Lincoln County Housing Summit 2005

Report to the Community
Housing Solutions for Lincoln County – Summit 2005  took place Thursday, October 6, at the Embarcadero Resort Hotel in Newport. More than 100 people, representing a variety of interests, spent the day discussing the entire spectrum of shelter needs in Lincoln County.

The summit was presented by the Lincoln County Housing Network, which includes representatives of many of the organizations involved in addressing short-term and long-term housing challenges. It had its genesis in a January meeting between Bill Hall, Lincoln County Commissioner, and Dr. Barton Boyer, Executive Director of the Community Development Corporation of Lincoln County.

The idea received an enthusiastic response when it was presented at the next meeting of the Housing Network. A steering committee was formed that included Commissioner Hall; Dr. Boyer; Debra Spoelstra of the CDC, who served as summit coordinator; Guy DiTorrice of the OSU Federal Credit Union; Tom Hatley of the Community Services Consortium; Gina Umble of the CSC’s Regional Housing Center; Sandy Post of Shangri-La Corporation; and Georgia Stone of the Housing Authority of Lincoln County.

The Steering Committee spent the next several months pulling the event together. Key determinations included the scope of the event, location and other logistical details, selection of local and outside speakers, registration and publicity.

One significant decision was to address the entire spectrum of housing needs, from emergency shelter to helping people achieve home ownership. To provide adequate opportunities to explore these areas, four breakout sessions were scheduled. The two morning sessions addressed Homelessness and Multi-Family/Subsidized Housing; the afternoon panels focused on Special Needs/Transitional Housing and Home Ownership.

Expenses associated with the summit were provided by the event’s principal sponsors: the Community Services Consortium; Lincoln County Board of Realtors; Lincoln County; Oregon State Housing and Community Services; and the OSU Federal Credit Union.

Two speakers agreed to address the summit during the opening morning session: Bob Repine, Director of Oregon Housing and Community Services; and Marian Hammond, Policy advisor to Governor Ted Kulongoski. Paul Carlson, Regional Coordinator of the U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness, accepted an invitation to be the luncheon speaker.

A concentrated publicity blitz about the event began in mid-August with news releases to local newspapers and radio stations, talks at Chamber of Commerce meetings, presentation to community groups and wide distribution of a flyer with details of the event and registration information. Registration was accepted via the website of the Community Development Corporation. A $10 fee was charged to help defray the cost of lunch and materials.

More than 100 people attended the daylong event. Participants included elected officials, bankers, developers, real estate agents, employees of government agencies and private non-profit groups, volunteers and board members, and several people currently or formerly experiencing homelessness.

Keynote Speakers

Keynoter Bob Repine, Director of Oregon Housing and Community Services, congratulated summit organizers and participants for their interest in addressing affordable housing. Meeting this need is an economic issue, he said, calling housing an engine that brings jobs and wealth.

Repine described this as a statewide challenge that will require the commitment of all partners, not just government. Repine noted that the state has financed construction of 10,000 to 15,000 rental units in the past five years and a similar number of home loans—but this represents just five percent of the total housing market.

Co-keynoter Marian Hammond, Adviser to Governor Kulongoski, told the group that housing is linked to a number of issues high on the governor’s priority list, including economic development, education and hunger. She announced that the governor’s third Hunger Summit will focus on housing.

Morning Break-out Sessions

The morning breakout sessions addressed Homelessness and Multi-Family/Subsidized Housing.

Bridget Dix, Executive Director of Samaritan House, a family shelter located in Newport, facilitated the panel on Homelessness. Panelists included Rebecca Cude of Samaritan House; Sentilla McKinley from the Lincoln County School District; Tracy Cummings of My Sister’s Place; and Paul Carlson of the U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness.

The session began with an overview of homeless populations in Lincoln County and the services currently available, putting a “face” on the issues of homeless families, children and single men and women against a backdrop of facts and statistical information for the Central Coast.

Small discussion groups then talked about four key topics:  political action, raising community awareness, emergency shelter, and administrative resource pooling/coordination among service organizations.

