involvement of the CCNV, commenting that
the organization’s estimate of 3 million homeless people in the United States could not be
substantiated. This issue continued to raise concerns, even after passage of the bill, as
Snyder refused to cooperate with the efforts of the United States Census Bureau in its first
attempt to actually count the number of homeless people on one given day, March 26, 1990.
The Census Bureau called this initiative, "S(for shelter)-Night". Snyder insisted that the
government was attempting to show the number of homeless people was fewer than what
he felt actually existed. Crane urged Congress not to pass the bill which "usurps local
initiatives by increasing the power of the Federal Government."* Representatives Buechner
and Roth also spoke in opposition, citing the difficulty in managing the funds in a proper

manner and how additional funds will only make the budget deficit worse. Both

Zpeter J. Boyer. "Mitch Snyder: The Darkness Within." Vanity Fair. November., 1990, page 171.

24 Congressional Record, Vol. 133. No. 34, Thursday. March 5, 1987, pages H1005.
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Congressmen felt that services for the homeless should be dealt with under the existing

homeless relief act.?®

The Inter-Agency Council on the Homeless was responsible for reviewing all Federal
activities and programs to assist homeless individuals, take such action as may be necessary
to reduce duplication among programs and activities, monitor, evaluate and recommend
improvements in programs conducted by the federal agencies, state and local governments
and private organizations, and provide professional and technical assistance to organizations
which provide programs and services to homeless people.”® The Council was also
responsible for identifying excess vacant property owned by the federal government and
instituting a process that would make these structures available to the homeless or to

agencies working with the homeless.

The members of the council were comprised of the:?’

Secretary of Agriculture

Secretary of Commerce

Secretary of Defense

Secretary of Education

Secretary of Energy

Secretary of Health and Human Services

Secretary of Housing and Urban Development

Secretary of the Interior

Secretary of Labor

10. Secretary of Transportation

11. Director of the ACTION Agency

12. Administrator of General Services

13. Director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency
14. Postmaster General of the United States

15. Administrator of Veterans’ Affairs

16. Heads of such other Federal agencies as the Council deems appropriate

RN B LN

On April 8, 1990, a companion bill was introduced in the Senate by Senator Robert Dole,

who briefly outlined its purpose. In remarks in the Senate hearings, Senator Edward

Kennedy stated:

25Congressiona[ Record, Vol. 133, No. 34, Thursday, March 5, 1987, pages H1006.
20Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 58, Wednesday, April 8, 1987, page S4881.

2 Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 58, Wednesday, April 8, 1987, page S4881.
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"The Labor Committee bill provides emergency services for homeless families
to reduce the misery of homelessness and it also establishes service systems
that can contribute to an end to homelessness and the beginning of a decent
life for important segments of this population."?®

On May 7, 1987, Rep. Stewart McKinney, the driving force behind the Act, died of AIDS.
On May 8, 1990, following Senate approval of the companion bill, the House acted on the
Senate’s version by appointing certain members to a Joint Conference to resolve those issues
still in question.”” In addition, members of both parties of the House announced that, as
part of the conference discussions, it was their hope to honor Stewart McKinney by naming
the Act after him.”® On June 30, 1987, the conference report, including the naming of the
bill for McKinney, was passed by both the Senate and the House of Representatives, thus
paving the way for President Reagan’s signing of the Stewart B. McKinney Homeless
Assistance Act (Public Law 100-77) on July 22, 1987. The conference report authorized
funds for fiscal year 1987 totaling $442.7 million dollars and $616 million for 1988.

Three years later, on July 3, 1990, Mitch Snyder committed suicide. While his legacy lives
on through the attention and funding for which he was in great part responsible, no one
person or movement has replaced his charismatic leadership. Although services for the
homeless have grown more sophisticated since Snyder’s death, research, strategies,

innovative projects and new advocates have failed to resolve this ongoing crisis.

While Snyder was extremely effective in drawing national media attention to homeless
people, other more traditional programs were quietly going about the business of assisting
agencies and officials dedicated to reducing the number of homeless people in local
communities. The National Alliance to End Homelessness, a 3,000 member organization
founded in 1983, has became increasingly visible in drawing attention to the many different
aspects of homelessness. The Coalition works with nonprofit organizations, public officials,
business leaders, homeless and formerly homeless people to implement basic services--

affordable housing, adequate incomes and support services. The Alliance distributes a

28Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 58, Wednesday, April 8, 1987, page S4811.
29Congressional Record, Vol. 133. No. 74, Friday, May 8, 1987, page H3349.

30Congressional Record, Vol. 133, No. 74, Friday. May 8, 1987, page H3348.
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monthly newsletter, conducts and publishes research, keeps a data bank on service providers,
and is an information resource for the press, academia, corporations and other national

organizations helping homeless people.’!

