COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS

THE GENERAL COURT

STATE HOUSE. BOSTON 02133-1053

February 26, 2009

Commissioner Julia Kehoe

Massachusetts Department of Transitional Assistance
600 Washington Street

Boston, MA 02111

Dear Commissioner Kehoe:

We are writing to ask you to protect some of the most vulnerable members of our society -
homeless children and families - by withdrawing the proposed regulatory changes to the
emergency shelter eligibility requirements.

Without access to emergency shelter, these families will have no safe place to go. At a time
when more and more families are in desperate need of help, these regulation changes
would force hundreds of families - many with young children - onto the streets. Many of
these children may have to enter state custody as a result - separating families needlessly,
causing greater trauma to the children and greater expense for the state over time.

We believe that we should be supporting - not punishing - families making an effort to pull
their lives together. Many of these regulation changes are punitive and counterproductive
to our goals of promoting financial stability -- including safe, affordable housing -- for low-
income families.

For example, one proposed regulatory change would reduce the period that families who
go over the income limit can stay in shelter while trying to find housing from six months to
only three months. Given the current economy and the lack of housing subsidies, three
months may not be enough time for all of these families to find safe, permanent housing -
which creates a disincentive for families to take jobs where they would earn just above the
income limit. With these changes we would essentially be pulling the rug right out from
families just as they start to get on their feet.

Another proposed regulatory change would deny access to shelter to families who have
been evicted from, or who have abandoned without “good cause,” public or subsidized
housing in the past three years. Many families are evicted from subsidized housing due to
issues beyond their control, including situations related to domestic violence, limited
English proficiency, or conduct by someone who is no longer part of the household seeking



shelter. Emergency shelter is designed to be a last resort for families in trouble - and these
regulations would deny families the help they need in their most desperate times.

We support the administration’s “Housing First” approach to ending homelessness in our
state, and believe that it will lead to a reduction in the number of families needing
emergency shelter support in the first place. These proposed regulations contradict the
recommendations of the Commission to End Homelessness. They do not take into account
the changes that will occur with the implementation of the re-procured shelter system and
the new Regional Coordinating Entities.

The state is facing a serious financial crisis, and we understand that these changes were
proposed in an effort to make up a projected budget deficit. Your administration has
claimed these changes would save approximately $500,000 this year and $11 million next
year. However, the short-term “savings” that might be realized in these specific line items
will cost the state more overall, when you consider the extra costs the state will incur when
more families are forced onto the streets. This is a classic example of the silos in
government that this Administration has committed to ending. How are you planning to
account for cost increases to emergency health services, or the additional strains this will
put on police and child protective services? How do you measure the value lost to the state
when families find it tougher to get a job or children drop out of school because they are
homeless?

We encourage you to look at the funding our state is expected to receive from the Federal
Economic Recovery and Reinvestment Act, including emergency TANF funds and
Emergency Sheiter Grant funds that are specifically intended to help the state meet the
costs of serving more low-income families in need and housing homeless families. These
funds could be used to cover the shelter deficit and avoid harm to children experiencing
homelessness.

Thank you for your time and attention to this critical matter.
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