
Great Goal, No Follow-Through
Martha R. Burt

The nonpartisan Urban Institute publishes studies, reports,
and books on timely topics worthy of public consideration.
The views expressed are those of the authors and should
not be attributed to the Urban Institute, its trustees, or its
funders.

Hard work by many has created a draft plan now circulating for public review and comment--"Homeless No
More: A Strategy for Ending Homelessness in Washington, D.C. by 2014." Action steps have also been
articulated and implementation will begin once the plan is accepted.

The challenge for the District will be follow-through. In recent research for HUD, my colleagues and I
reviewed strategies to end chronic homelessness. I am currently reviewing strategies for preventing
homelessness. From both analyses, two key factors emerge as crucial in whether communities make progress
on these goals: a clear vision of where they want to go and sustained leadership. The toughest nut is the
second.

This is not the first time the D.C. mayor's office has called meetings to address homelessness. The years have
seen plenty of start-and-stop, plan-and-drop activity. At different times these plans have called for homeless
coordinators, cross-agency homeless budgets, and commitments to develop housing with supportive services.
So the question is whether this time is any different. Indeed, what signs might indicate that it is? 

First, to work, the plan would have to receive the Mayor's ringing endorsement. Second, it would have to
receive strong support from funding agencies that control capital resources, not just those that do services.
Local capital to develop the plan's 6,000+ units of affordable housing is essential to success. Relying on the
federal government for resources to make the plan work is unwise right now since this administration has not
been active in creating affordable housing.

Third, someone must be in charge with cross-agency authority, staying power, and the requisite time needed
to assure that the plan's many action steps are taken expeditiously. Levels of interagency cooperation and
collaboration previously unknown in the District, at least vis-à-vis homelessness, are essential.

Fourth, a system of prevention needs careful thought and consistent action throughout its parts so people can
get the resources they need but no more and so they don't come to different agencies for the same kind of
help. Neighborhood support centers are a good idea if they are adequately funded and if their strategies
emphasize personal responsibility and if sufficient housing resources exist and if shelter becomes a relatively
unattractive option and not a way to jump the queue to a housing subsidy or other benefits.

Fifth, every component of the system would benefit from outcome-based contracting. Providers should be held
accountable for their results (e.g., moved 4 families of difficulty-level 3 to housing per month), not for their
efforts (e.g., held four counseling sessions with families).

Big ifs all, but if the District can make good on these five fronts and avoid yet another false start, this new
plan to end homelessness could actually work.
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