Plan shifts from shelter
Homeless would get housing first, then assistance
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They are men and women, single and married, parents, children, employed, unemployed, veterans, domestic violence survivors. Some are physically or mentally ill.
They are the homeless who live in Washtenaw County, and they are showing up on someone's doorstep at the rate of 40 or 50 a week.
The Washtenaw Housing Alliance, a coalition of the social service agencies that work most closely with the homeless, has a 10-year plan - a "Blueprint to End Homelessness."
WHA is holding a forum Tuesday for community leaders, funders and potential partners about what the group has done, is doing and must do next.
The plan marks a paradigm shift in how homelessness is being addressed here. It shifts emphasis from emergency shelter and food, to permanent housing with supportive services that provide access to job training, education, child care, transportation, counseling, legal assistance, and treatment for substance abuse and mental illness.
It's called "Housing First," and it's one of the tools in the WHA toolbox, says to Alliance executive director Chuck Kieffer. If nothing else, he said, it's cost effective.
Kieffer, former homeless programs and policy administrator for the Michigan State Housing Development Authority, cites homelessness studies in cities across the country.
In every case, he said, cities saw significant drops in emergency medical and police, jail and court costs when homeless residents got housing and support services.
But, said Kieffer, "the story that needs to be told isn't so much a story of the numbers ... as about what we as a community are doing that makes a difference in actually creating housing solutions."
Carole McCabe, director of tenant programs at Avalon Housing, has been doing that for 15 years. For her, it's simple.
"Supportive housing is the key to ending homelessness," she said.
"Housing is a basic human right, and if you don't have it, you can't work on the other challenges people face," she said.
Gary Bell, executive director of SOS Community Services, was in the unique position this year of selling the agency's family shelter, several houses in Ypsilanti known collectively as Prospect Place, to raise money to support families in five scattered, semipermanent apartments. 
The agency also has 16 families in a two-year stabilization program and is working on placing 27 families in permanent, supported housing.
"The trick of this is to understand that traditional sheltering perpetuates homelessness," Bell said.
"While people are in shelters, they are still experiencing the uncertainty of homelessness, and an inability to make decisions about their own lives. People with stable housing are much more able to address the other issues in their lives that caused the housing instability in the first place."
Besides Housing First, the tools in the WHA toolbox include a single funding pot for most local housing programs, in place of what was a highly competitive arena. WHA members and board of directors decide how the money should be used and then - this is the tough part - by whom.
As WHA continues to add housing for the homeless, with about 166 units either available or on the boards, Kieffer said "we are feeling like we actually can get this job done."