Locally, the issue of homelessness gained attention. Agencies established new programs and
services, including an effort by the City of Flint which established the VISTA (Volunteers
In Service To America) Drop-In Center in August of 1985, to help meet the personal,
educational and social needs of homeless people in the city. Although the target population
was initially called "street people", most people using the Center also had serious mental
health problems, and many were recently released from long-term placement in state mental

institutions.

The Center is located in downtown Flint. Services include free clothing and food, personal
hygiene supplies, education classes, recreation and, through large grants from the
Department of Mental Health, special consumer employment and leadership opportunities.

Initially, the Center was open seven days a week.

Ten years after the McKinney bill was first introduced, the number of people who are

actually homeless continues to be an area open to debate. Wolch points out:

"The fact that the homeless population is notoriously fugitive compounds the
problems of defining homelessness. Different definitional and enumeration
strategies have produced widely varied estimates of homelessness in the
United States."”

Under the Reagan and Bush administrations, the federal government tried for the first time
to officially document the number of people who were homeless. Unfortunately, all research

projects, and even the Census Bureau itself, proved that this effort was an utter failure.

Estimates of the number of homeless ranged from 250,000 to 350,000 in 1984, when the

Department of Housing and Urban Development first attempted to count the number of

3lsNow is the Time..." brochure, The National Alliance to End Homelessness, issued for Combined Federal Campaign
No.: 1074, 1993-94.

32Jennifer R. Wolch, Michael Dear. and Andrea Akita. "Explaining Homelessness,” Journal of the American Planning
Association, Autumn 1988, p, 444,
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homeless”, to the number provided by the Washington-based Community for Creative
Nonviolence (CCNV), which in 1978 reported that the number had grown to 3 million
people.*® The U. S. Conference of Mayors cited an average annual increase of 20 percent

in the number of people seeking emergency shelter.”

According to the City of Flint’'s Comprehensive Homeless Assistance Plan for Assisting the
Homeless in Flint/Genesee County (CHAP), there were potentially 4,351 homeless
individuals and families in Genesee County in 1988. The report also stated that 4,497
homeless people sought shelter in 1989 (based on the results of a local survey carried out
by the Flint/Genesee Committee Concerned with Housing, Emergency Housing

Committee).**

Initially, the estimated number of homeless people in Genesee County was based on a
formula developed by the Community Services Society/Institute for Social Welfare Research,
a national advocacy group for the homeless in New York City. This organization estimated
that one percent of the nation’s population may become homeless at some time of the year.
The formula was applied to the population of Genesee County, therefore resulting in the

number 4,351.%

Recent national efforts to actually count the homeless have met with limited success. In
1991, a Congressional Task Force announced that the effort to count the homeless as a part
of the 1990 census was deemed worthless. John Connolly, a spokesman for the Census
Bureau, stated that "because of the absence of an agreed-upon definition of homelessness,

an accurate count of that population is impossible."®

BRobert C. Ellickson, "The Homeless Muddle,” The Public Interest, Number 99, Spring 1990. page 52.
3 Congressional Record, Vol. 133. No. 34, Thursday. March 5. 1987. page H1003.

Bwolch, et al, page 444.

36Grcgory L. McKenzie, "Comprehensive Homeless Assistance Plan for Assisting the Homeless in Flint/Genesee County.”
City of Flint Department of Community Development publication. 1988, page 1.

3"McKenzie. page 1.

387ulio Barreto. "Census snapshot’ ol homeless linds total count out-of-focus,” Nation's Cities Weekly. Volume 14,
Number 18. May 6, 1991, page 4.
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Evaluation Review published a series of reports in August 1992 concerning this

unprecedented national effort. Wright and Devine note that:

"It is relatively obvious that ’the total number of homeless’ is of necessity a
‘soft’ ambiguous number that probably cannot be known with a high degree
of precision. There are, first, all the customary uncertainties inherent in the
research process, the uncertainties of sampling, measurement error, and
related factors. These and a range of related factors imply that no study can
provide a definitive count of the size of the homeless population; the best one
can hope for is a more or less plausible count with known and hopefully small
uncertainties attached to it."*

In addition to a review of the overall effort, a formal evaluation of the enumeration
procedures was carried out in five major cities: Chicago, New York, Los Angeles, Phoenix
and New Orleans, where teams of investigators were contracted by the Census Bureau to

assist in assessing enumeration efforts.

The researchers point out that each of the five cities studied "encountered its own issues and

problems, but four were common to all: shelter lists and definition, site selection,

intentional avoidance, and Census protocol."*

Shelter lists and definition: The Census definition of a shelter for the home-
less overlooked ’quasi-shelters’ and other informal overnight establishments
that provide shelter for the homeless but are either not covered by the Census
definition or not known about before the S-Night effort.*!

