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Reducing homelessness:
A  straight-forward recommendation

The Affordable Housing Gap
in Portland and Multnomah County

BY SUSAN EMMONS 
AND BOBBY WEINSTOCK 
C O N T R IB U T IN G  C O L U M N IS T S

a
fter declaring a Housing State of
Emergency, the  City of Portland has 
taken the  compassionate step of 

opening up a tem porary em ergency night 
shelter this w inter for hom eless women.
T he Jerom e Sears shelter near Multnomah 
Village gives hom eless women a safe place to 
sleep off the  streets. Couples can also stay at 
the shelter. Transition Projects did a great 
job quickly finding staff to operate the 
shelter. The she lte r is in a city-owned building 
and is expected to stay open for 6 m onths.

Em ergency shelter space for women is in 
sho rt supply. Around 100 women are sleeping 
in the  Jerom e Sears she lte r each n ig h t It is 
unknown what will happen to th e  women 
once th e  she lte r closes.

Em ergency she lte r is essential to  helping 
people survive especially during th e  harsh 
w inter m onths. T he severe affordable housing 
shortage (see attached chart) m akes the  
provision of em ergency she lte r a critical 
service. However, em ergency shelter in itself 
does not end hom elessness.

T he public is losing faith in th e  ability of 
our local governm ent and social service 
system  to  significantly reduce hom elessness. 
However, after 65 combined years of doing 
this work, we fervently believe hom elessness  
can be drastically reduced with the  proper 
tools and intervention.

W hat would it take to help as many of the  
hom eless women at the  Jerom e Sears shelter 
as possible to  obtain perm anent housing? 
T hree housing specialists could be hired to 
help th e  women find perm anent hom es. The 
housing specialists could also be provided 
with 100 housing vouchers for use by the  
women. T he vouchers could make it possible 
for these  very low income women to  find 
apartm ents they could afford in the  private 
m arket. T he vouchers could e ither be existing

federally-funded Section 8 vouchers or newly- 
created, locally-funded vouchers.

The combination of dedicated housing 
specialists and housing vouchers has been 
successful before in addressing hom elessness. 
The num ber of veterans who are hom eless 
has been drastically reduced with vouchers 
and social service support. Hom eless families 
with children are also being effectively helped 
to achieve housing stability with this 
combination of tools.

Past experience in relocating shelter 
residents also supports the  notion that the 
combination of housing specialists and rent- 
subsidized apartm ents will work. W hen the 
Recovery Inn hom eless she lte r on the  east 
end of the  B urnside Bridge closed in 1995, a 
similar approach was utilized to find hom es 
for the  residents. The single adults in the  
shelter were considered th e  m ost chronic and 
difficult to  house segm ent of th e  hom eless 
population Expectations for housing success 
were low. A team  of housing specialists was 
assem bled. Every residen t sleeping a t the 
Recovery Inn she lte r on a designated night 
was offered help to find housing. Housing 
specialists interviewed each willing shelter 
resident, identified th e  barrie rs to  housing 
and how to overcome them , generated 
housing options, and pursued th e  option 
chosen by th e  shelter resident. T hen, the  
housing specialist assisted w ith the  
application process, helped approved 
applicants with move-in costs and furnishings, 
and provided support as th e  formerly 
hom eless adults settled into th e ir new 
apartm ents.

Over half of the  70 shelter residents who 
accepted help were still successfully housed 
a t one-year follow-up. Of the  sh e lte r residents 
who were successful, 13 were placed into 
rent-subsidized apartm ents. Every one of the  
formerly hom eless individuals placed into a 
rent-subsidized apartm ent was still stably 
housed one year after the  Recovery Inn 
closed. This included individuals w ith m ental
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illness and/or substance abuse issues. The 
housing specialists believed if m ore rent- 
subsidized apartm ents had been available, 
m ore of the  shelter residents could have 
achieved long-term housing stability.

In 1995, ren ts were m uch lower, vacancies 
were m ore plentiful, and screening criteria 
were m ore lenient than in today’s rental 
m ark e t The tough’ conditions in the  curren t 
rental m arket for low income people 
necessitate  that housing specialists are 
provided w ith housing vouchers for each 
hom eless woman in the  Jerom e Sears shelter
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to secure a perm anent affordable apartm ent. 
Let’s provide the  proven effective

combination of housing specialists and 
housing vouchers to the  women a t the 
Jerom e Sears shelter and see w hat can be 
accomplished before the shelter closes. 
Housing placem ents and housing stability will 
be tracked over time. We think the  public will 
be amazed a t the  results.

Susan Emmons is the executive director and 
Bobby Weinstock the housing advocate for 
Northwest Pilot Project.
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Beyond Limitations-

5312 NE 148th Ave. 
Portland, OR 97230

Free career training for persons with disabilities 

in janitorial and building maintenance

Requirements: • Documented proof o f disability
......... .. • Proficiency in understanding and speaking

.................. • * ’ ’ \V.

• *  ..*• • Pass criminal background check
.........  • Püssdrugtest

D isabilities: Physical, mental health, intellectual,
developm ental, and learning

Questions ? Please Call: (503) 261-1266 
or (800) 874-7917 

email: careers@phcnw.com
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