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Plan to Address the Family Shelter Crisis of 2014 

 
A working group of the Strategic Planning Committee of the Interagency Council on Homelessness – 
including advocates, providers, and government representatives – met to develop a shared strategy and 
language to address the unprecedented number of families currently at DC General and motels.  This 
document reflects the best thinking and consensus of the group. We hope it will be used as a reference 
document to continue a community conversation and build further consensus about the most effective way 
to help families exit homelessness. Note that cost estimates in this plan are based on estimates from 
advocates and providers. A gap analysis still needs to be done to identify the estimated cost minus the 
resources that are already in the budget. 
 
Overview: Goal for the System 

 

The community has been working towards a transformed system for families experiencing homelessness 
that:  

a. Prevents homelessness and increases housing stability for very low-income families through a 
TANF unified case plan and increased availability of housing assistance expertise and resources 
throughout the TANF delivery system. 

b. Prevents and diverts families at imminent risk of homelessness through mediation and emergency 
assistance through the Virginia Williams Family Resource Center, including targeting Emergency 
Rental Assistance Program (ERAP) resources to those who would otherwise become homeless 
using a predictive model. 

c. Uses a uniform assessment (F-SPDAT) across the family homeless services system to ensure 
families get the appropriate level of assistance to end their homeless episode and that the system is 
informed by consistent data. 

d. Assesses and identifies the appropriate housing plan and resources for families placed in emergency 
shelter within two weeks of placement, with the goal of exiting within 30 days of placement. 
Housing options may include returning to live with a family member or friend, one-time assistance, 
rapid re-housing (RRH), transitional housing, affordable housing, permanent supportive housing 
(PSH), and any other affordable housing resource available. 

e. Assures that the range of resources and options are available year-round to address homelessness 
when it happens and to prevent the need for more costly interventions and services for families who 
have protracted episodes of homelessness. 

f. Provides training and technical assistance for staff across the homeless family system in order 
to provide a high-quality unified framework to supporting families at risk of or experiencing 
homelessness and which is informed by data and provider and customer experience. 

 
It was agreed that the plan to address the current crisis in family shelter should support the continued 
development of this new system. 
 
Short-term Steps To Address Urgency of Situation 

  
1. Identify affordable apartments in a more timely manner for families experiencing homelessness. 

a. Increase resources for staff to identify more affordable housing options and lower-income market-
rate housing (for both RRH and PSH).   

b. Develop strategies to identify more landlords, including communicating with landlords currently 
working within the homelessness assistance system, and engaging new landlords to bring more 
units into the system.   
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c. Consider one-time incentives for landlords as a means to secure more units, quickly.  Do not offer 
incentives like a higher monthly rent payment which will leave families with a higher burden upon 
program exit and will artificially inflate area rents. 

d. Expand capacity to inspect housing units and bring them on-line more quickly by adding more 
housing inspectors at TCP or utilizing inspectors employed by providers. 
 

Total Approximate Cost: $323,000  
 
2. Make funds available to assist families in exiting homelessness, including prevention, one-time 

assistance, rapid rehousing, and PSH. (Note: Percentages below are based on scores from more than 
500 families assessed in 2013 using F-SPDAT.) 
a. ERAP assistance to finance one-time assistance slots for families needing only security deposit, 

first month’s rent, and assistance identifying units (approximately 10% of family homeless 
population). 

b. Rapid rehousing assistance for between 4 months and 12 months, for those families needing short- 
to medium-term financial assistance, as well as help identifying a long-term affordable unit, 
services related to housing stability, and employment services to find a job and/or increase income 
(up to 80% of family homeless population). 

c. Additional PSH assistance (permanent subsidies and permanent supportive services) for those 
families experiencing homelessness who are the most vulnerable, are disabled, and have not been 
able to succeed with other, lighter interventions (approximately 10% of family homeless 
population). 

d. Assess families in transitional housing and move families into the appropriate housing option, 
including PSH, backfilling the transitional units with families from DC General and motels. 

e. Backfill PSHP, RRH, and transitional housing units as they become available from the DC General 
and motel families. 
 

Total approximate cost:  $28,100,000. Note: Estimate based on 1,000 families.  For comparison, cost for 
1,000 families in motels or shelter for twelve months at $150/night is $54,750,000.   
 