Site selection: S-Night observers in all five cities were restricted to predesig-
nated areas of the city that the Census, working with local authorities, had
identified as "high density’ homeless areas, therefore enumeration was restrict-
ed to homeless persons who spent the night somewhere in these predesignated
areas; street people outside those areas were not enumerated.*

Intentional avoidance: A few well known advocates (i.e.: Mitch Snyder) urged
a policy of noncooperation, apparently feeling that any count would be a

*James D. Wright & Jocl A. Devine, "Counting the Homeless: The Census Burcau’s "S-Night” in Five U.S. Cities."
Evaluation Review: A Journal of Applied Social Research, August 1992, page 350.

#Owright & Devine, page 362.
wright & Devine, page 362.

42wright & Devine, pages 362-363.

12



substantial undercount that would lead to an ’official’ understatement of the
dimensions of the problem and to further reductions in homeless programs.*

Census _protocol:  S-Night decoys in all five cities reported numerous
violations of Census protocol, including seeing some street people never
approached, enumerators appearing extremely hesitant and fearful and sub-
stituting their own subjective evaluations about who looked homeless in place
of actual enumeration.*

Overall "comparison of observer reports with census returns indicates that street enumera-
tion was not carried out in a comparable, standardized way in the five cities. The main
operational problems were enumerator failure to enumerate some sites and selectivity in

approaching people within sites.""

Although flawed in many respects, "These first-time data are very important to planning
researchers. The decade of the 1990s began with a new set of demographic data on the

homeless. Even if controversial, this is welcome news for planning researchers."

In March 1992 a major report for the Department of Housing and Urban Development,

Practical Methods for Counting Homeless People, was published. In the report, Martha

Burt discusses the pitfalls associated with the definition of homelessness and provides some
specific enumeration techniques. She explains, "Discussions of homelessness and homeless
policy often involve appeals to numbers. People use estimates of the size of the homeless
population and descriptions of the characteristics of homeless people to justify developing
specific programs, appropriating money, and adopting public policies. Yet the numbers used

are often at odds with each other, and lead to different conclusions.""’

43Wright & Devine, page 363.
Hwright & Devine, page 363.

45Elizabeth Martin, "Assessment of S-Night Street Enumeration in the 1990 Census." Evaluation Review, Volume 16,
No. 4, August 1992, page 418.

46Robert W. Collin, "Homelessness in the United States: 1980-1990." Journal of Planning Literature. August 1992, page
28.

47Martha Burt, Practical Methods for Counting Homeless People: A Manual for States and 1ocal Jurisdictions. March
1992. page 1.
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Part of the problem is that numbers come from a wide variety of data collection methods,
each of which provides part but not all of the answer. If people trying to use the numbers
do not understand where they come from, and what they can and cannot do, policies based

on the numbers may be misguided.*®

Selecting a definition of the homeless is one of the hardest aspects of conducting any study
of the homeless population. The pitfalls of definitions multiply as one moves from the core
phenomenon of homelessness to the fringes.” Burt states that some of these definitional

pitfalls can be avoided by:

Meeting with all interested parties during the design phase of the study.

2. Discussing all the types of people who might be considered homeless, and whom
it is important to know about from a policy/planning perspective.

3. Being absolutely explicit about which components of the homeless you will
attempt to count/interview, and which components you will make no attempt to
interview.

4. Also make clear the components for which you will get partial information, and

why it will be partial.*
Although the federal government, through the Inter-Agency Council on the Homeless, had
widespread authority to design, fund and administer programs for the homeless, numerous
private foundations and community-based organizations also became increasingly involved

in addressing the issue. Giving to End Homelessness lists common problems the founda-

tions are confronted with as a result of the lack of a definitive description of the magnitude

of the problem and what level of support private sources can realistically provide.

The methodology that the Fund for the Homeless used for this study involved surveying "750
foundations, including all members of the Neighborhood Funders Group, all community
foundations, all foundations categorized as funding homelessness and housing-related
projects...and all those foundations represented at a 1991 National Council on Foundations

workshop on homelessness. Personal and telephone interviews with thirty-five responding

“Burt, page 1.
““Burt, page 3.

S%Burt, page 5.
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foundations took place. Four focus groups with homeless and formerly homeless persons

also were held.™"

This study’s finding indicated that "Where homelessness is concerned, probably the most

obvious correlative in terms of federal policy has been the decrease in federal spending on

ns52

low-income housing programs during the Reagan-Bush years."? The author concludes that

"...it became clear that most respondents (foundations) feel unequal to the task of
adequately addressing homelessness in their communities, and thus unable to have more

than a very limited effect..most talked about the need for government to assume its

responsibility for adequately responding to homelessness."”