Some of the items to be followed up on from these discussion groups are:

1) Advocating for some changes in laws and/or administrative policies that contribute to the problem of homelessness.  Examples include updating the poverty scale determination methodology and changing benefits policies that are not flexible to meet individual situations and needs. According to the Oregon Center for Public Policy, the methodology for determining the poverty scale was created in the early 1960s from 1950s data and is based on the cost of a modest food basket, multiplied by the number of persons in the family. While that cost is adjusted annually for inflation, the formula does not take into account the greatly increased costs for other essentials such as housing, utilities, transportation and childcare.

2) Continued discussion and exploration of ways to cut administrative costs and improve program coordination among social service organizations.  This could include, co-locating several agencies in one facility, insurance pools, shared bookkeeping/accounting, shared information and a joint referral/intake service. Most of the private non-profit groups serving homeless populations in the county are in an ongoing struggle to achieve and maintain financial stability. Government funding sources are in decline, and the competition for private grants and donations is steadily increasing. Representatives of several of these groups see this approach as a potential means of maintaining and improving services while reducing expenses.

The concurrent morning session focused on Multi-Family Housing. It was facilitated by Bart Boyer of the Lincoln County Community Development Corporation. Other panelists were Vince Chiotti of Oregon Housing and Community Services and Debra Jones of the Housing Authority of Lincoln County.

A set of statistics were presented that detail the current availability of multi-family housing in the county and the need to expand that inventory:

* Over 40 percent of Lincoln County Renters pay more than 30% of their income for housing 

* Real wages have actually declined in Lincoln County since the late 1970’s while the cost of housing has continued to increase.

* There are approximately 900 units of subsidized multifamily housing in Lincoln County.  This is about 12 percent of all rental units

* There are 400 federal Section 8 vouchers in Lincoln County, with a waiting list of up to two years.  Over 1,300 low income households are currently waiting for housing

* The average income of households currently receiving assistance is $12,179.

* Resident Services provided to tenants of affordable multifamily housing are aimed at facilitating family self-sufficiency

* A wide variety of programs are provided to enhance self sufficiency skills including:  credit and budgeting; first time home buyer education; health and nutrition; community garden.  

* Financing:  There are numerous state and federal affordable housing financing programs.  The Oregon Department of Housing and Community Services combines a number of state and HUD programs in two Consolidated Funding Cycles annually.

* Successful subsidized multifamily projects have close partnerships among members of the local community, resident service providers and experiences housing developers

What are some of the solutions to meeting this need? The ideas discussed were:

* Availability of affordable buildable land is a major hurdle to building affordable housing.  Housing development organizations should solicit donations of land

* The land use process should be streamlined and zoning rules examined to make it easier to site affordable housing (mixed use, parking, setbacks, density).  System development charges could be amortized rather than being due up front.  Such changes would also make it easier for private developers to create more affordable housing

* Untapped resources:  Explore the availability of funding through HUD 202 program for the elderly and Rural Development, State Bond Program, as well as other resources

* Networking between landlords with available housing and the Housing Authority of Lincoln County

* Problem of high overhead of Tax Credit funding of projects dealt with through combining several small projects along the Coast

Noon Hour

At the beginning of the lunch hour, Richard Sherlock, representing local advocacy groups Progressive Options and Hope Rising, presented a petition to Bill Hall, Facilitator of the Summit. The petition bore the signatures of 47 members of the homeless community in Lincoln County. The signers asked the community to acknowledge their presence and their needs: “We are people without conventional shelter, and we have lived here long enough to have adapted to living by our own wits,” the document stated. “Many of us sleep in doorways or on doorsteps; more still retreat to the open woods and wooded private lands where we will be unnoticed.”

Luncheon speaker Paul H. Carlson, Regional Coordinator of the U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness, said the answer to chronic homelessness is simple, “its housing first.” Carlson said the usual model of requiring homeless people to address employment, mental health, substance abuse and other issues before they qualify for shelter hasn’t worked. The Interagency Council looked at existing approaches around the country and found “the national strategy has been to have homeless people jump through hoop after hoop and then, after maybe a year or so, they might be able to find an apartment.” Shifting to a “housing first” approach provides individuals with needed stability, he said, and it works: it’s increased the success rate in turning the lives of chronically homeless people from 15 percent to 85 percent.

