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The Massachusetts Coalition for the Homeless thanks you for this opportunity to share our recommendations for the Executive Office of Health and Human Services’ (EOHHS) FY’10 budget.  For more than 25 years, the Coalition has been dedicated to ending homelessness in Massachusetts.  We have consistently advocated for prevention, housing, and income programs to help low-income individuals and families avoid homelessness.  The Departments of Transitional Assistance (DTA) and Housing and Community Development (DHCD) have been key allies for us in the effort to eradicate homelessness and housing insecurity in the Commonwealth.

As you know, this work is not easy.  The continuing foreclosure crisis combined with escalating fuel and utility costs have dramatically increased the numbers of families and individuals experiencing or on the verge of homelessness.  The number of families in the state’s emergency shelter system has increased 36% in the past year alone, rising from 1768 families/night in August 2007 to today’s all time high of 2400 families/night.  While chronic homelessness among individual households has been reduced with the influx of targeted housing resources, the supports for other homeless individuals remain inadequate, if not non-existent.

While the needs of low income households have continued to increase, the safety-net programs designed to help them weather these economic storms are lying in tatters after more than a decade of cutbacks and neglect under previous administrations.  The Coalition appreciates the steps already taken by the Patrick Administration to implement the Commission to End Homelessness’ 5 year plan.  We recognize that these efforts will lead to a significant increase in housing and other resources for homeless households within the pilot regions.  However, to stem the growing tide of homelessness within the Commonwealth, we need to also address long standing deficiencies in our income support programs and other safety-net resources.

Specifically, the Coalition urges EOHHS and DTA to take the following steps in your FY’10 budget to begin addressing these deficiencies:

1) Address the Woefully Inadequate Grants Provided to Recipients of the Emergency Aid to the Elderly, Disabled and Children Program (EAEDC – 4408-1000) – The EAEDC program provides basic monthly income to nearly 5,000 elders and 13,000 persons with disabilities who are not receiving TAFDC, SSI or other similar benefits.  56% of the disabled households receive help because of a mental health disorder.  In order to qualify for assistance under this program, an individual needs to be destitute with no more than $303.70 in monthly income and no more than $250 in assets.  The EAEDC grant of $304/month has not been increased since 1988.  The grant is $563/month below the federal poverty line for a family of one and is $483 and $124 (respectively) below monthly SSI and TAFDC payments for similar households.  Therefore, it is increasingly difficult for recipients to remain healthy and housed given the inadequacy of the grant.  Even recipients in subsidized housing have difficulties meeting their other housing needs (electricity and heat) and on-going medical expenses.

The inadequacies of the EAEDC grant have grown dramatically over time.  In 1988, the EAEDC grant was equal to 70% of the federal poverty line.  Today, it is only 35% of this federal subsistence level.  EAEDC recipients are at serious risk of escalating health problems (including increased hospitalizations) and homelessness due to their precarious living situations and their inability to cover basic food and medical needs.

The Coalition urges the Patrick Administration to begin addressing the inadequacies of this program by taking the following steps:

· Increase the EAEDC Grant – We urge the Patrick Administration to commit to dramatically increasing the EAEDC grant.  The current grant is significantly lower than both the SSI and the TAFDC grant levels for equivalent households.  There are several ways this could be accomplished incrementally over time.  At a minimum, recipients should receive a cost of living adjustment in FY’10 to address the impact of inflation and prevent further erosion of the grant’s buying power until further steps can be taken.

· Raise the Asset Limits for the EAEDC Program from $250 to $2500 – To qualify for EAEDC, applicants must have less than $250 in assets.  This asset limit is much lower than the asset limit for the state’s TAFDC program ($250 vs $2500).  The monthly EAEDC grant is so low that it is difficult for recipients to cover their basic needs yet the state insists that applicants pauperize themselves before they can receive assistance.  Raising the EAEDC asset limit to match the TAFDC program will permit EAEDC recipients to add some savings to their monthly grant in order to cover basic needs.  This could enable those recipients facing short term health emergencies to remain housed while they recover from their illness.

2) Restore Income Supports for Unaccompanied Youth Struggling to Complete Their High School/ Vocational School Educations.  Massachusetts used to provide monthly income benefits to unaccompanied, full time high/ vocational school students to enable them to cover their basic daily needs.  The Commonwealth understood that young adults without high school educations have much less opportunity to secure jobs with adequate incomes or to make an independent future for themselves.  Unfortunately, this benefit was eliminated in 2003 in budget cuts made in response to the recession.
According to the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (ESE), approximately 600 high school students annually are identified as homeless and living on their own.  These homeless youth are neither in the physical custody of a parent or guardian, nor in the custody of a state agency.  These unaccompanied homeless youth are at higher risk of dropping out of school, repeating a grade, and performing poorly on routine tests compared to their housed peers.  55% of 10th grade students experiencing homelessness fail the MCAS Math test in comparison to only the 15% failure rate for all students.  In addition, 38% of 10th grade students experiencing homelessness fail the MCAS English portion in comparison to the 10% failure rate of all students.  Homeless students are also more likely to engage in risky behaviors such as drug and alcohol use and sexual contact with more than four partners.