The author outlined three major approaches that foundations take in making grants to the

homeless:

"The Static Approach assumes the poor will always be with us, needing our
charity, and that homelessness, presently the most visible and extreme
manifestation of disadvantage, is simply a by-product of poverty at this
particular time in social history. This approach results in the funding of
projects and programs designed to meet immediate, emergency needs...and do
little to directly address the underlying conditions that initially caused the
crisis."*

"The Attributive Approach ascribes at least some portion of the problem to
the pathologies of individuals (i.e.: becoming homeless as a result of
alcoholism or mental illness). This approach is reflected in the traditional
language of the culture of poverty and other academic approaches that
segregate people who are poor and places them in a permanent, inescapable
underclass. Indeed, it is this very language and culture that has resulted in
the prescription use of the term "homeless’. Within this model, homelessness
is attributed, at least in good part, to negative personal conditions such as
mental illness, developmental disabilities, substance abuse, or simple
laziness."”

SIRuth Cambridge et al, Giving to End Homelessness: A Study of the National Philanthropic Response to Homelessness,
October 1992, page xiii.

52Cambridge et al, page 7.
33Cambridge et al. page 21.
34 Cambridge et al. page 11.

S5Cambridge et al, page 12.
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"The Systemic Approach assumes an approach rooted primarily in economic
factors including housing affordability and income. Recognizing that,
ultimately, the eradication of homelessness will require an overhaul in national
economic, housing, family support, and health care policies, this approach
assumes that system-wide reform is necessary and can best be achieved
through support of advocacy and public policy initiative that direct change
efforts at these policies on a national as well as a state-wide level."™

Cambridge concludes that, "Based on surveys and conversations with philanthropists, it was
clear that many funders working in the area of homelessness believed they could get the
most from their grant dollars by using them to leverage fundamental systemic change.
Seventy-eight percent of funders surveyed believe that, of the programs they do not currently
support, advocacy, lobbying, and public policy initiatives would have the greatest impact on
overall prevention of homelessness; and forty-eight percent of funders believe that, of the
programs they do fund, organizing/empowerment and self-advocacy projects have a

significant impact on prevention."’

Giving to End Homelessness also contained a large amount of data and discussion

concerning "empowering" homeless people to encourage self-sufficiency and self-

determination. Suggestions from the homeless included:

1. More research needs to be aimed at disproving the public perception that there
are significant differences between homeless and other poor people...

2. There should be more homeless people producing materials portraying the
problem...

3. There should be more research about homeless people’s skills and methods for
surviving...*®

"In most of the studies, the definition of homelessness and its conceptualization are not
sophisticated. Usually it has been assumed that if people are tattered in appearance or use

a particular facility, they are homeless. Little attention has been given to the nature of a

person’s condition, whether he or she is temporarily displaced or has been homeless for

56Cambridge et al, pages 12-13.
S’Cambridge et al. page 18.

58Cambridge et al. page 29.
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years, or how the person became homeless. The research on homelessness is largely theor-
etical...falling into one of two overlapping categories. The first includes research that
focuses primarily on the attributes of the homeless, such as skid-row populations, and the
second focuses on the general characteristics of a local homeless population or local services

for the homeless."’

The authors note that policy statements about who the homeless are and what their needs

are must be made very judiciously.

During the last few years, a shift in the public’s perception of the homeless has taken place,
with homeless street people increasingly referred to in negative terms. As attention to the
homeless crisis increased, more and more street people were publicly identifying themselves
as being homeless and in some cases seemed to become permanent accessories in urban
areas. Over time, some of the street panhandlers became very aggressive in asking for
money. While citizens continued to volunteer at local soup kitchens and shelters, the public
was also feeling accosted by aggressive street people asking for money. Many began to
wonder if these people were just not taking part in another scam to get money by simply
calling themselves homeless, when in fact they were not, or were on the street due to

conditions the public no longer feels sympathetic about.

Consequently, public officials, reacting to the public pressure to do something, became
increasingly angry about aggressive begging and began to study ways in which to discourage

panhandling, including criminalizing certain activities. A 1994 report, No Homeless People

Allowed, published by the National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty, provides an
overview of the growing trend toward "criminalization of homelessness". Clearly, the public’s
pendulum has begun to swing back from sympathy for the homeless to a growing number

of people having negative feelings about the homeless.