"It turned out that getting stable housing provides the fundamental security these people need; a platform for recovery from alcohol, for treatment, for being able to hold down the job and stay sober," Carlson said. "All that won't happen if you are living on the street. They need permanent supportive housing, housing first, and then after that we can offer them drug treatment or mental health treatment. When they have a home they will take you up on your offer" of other kinds of assistance.

The key, Carlson indicated, is for social services and local government to work closely with bankers and developers and to provide incentives for the production and development of affordable housing. Affordable housing may be costly, he said, but "it is even more costly to leave them homeless and to have them show up in jail, or at the emergency room with a disease that could have been cured easily early on, or causing problems for law enforcement. You cannot arrest your way out of homelessness. It's less expensive to provide the housing."

Carlson told the group that more than 200 cities and counties across the country have adopted plans to end homelessness in ten years, and urged those attending the summit to pursue this goal.

Afternoon Break-out Sessions
The concurrent afternoon break-out sessions addressed Special Needs/Transitional Housing and Affordable Housing.

Speakers on the Special Needs/Transitional panel included representation from the state, county, and local provider levels. Vickie Skryha, Housing Development Coordinator of the State Office of Mental Health and Addiction Services represented the state level. Dan Aspiri, M.Ed., Clinic Coordinator of Lincoln County Mental Health represented the County. Betsy Morris, LCSW, Mental Health Program Manager with Shangri-La Corporation was the Facilitator of the session and represented a local provider. Theresa Wisner, Executive Director of My Sister’s Place, also represented local providers.

These were the key discussion points:

•
Populations served included people with developmental disabilities, women and children affected by domestic violence, people with mental illness and chemical dependence. It was reported that although services exist in this county for all of these populations, the demand far exceeds the supply.

•
Recently developed programs funded include the Yaquina Breeze apartments for individuals with mental illness who are able to live semi-independently; Lincoln County case management provides some services to tenants. Benton Place is a Residential Treatment Home for 5 adults with mental illness and is owned and operated by Shangri-La Corporation. A new privately owned RTH has opened to serve women with mental illness coming from Oregon State Hospital who are under the provisions set by the Psychiatric Security Review Board. New proposals are in the making for additional semi-independent living for consumers with mental illness.

•
Shangri-La Corp. provides housing for individuals with developmental disabilities with three group homes in Lincoln County. Sheltered employment and community employment are also components of services provided by Shangri-La.

•
My Sister’s Place provides temporary shelter and assistance for victims of domestic violence.

•
Although services are in place to meet needs of a small portion of these populations, funding continues to challenge providers to come up with concrete solutions both short and long- term, as well as differing levels of housing to meet the specific needs of these fragile and vulnerable populations.

•
Open discussion by audience participants, including providers, homeless persons and interested business persons provided valuable information which underscored the need for immediate assistance (such as tents for the homeless) and continued follow up to accomplish the unmet needs of our community. 

•
Overall, participants came away with a clearer view of the severity of need for safe and stable transitional housing in Lincoln County. Community involvement is paramount to success.

The Home Ownership Session was co-facilitated by Gina Umble, Housing Resource Coordinator for the Community Services Consortium Regional Housing Center and Guy DiTorrice, Lincoln County Regional Branch Manager for the OSU Federal Credit Union.

Voiced items of concern during the discussion included:

1.
Real estate is a “sellers’ market”

2.
Limited Real Estate inventory

3.
Lack of home-buyer education/knowledge

4.
Lack of development and lack of developable land

5.
Lack of full-time “family-wage” jobs

6.
Developer challenges/slow permit processes

7.
Lack of local housing advocacy

8.
Barriers to consumer education/support for education

9.
Property not in a condition/too old to qualify for state or federal programs

10.
No incentives/value attached to learning about or seeking out programs

Top discussion items and solutions were as follows:

1.
Lack of Housing Advocacy

-
Post-purchasing mentoring; at least one year of support for “at-risk” home-buyers who ask for a mentor.

-
Clearinghouse of available, appropriate and loan-qualified homes in Lincoln County.

-
Pre-screening process for potential buyers; sort of a case management to help address barriers.

 
-
Social service inter-agency communications.

