The Consumer Advisory Council provides input to the Committee to End Homelessness on policy and strategic initiatives from the perspective of individuals who have experienced homelessness.  Members of the CAC include people who are currently or formerly homeless and who represent the broad interests of homeless people countywide.  The CAC held their first meeting on November 9, 2005, and were asked to respond to three main questions: 

· What is working well within the housing system in King County?  

· What is not working well?  

· How would you like to see things change? 

This Report out from the Consumer Advisory Council Inaugural Meeting of 11/9/05 consolidates the themes of the discussion, and was provided to the Governing Board, Interagency Council and Population Committees to share with them the concerns and recommendations expressed by consumers about our housing system in King County.  These working bodies will, as they progress in their workplans, strive to respond to these issues when developing policy and local strategies to implement our ten year plan to end homelessness.
Report out from the Consumer Advisory Council

Inaugural Meeting of 11/9/05

CEHKC staff met with the Consumer Advisory Council on November 9.  Members represent a broad range of experience with the homeless system and the needs of and issues facing homeless persons (a brief review of some of the “constituency groups” and /or issues that members alluded to included: single men, single women, single parents (female), youth, veterans, DV, criminal history, people of color, chemical dependency)  The CAC had a lively discussion of the barriers facing and needs of homeless persons, and asked that the following major points be communicated to the CEH committees to guide their work.

1. Recognize that the current system contains tremendous barriers to entry, many of which relate to lack of accurate information on available housing and services and support from case managers to help them access these services.  Many of the CAC members recounted personal experiences of simply being given lists and told to call around, only to find that these allegedly available resources turned out to be out-of-date phone numbers, discontinued programs, or (even more frustrating) programs that they applied for and waited patiently for only to discover three months into the process contained a qualification requirement that excluded the particular applicant from participation.  We need to examine ways of making sure information is up to date and increasing the usefulness and comprehensiveness of the information.   I would add my personal note that we should examine ways in which the information system may need to be modified to ensure that it is responsive to different cultural norms of the clients. 

2. A number of CAC members recounted examples of the inefficiencies of multiple and duplicative case managers.  The same person may be required to report to several case managers, and the same case managers may be duplicating their efforts in one area (such as food or employment) while leaving other needs unmet.  There is a great need to simplify the access to services.
3. Discharge planning is a critical missing element.  Several of the CAC members had become homeless following involvement with the criminal justice system, and it is clear that there is very little being done in the way of discharge planning.  In addition, there are clearly significant barriers to housing that are created by rigid rules disqualifying those with certain records (both market rate housing controlled by landlords and non-profit housing programs), and there was considerable support for more flexible systems.

4. The issue of flexibility came up with respect to a number of existing systems.  A significant number of CAC members emphasized both the importance of staff who really understand what is being faced by homeless persons and the need for staff and programs to be flexible to accommodate individual needs and situations. CAC members also reported that shelter length-of-stay rules don’t give people time to address barriers to housing because they have to spend all their time finding their next place to stay.
5. The members of the CAC emphasized that housing should be a basic right, and there is a current need for shelter, even as the long term need is for permanent housing.  Within the category of shelter, there need to be programs that accommodate the needs of those truly trying to get back into the general housing market.  Examples cited included the lack of shelter beds for those working a night shift (most shelters assume night rest rather than night work), and lack of hygiene facilities. 

6. In addition to issues existing in homelessness programs, the members of the CAC emphasized the issues created in the private market by landlord-based barriers to entry created around credit history and criminal justice involvement.  They urged either legislative or educational action to change the practices of private landlords.
7. Finally, the CAC members felt that preventing homelessness in the first place is a better, more compassionate and more cost-effective strategy than catching people after they’ve hit the bottom.