In response to this shift of opinion, public officials across the country have taken an

increasing number of "actions against the homeless", including:

*Milburn & Watts. page 52.
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--restrictions on begging

--restrictions on homeless persons’ use of public places

--police sweeps designed to remove homeless people from specific areas
--selective enforcement of general laws against homeless people
--restrictions on providers of services to homeless people

The report also found that news accounts often erroneously attribute the increased
prevalence of anti-homeless city actions to declining public sympathy for homeless people.
Actually, opinion polls consistently reveal that the public supports increased government aid

to help people out of homelessness.
Actions suggested in the report include®:

1. Adopting laws designed to assist rather than harass homeless people and service
providers

2. Addressing legitimate concerns through constructive rather than criminal
responses

3. Fostering dialogue and outreach among homeless people, service providers,
advocates and business people to find long-term solutions

4. Finding funds to implement long-term solutions

As a result of these conflicting efforts - controlling aggressive begging while continuing to
help those who are truly homeless - government funding for enforcement as well as
traditional social services has increased. In Philadelphia where the homeless number up to
15,000 in any given year, a $270,000 grant from the Dept. of Justice pays for a special four-
member police squad to deal with homeless people. Unit officers "go out day after day,
building relationships with as many homeless people as possible - offering a ride to a shelter
or social service agency." Through this project, the officers also pursue complaints filed by

business people, curb aggressive panhandling and lock up those wanted for violent crimes.®

In 1992 when Bill Clinton was elected President he promised to pour federal funding and
attention into eliminating homelessness. Andrew Cuomo was named a Special Assistant

Secretary to the Housing and Urban Development Secretary to focus attention on

mPo\’erry & Race, a Publication of the Poverty & Race Research Action Council. March/April 1995, pp. 19-20.

61*Coping With THomelessness", The Flint Journal. January 30, 1995,
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homelessness and, once again, elected officials and other well-known people were sleeping

outside to draw attention to the issue.

A 1993 HUD research project included a summary of the characteristics of the homeless
population®:

© Family Status: single, unattached adults, unaccompanied by children, make up three

quarters of homeless persons. Men outnumber women by a factor of five. Families

with children, more than 80% of whom are headed by a single mother, make up
another fifth. The remainder are adults in couples or other groupings.

o Age: the average age of unattached homeless adults is in the late 30s; that of
mothers with children is in the early 30s.

© Race and Ethnicity: Studies have shown that minorities are disproportionately
represented among the homeless population, especially among homeless families.

© Institutional History: Only one in four homeless men has no history of any (kind)
of institutional stay.

© Health Status: At least half of the adult homeless population has a current or past
alcohol or drug use problem, and up to one-third of the population has severe mental
illness.

o Income and Employment: In a national sample, the average monthly household
income was less that $200. Only half of homeless men have completed high school.

o Foster Care: A disproportionate number of adult homeless persons, ranging from
9% to 39% depending on the study, spent some time in foster care as children.

o Homeless Children: As many as one-third of homeless children may not be attending
school on a regular basis and suffer from serious emotional and developmental
problems that can persist long after their families find permanent housing.

o Veterans: Approximately 30% to 45% of the entire adult male homeless population
have served their country in the armed services.
Following this study, a comprehensive plan was announced in 1995 and accompanied, "the
largest block of funding, $1.6 billion, tripling HUD’s homeless budget over the past 2 years."
This was the largest level of funding for a single competition in HUD's history, far exceeding

the $572 million awarded for homeless programs in 1994. The funding was made available

62Priority: Home! The Federal Plan to Break the Cycle of Homelessness. Report HUD-1454-CPD., issued by the United
States Department of Housing & Urban Development, March 1994, pp.23-25.
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to communities to eliminate gaps in homeless services, through locally designed Continuum

of Care plans.”

Concurrently, Flint area service providers began to work more closely together and initiated
other cooperative planning initiatives, including a 1995 Point-in-Time count to measure
homelessness in Genesee County on one given day, March 13, 1995. The count showed that
there were 204 homeless people in the county, 17 of whom were unsheltered. This number
only included statistics from those agencies that provide overnight shelter, with some of
those providers choosing not to participate. In addition, the 204 number did not include
those people on the street, living in cars, in abandoned buildings, in parks, or staying with
friends. Recognizing these exemptions, the report concludes the number of homeless people
in the Flint area is no doubt higher than 204 (but considerably lower than the first estimates

of over 4,000 people first published in 1989).”

In 1995, the Genesee County Metropolitan Planning Commission coordinated the
development of a local Homeless Continuum of Care Plan. This project includes seven
agencies (Genesee County Community Mental Health, REACH, Genesee County
Community Action Agency, CARE, Inc., Intake Assessment and Referral, Inc.,
YWCA/Transition House, YWCA SAFE House) working together to address a range of
needs. The county plan was approved by HUD and resulted in a $2,200,000 Continuum of
Care grant in 1995.

Local service providers continue to meet together and, in 1996, with over 40 agencies
participating, helped identify local needs and gaps in homeless services which became the
foundation for the second Continuum of Care grant request submitted to the Federal

Government in June 1996.