3. Build infrastructure to implement system change. 

a. All families entering shelter or hotel should be assessed using F-SPDAT within 2 weeks. Once 
assessments are completed, families get matched with a provider and housing assistance in third 
week of stay at DC General or motels. Set new standard that no family should be at DC General or 
other shelter for more than 60 days, and most should be housed within 30. 

b. Ensure that all families, once housed, have access to employment services. 
c. Hire approximately three additional staff to provide oversight of the family system, manage the 

rapid rehousing program, and ensure proper tracking and monitoring.  
d. Ongoing training for staff on progressive engagement which is the philosophy of providing the 

minimum amount of assistance necessary to families in order to serve more families; increase 
services and assistance only as proven necessary. 

 
Total approximate cost: $350,000 
 
Implementation Next Steps – a Family Crisis Response Committee  

• Structure - Under the purview of the ICH Operations and Logistics Committee with representatives 
from DHS, The Community Partnership, family providers, and advocates. 

• Focus on families in DC General and motels, looking at: 
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o Housing Exit Tracking Tool (which has already been developed and identifies the status of each 
family and who is responsible for taking a lead at each step of the process) -  Discuss what is 
working and not working and track number of exits per week. Goal has been 60 exits per 
month. Need to increase significantly to have families move before the end of hypothermia 
season. 

o Housing Inventory – Develop a larger inventory, streamline the process, ensure timely 
inspections. 

o Rapid Rehousing Work Group – Look at training for providers, management of the program, 
establishing standards, developing outcome measurements, monitoring quality. 

•  Communications/ Operations Oversight 
o Daily call for priority setting and updates 
o Weekly meetings and reports 
o Troubleshoot delays in implementation with authority and direct access to Director David Berns 

for decisions or if there are roadblocks. 
o Report back to the community at least monthly. 

 
Medium-Term Steps 

There was agreement on the following system issues that need to be addressed in the medium-term (six to 

nine months) in order to prevent a similar situation in the future.   There was not agreement on what the 

plan should be for each one, though, so there needs to be further research on best practices, and a 

community conversation through the Interagency Council on Homelessness to reach consensus. 

1.  Provide a greater emphasis on prevention and diversion, including looking at how to make ERAP 

more effective.  There was not agreement at this time on how ERAP should be changed. 

2. Have a community conversation about how best to use Local Rent Supplement Program (LRSP) 

funds and other affordable housing subsidies in light of the huge need for affordable housing in the 

city for many different populations. It was agreed that LRSP funds should not be tied directly to 

families living in DC General or motels, as it may be unintentionally incentivizing families to enter 

shelter.  However, people felt that LRSP and other affordable housing supports should be available 

and should indirectly help families who struggle simply with affordability. 

3. Look at how to make services available year-round to families who experience homelessness.  

There was not agreement on how to achieve that goal but ideas included ways to provide more 

prevention and diversion as well a focus on system flow.  

4. Develop strategies to address the needs of youth-headed households, including timing, type, and 

amount of housing and social service supports. 

Long-Term Steps 

There was consensus that the unprecedented number of families in shelter is a result of the larger 

challenges of poverty and the shortage of affordable housing in the District, and that the problem cannot be 

solved by the Department of Human Services alone.  Other agencies within the District government must 

be involved in addressing issues such as affordable housing, employment and training, education, 

coordination between agencies, and supports for low-income families. 
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Appendix 1 – Details for Cost Analysis 

Shelter versus Housing Options  

Note: This analysis does not take into account the funds already budgeted for in DHS or other budgets. 

With that information, it would be possible to determine the gap in funding. These numbers assume a 

12 month period for 1,000 families, crossing District fiscal years. 

Assumptions       

Number of families in motels and DC 

General by April 1 1,000    

% assessing for one time assistance 10% 100   

% assessing for rapid rehousing 80% 800   

% assessing for PSH 10% 100   

        

BUDGET FOR SHORT-TERM PLAN       

1. Find more affordable apartments.       

    Housing Specialists  $            165,000  Estimate for 3 FTEs. 

    Benefits  $              33,000    

    Funds for inspections  $            125,000  $125 per unit. 

    Subtotal  $            323,000    

2. Housing subsidies and support 

services     

     ERAP for one-time assistance  $            500,000  

Assumes $5,000 for one time 

assistance.   

      Rapid Re-housing  $      24,000,000  

Assumes $2,500 per month for 12 

months. New families added as 

families rotate off. 

     Permanent supportive housing  $        3,600,000  

Assumes $3,000 per month. Multi-

year commitment.   

    Subtotal   $      28,100,000    

3. Build staff Infrastructure      

    3 FTEs  plus training  $            350,000   Estimate 

Total  $      28,773,000    

    

VERSUS    

    

Cost for Families to stay in Shelter  $      54,750,000  

1000 families in shelter for 365 days 

per year at $150/day 

 

 