The Coalition urges the Patrick Administration to reinstate income supports for these unaccompanied youth to help them cover their housing, food and transportation cost while they complete their educations.  Helping these struggling youth to stabilize their housing situations can mean the difference between future success and failure.  These benefits could provided through either the TAFDC or the EAEDC programs and would only be available to unaccompanied youth who meet income and asset guidelines and document that they are attending school full time.  Providing these benefits through the TAFDC program would cost approximately $3.2 million in FY ’10 based on the number of unaccompanied youth identified by the ESE in school year 2006-2007.
3) Establish a Prevention Line Item and an Early Warning Screening Program to Assist DTA Clients to Stabilize Their Housing and Avoid Homelessness.  The number of families in emergency shelter has reached an all time high.  The Coalition commends the Patrick Administration and the Legislature for their efforts to address the back door problems underlying these increases related by providing affordable housing and other resources through the Interagency Council on Homelessness and Housing to help these households to resettle into new housing.  The more recent increases, however, are related to the expanding number of at-risk households falling into homelessness.  The Coalition urges EOHHS and DTA to invest in homelessness prevention initiatives targeted to the households most likely to end up in our shelter systems – those households that rely on DTA income and other supports.  The Coalition understands the desire for all state agencies to pick up their fair share of the state’s prevention efforts, however, DTA’s clientele because of their poverty, are most at risk of homelessness.  This fact places a special obligation on the Department to implement front door strategies to address this growing crisis.  Furthermore, given their limited incomes, DTA clients have difficulty qualifying for RAFT and other broad based homelessness prevention programs run by DHCD.

The Coalition specifically urges the Patrick Administration to support the following requests related to homelessness prevention in FY’10:

· Establish a Dedicated Line Item Within the Department of Transitional Assistance to Fund Prevention Programs.  In the past, prevention funding has been rolled into the Emergency Assistance Family Shelter Account.  As the number of families in shelter rise, the Department comes under increasing pressure to eliminate prevention programs in order to meet the demand for emergency shelter.  Establishing a separate prevention line item will ensure the continuation of these services when they are needed the most.  In addition, funding prevention services outside of the Emergency Assistance Line Item will allow prevention resources to be used to assist individual as well as family households.
· Establish an Early Intervention Program at the Department of Transitional Assistance (DTA) to Conduct Housing Stability Screenings with DTA Consumers and Provide At-Risk Households with Prevention/Stabilization Services Earlier in their Crisis.  DTA’s previous prevention efforts were only available to assist households late in their housing crisis, serving imminently homeless households.  This makes it harder and more costly to save tenancies.  This early intervention screening program will buy needed time for advocates to assist households with a range of strategies to stabilize their housing and lead to more cost effective interventions.

· Level Fund the First Stop Early Intervention, Homelessness Prevention Initiative at $500,000.  The Coalition’s First Stop Initiative places experienced advocates at neighborhood health centers to help consumers who are at risk of homelessness access a range of resources and services to stabilize their housing.  Placing housing advocates at community health centers allows for earlier identification of people experiencing housing and income problems and promotes earlier intervention before situations explode into full-blown crises.  In FY’08, nearly 60% of the households seen by First Stop were entitled to benefits that they were not receiving.  First Stop advocates successfully linked 64% of these households to resources that helped them to reduce their housing costs or increase their incomes.

We know that FY’10 is shaping up to be another tight budget year.  The Administration and Legislature will face many difficult choices.  We trust that despite these pressures, we can count on you to work to address the underlying causes of homelessness by improving critical income support programs for low income households and expanding prevention programs to help these households avoid homelessness altogether.

In addition to the requests listed above, the Coalition urges EOHHS and DTA to carefully monitor economic changes and their impact on the need for emergency shelter.  The numbers of families and individuals entering the shelter system has always fluctuated in response to a range of economic and political factors, including increasing unemployment, escalating housing costs and changes in federal and state programs.  The Coalition looks forward to the day when Massachusetts moves from a shelter-based system to a full-scale housing-based response, but that day will not be tomorrow or the next day.  We first must do the work to dramatically increase the supply of affordable housing, and strengthen our homelessness prevention efforts so that we can reach out to people before they fall into homelessness.  We must be very careful to not dismantle the safety net of shelter until the impact of our prevention and housing efforts is fully realized.  We urge the Patrick Administration to provide adequate funding for the state’s emergency shelter system to ensure that all families and individuals will be provided with a safe haven if they need one.
We thank you again for the opportunity to share our proposals for FY’10.  We look forward to working together with the Administration to make the dream of a society free of homelessness a reality.
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