63"HUD Announces the Largest Level of Homeless Funding in Its History," Community Connections, published by the
U.S. Dept. of Housing & Urban Development, Office of Community Planning & Development, March 1995, pp. 1 &
4,

8 Federal Register, Vol. 61, No. 52. Friday, March 15, 1996, Continuum of Care Grant Application. pages 10866-10877.
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Research Question

Key ingredients government officials need to address a community problem are an accurate
description of the issue, the size of the problem and an understanding of its impact on the
quality of life in a community. These basic requirements impact the amount of time and
money allocated to the problem and ultimately the degree of success in dealing with it. The
issue of homelessness elicits a variety of opinions about the size of the problem, who is

eligible for homeless services, and how gaps in services should be addressed.

The main objective of this paper was to study the policy implications of homelessness as it
relates to the statutory definition of homelessness, and how services are designed in light
of the uncertainty of how many people are affected. That is, how the definition of the

problem and number of people involved impacts on designing and implementing services.

The objective of the research on the definition of homelessness was to determine whether
the Stewart B. McKinney Act (federal funding targeted for homelessness) was meeting the
needs of people who are homeless in Genesee County. Data were collected and evaluated
to compare how the Act’s statutory definition of homelessness relates to the local
operational definition. The issues were measured by comparing the eligibility guidelines as
provided by agencies involved directly or indirectly with the homeless to the statutory
definition of homelessness as found in the McKinney legislation. The research and data
would indicate if the McKinney Act’s funding is, in fact, serving the homeless, and how the

operational and statutory definitions compare.
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Research Methods

To organize data related to the objectives, a descriptive chart was created. Information for
the chart was secured through discussions with staff of county agencies involved in providing
and/or planning services for the homeless. Information obtained through these discussions
included client eligibility guidelines, services provided, McKinney Act and other funding
used for homeless services, and any involvement their agency had in a recent Housing and
Urban Development Continuum of Care grant application that involved over forty different
agencies working together to identify gaps in current homeless services. The information
gathering included documentation of which agencies are actually receiving services funded
through the McKinney Act and whether or not they match the statutory definition of
homelessness. An examination of relevant documents, including annual reports and

descriptive brochures also took place (see appendix A).

To examine the process of how homeless prevention and support services are developed,
meetings with city and county officials who are responsible for program planning and
implementation (Flint Department of Community Development and the Genesee County

Metropolitan Planning Commission) took place.
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Research Findings

To secure information concerning homeless services in Genesee County, data was collected
from fifty-eight local agencies (see chart, Appendix A). Forty-four or 76% of the agencies
provide direct assistance to homeless people, with the remaining fourteen or 24% involved
in administrative and advocacy activities only, or have services available to all citizens
including the homeless, but are not targeted specifically to their needs. Twenty-eight or
64% of the direct service providers were established or began providing homeless assistance

after 1980, when homelessness began receiving national attention.

Information secured through discussions with local service providers show many different
eligibility requirements for people who receive services. With the exception of a very small
number of agencies, each local service provider has specific eligibility guidelines for services,
such as single men, women and their children, adults with major psychotic disorders, adults
recelving social security disability benefits, veterans, run-away youth, Hispanic children and

adults, people who have AIDS, women who are victims of domestic violence, etc.

In discussions with service providers, only two agency representatives referred to the
statutory definition of homelessness when describing their eligibility guidelines. (The
statutory definition, as stated in the Stewart B. McKinley Homeless Assistance Act is "An
individual or family which lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate night-time residence; or an
individual or family who has a primary nighttime residence that is a supervised publicly or
privately operated shelter designed to provide temporary living accommodations (including
welfare hotels, congregate shelters, and transitional housing for persons with mental illness);
an institution that provides a temporary residence for individuals intended to be
institutionalized; or a public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a

nl

regular sleeping accommodation for human beings."') In response to the question of who
they serve, those agencies which referred specifically to the statutory definition were the

Intake, Assessment and Referral Center and the Hamilton Family Health Center.

The results of the agency discussions indicate that, while the statutory definition is very

general and open-ended, it does accommodate a wide range of living conditions and needs.

lHousing and Development Reporter, published by Warren Gorham Lamont, February 6. 1990, page 09:6171.
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Some of the agencies involved in homeless services have very minimal eligibility require-
ments and, by simply declaring oneself to be homeless or in need of help, minimal support
is easily available, such as meals provided by Catholic Social Services at one of their three
sites, the St. Mary’s and Bread of Life sandwich programs and the North End Soup Kitchen,

or emergency overnight housing at the Carriage Town Mission.