 
-
Community education on benefits of local home ownership.

2.
Investors not maintaining older homes – won’t quality for programs

 
Community Services Consortium weatherization program.

 
HUD rehabilitation dollars available through CSC to purchase older home-rehab-sell at lower market value for low income; purchaser needs to put in 200 hours and beneficiary receives older home.

 
Leased State and Federal property with lowered development costs.

3.
Developer turnaround – limited permit process – system development charges

 
Allocated percentage of permits or SDCs to low-income housing purposes.

 
Fast-track permits.

 
Deferred or subordinated SDC liens repaid at property sale.

4.
Zoning/Other issues

 
Advocacy at City/County level.

 
Allow higher-density residential zones.

 
Consider trade-off improvements.

Advocate at State level for easier considerations/expansion of urban growth boundaries.

5.
Education on Home-Ownership

 
Better publicity with more information written in simple language.

 
Local classes.

 
Discuss and market tax credits.

 
Sponsored by community organizations, taught by sponsors.

 
Young people get too much credit before they’re ready.

 
Need early education to consumers.

 
Find relevant teachers, identifies with client’s background.

 
Ready for maintenance costs.

 
Experiential learning about finances.

 
Valley IDA’s and Youth IDA’s

 
Realtor education about homeowner products.

 
Junior achievement; entrepreneurial enterprises.

6.
Employer education

 
How can potential home-buyers find time?

 
Educate employers (mono y mono) to the benefits of education.

 
Better emotional state/performance of employee.

 
Creates opportunity for home ownership.

 
Drug-free workplace initiative provides infrastructure for credit education.

7.
Credit scores impact finances, housing and jobs

 
Education early – high school financial literacy; building credit history.

Check credit score at 18; some parents put utility bills, etc., in children’s name to ruin credit right away.

Poor credit can buy home. . .just pay higher rates.

Closing Session

Summit 2005 closed with an opportunity for group discussion and feedback. Each breakout session chair presented a summary and highlights of the discussion in their group. In this setting and in written evaluations, participants were strongly positive about the day’s activities. They praised the quality of the speakers and panelists, the diversity of the participants, and the opportunities for interaction and networking with others during both the breakout sessions and in more informal settings.

What’s Next

As of this writing (December 2005) the Summit Steering Committee continues to meet. Preparation of this report and production of edited video highlights of the day are among the initial projects. Some additional activities in the discussion and planning stages include:

1. A meeting of non-profit social service providers in follow-up to the discussion during the Homeless panel. The groups will explore opportunities for sharing resources and expanding their base of support.

2. Paul Carlson will return to Lincoln County in January 2006 for a meeting. County Commissioners, Mayors, City Council members, Planners and Planning Commission members are being invited. Mr. Carlson will provide a presentation and answer questions about a potential ten-year Lincoln County plan to end homelessness. The elected and appointed officials will also be invited to participate in a discussion of potential changes in zoning rules and development policies that could encourage development of more affordable housing.

3. The potential for strengthening the Housing Network is being explored. Currently the Lincoln County Community Development Corporation provides support for the Network. Steering Committee members believe a more formalized organization could devote additional resources to this ongoing work.

4. Future events are being discussed. Although subject to change, the current direction of the Steering Committee is to hold smaller meetings and events focused on specific aspects of shelter issues during 2006, with another Summit planned for 2007 to assess our progress and chart a future course.

In Conclusion

Steering Committee members have heard from leaders in other communities with an interest in replicating the Lincoln County summit. An event is being planned for 2006 in Tillamook County; the Community Services Consortium will facilitate a similar event in Albany to address shelter issues in Linn and Benton Counties. This is further evidence that meeting the need for shelter is a challenge for all Oregon communities.

Have the goals of the Summit been achieved?

The initial goals—raising community awareness of the issues, and increasing cooperation among service providers—the answer is an unqualified yes. We all agreed, however, that the Summit was not an end in itself, but a beginning. We are taking the first steps toward our next goal, translating that awareness and momentum into positive action. Whether we achieve our ultimate goal—safe, decent, affordable shelter for every resident of Lincoln County—depends on the continued efforts of not only those who participated in the Summit but the commitment of the Community as a whole. 