Beyond these basic life-needs, local service providers, working together and individually,
have become increasingly stringent in developing eligibility guidelines, carefully screening
clients and often requiring documentation verifying eligibility for services. In an effort to
eliminate duplication of services, a small group of primary service providers created a
computerized screening process in 1996 for the purpose of tracking individuals by name and
documenting services provided by the agencies involved. The intention of this project is to
help the agencies become aware of those people who go from agency to agency seeking
assistance who do not reveal, either intentionally or otherwise, what other service providers

have already provided, or are in the process of providing.

In addition, local service providers are finding other ways to coordinate programs, exchange
information, share resources and screen out troublesome clients. In 1996 over forty agencies
participated in identifying unmet needs and gaps in homeless services for the purpose of
applying for a second Housing and Urban Development Continuum of Care grant. This
process was not without some controversy among the participants as, although it appears
that the plan was endorsed by all the agencies listed as participants, several agency
representatives noted concerns that the application did not, in fact, meet the primary needs
of the homeless nor did it address gaps in service. Subsequently, this Continuum of Care

grant request was not approved by the federal government.

It remains difficult to document the extent of homelessness in the Genesee County area and,
although positive steps have begun to take place, an accurate number of homeless people
in the Flint area remains an open question. In 1995 a point-in-time count took place to
secure a more realistic number of homeless people in Genesee County on one given day.
The count took place on March 13, 1995 and showed that there were 204 homeless people

in the county, 17 of whom were unsheltered.

24



Although this number only includes information from those agencies that provide overnight
shelter, some of the shelter providers did not participate and the count did not include those
people on the street, living in cars, in abandoned buildings, in parks, or staying with friends.
However, it does represent a positive effort to secure numbers based on fact rather than

through a formula.

Initially, the number of homeless people in Genesee County was based on a formula
developed by the Community Services Society/Institute for Social Welfare Research, a
national advocacy group for the homeless in New York City. This organization estimated
that one percent of the nation’s population may become homeless at some time of the year.
The formula was applied to the population of Genesee County, therefore resulting in the
number 4,351.

Planners on the staff of the Genesee County Metropolitan Planning Commission and the
City of Flint stated that, although the point-in-time number of 204 is very small as compared
to the 4,351 estimate, each estimate has merit. While the lower number represents a good
estimate of the truly homeless on one given night, the larger number may represent a good
estimate of the number of people who are potentially homeless, are living with relatives,
move frequently due to lack of permanent affordable housing, lack regular employment or

have drug abuse problems, all of which result in unstable housing situations.

Locally, the average number of people receiving homeless services from individual service
providers varies greatly and does not correspond to either the point-in-time count nor the
larger number of potential homeless. While the point-in-time count served to provide some
factual information about the size of the problem in Genesee County, it does not explain
the wide range of numbers of clients local service providers report helping on an annual
basis (ranging from 3 women at the Christ Episcopal Center to 1,700 adults and children

receiving shelter and food at the Carriage Towne Mission).

Local government planners are aware of the very large numbers of people reported by some
agencies and suggested the reason for this is that frequently the same person is counted each

time they receive separate services in large agencies.
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According to the Genesee County Metropolitan Planning Commission (GCMPC), progress
in coordinating homeless services is taking place, especially through the Genesee County
Continuum of Care Plan. This project consists of seven agencies (Genesee County
Community Mental Health, REACH, Genesee County Community Action Agency, CARE,
Inc., Intake Assessment and Referral, Inc., YWCA/Transition House, YWCA SAFE House)
which received a total of $2,200,000 funding in 1995. This group meets on a monthly basis
to exchange information and strengthen coordination of services. The GCMPC would like
to expand this planning process by working more closely with those local agencies which

help the homeless but are not participating in the Continuum of Care Plan.

Working more closely with the grass-roots agencies and those involved with nontraditional
programs would result in a more accurate picture of what is and what is not available.
Another policy issue noted by the GCMPC includes the many varied eligibility guidelines
used by agencies and how they cause gaps in services when basic requirements conflict with
other service providers. For example, many agencies do not provide assistance to the
mentally ill substance abuser until the client first receives substance abuse treatment.
Conversely, based on State of Michigan regulations, the Genesee County Community Mental
Health Department is not licensed to provide substance abuse treatment, but 1s required to
treat people who are mentally ill, although for the dually diagnosed client it is extremely
difficult to isolate one problem from the other. County planners believe a policy requiring
coordination of services is needed and individual eligibility agency guidelines need to be
examined and adjusted to reduce the likelihood of homeless people failing to receive

assistance due to conflicting eligibility guidelines.

The explanation given for why the number of homeless people has not gone down, as
funding dedicated to reducing it continues to increase, is that people who are at risk of
becoming homeless are also those most hardest hit by other quality of life factors that began
to take place in the 1980s. People experiencing homelessness include those who have also
experienced generational poverty, have minimal education and job skills, are long-term
residents of public housing, etc. This population is most affected by the reduction of
subsidized housing, the loss of low-cost housing in urban areas due to urban renewal

projects, the influx of crack cocaine in poor neighborhoods, domestic violence, the increase
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in young unwed mothers, the reduction and/or elimination of welfare benefits, the
deinstitutionalization process and the steady reduction of low-skill manufacturing jobs. All
of these factors contribute to the increase of homelessness and, according to community
planners, will not decrease until comprehensive supportive services, including long-term case

management, is provided along with housing.

According to City of Flint officials, homelessness will not be eliminated until the root causes
of it are addressed, including working with people who, because of poverty, unemployment,
substance abuse and lack of independent living skills are chronically evicted from where they

are living, whether renting a residence on their own or living with relatives and friends.
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Conclusions

Cooperative planning is beginning to take shape among the more than fifty agencies
involved in local homeless services. Although this effort is still in the early stages, and does
not involve all of the agencies which identified themselves as providing services to the

homeless, it is clearly a positive step.

In reviewing the agencies’ very broad range of services and eligibility guidelines,
coordination of services is critical. The very existence of so many agencies involved in
homelessness points out the importance of cooperative programming to avoid duplication
of services while addressing gaps in assistance (see chart, Appendix A). Discussions with
representatives of the seven agencies brought formally together through the Genesee County
Continuum of Care indicate a clearer understanding on their part of how their specific
services fit into a larger plan, and when viewed together shows how a long-range plan should

work. Additional planning of this kind is needed.

The actual number of people in Genesee County affected by homelessness is also becoming
better understood based on annual points-in-time counts. Other counting efforts are
beginning to take place, including yearly data provided by the local police departments
which report the number of homeless people with whom they interact. This effort, and
others like it which are designed to eliminate, or at least raise awareness of, counting the
same person more than once, is beginning to show positive results. The issue of counting
individuals vs. counting units of service provided to individuals explains many of the very
large numbers of clients served by some agencies. This issue, units of service vs. individuals,

merits further study.

When research first began concerning how the statutory definition of a homeless person
compares to the definition of people actually receiving services, the anticipation was that the
findings would conflict. However, the research indicates that because the statutory
definition is fairly open-ended, it is comparable to the operational description. Discussions
with city and county officials also confirm this conclusion. Homeless service planners are
particularly concerned about long-term prevention programs and the importance of

supportive services in addition to housing.
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Virtually all agencies which have been successful in working with the homeless provide more
than just shelter. Emergency housing may be adequate for those individuals who are
homeless due to a catastrophic event such as a fire or a sudden unexpected loss of income.
Housing alone does not meet the needs of the chronically homeless, many of whom are also
substance abusers, are mentally ill, have a serious lack of independent living skills, have
experienced generational poverty, have few job skills, minimal education, etc. To reduce the
number of homeless people who also have complex emotional and physical needs requires
long-term supportive services and case management. Providing emergency shelter alone
resolves the immediate housing problem only and does very little to address ongoing needs

that, left unattended, result in people becoming homeless again.

Continued efforts in expanding upon the Genesee County Continuum of Care project are
important. This project provides a solid foundation, and it also helps service providers
identify and reach the most needy while using limited funds appropriately. Expanding the
plan can provide all interested parties with a clearer understanding of what is presently
provided, what is still needed, and where and how new initiatives should or should not be

created.

Homeless service planning must also include all agencies: the small grass-roots projects,
those which are religious-based, and those which have worked with the homeless for years,
such as the Salvation Army and the Carriage Town Mission. While some of the newer
organizations do not fit into the traditional social service environment, they do provide
services, limited as they may be. It is important that in policymaking, planners have a firm
grasp of what is available, thereby being able to guide or even discourage the development
of new programs. Homeless service planners appear to be taking steps to improve
cooperative and collaborative programming and, therefore, the awareness of specific needs
and how to best address those needs is improving. This is also true for identifying the
number of people affected by homelessness and, as a result, service needs are becoming

more clearly understood and addressed.
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Data Collection

In order to ease review of current local homeless services, funding, client eligibility
guidelines, and number of clients served per agency, program data was collected and
organized. Information was secured through discussions with agency representatives and
through a review of agency brochures, annual reports, and Housing and Urban Development
Continuum of Care grant proposals. Once collected, the data was placed in a descriptive
chart, which facilitated comparative study and provided a general overview of available

services (see Appendix A).

Information concerning public policy implications was secured through discussions with
officials with the Genesee County Metropolitan Planning Commission and the City of Flint
Department of Community and Economic Development. An examination of relevant

documents, including annual planning reports, also took place.
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