24 February 2003

Dear Members of Minnesota’s Congressional and Senate Delegation:

On behalf of the Minnesota Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) Implementation Group, we call on Congress to provide new and sufficient funds for HUD to meet its homelessness analysis obligations under the 2001 HUD Appropriations.

As part of the 2001 HUD Appropriation, Congress directed HUD on the need for data and analysis on the extent of homelessness and the effectiveness of the McKinney/Vento Act Programs.  The Congressional mandate states that by within three years HUD must analyze jurisdictional level data.  Information must include:  1) developing unduplicated counts of clients served at the local level; 2) analyzing patterns of use of people entering and exiting the homeless assistance system; and 3) evaluating the effectiveness of these systems.

In order to meet this mandate, HUD has required local/regional homelessness planning and response groups (i.e. Continuum of Cares or CoCs) to have an HMIS in place by September 2004 in order to receive McKinney/Vento funding.  HMIS are computerized data collection tools specifically designed to capture client level system-wide information on the characteristics and service needs of people experiencing homelessness.  In practice, HMIS are internet-based data-management tools that can greatly enhance client case management and improve the “continuum of care” concept both by linking families with the housing and services they need, and by providing the type of aggregated data that planners and policy makers need to more effectively address the homelessness crisis.

In Minnesota, several State agencies have partnered with the thirteen CoCs and statewide advocacy organizations to develop an HMIS system that meets HUD’s requirements while respecting the privacy rights of people experiencing homelessness.  While we recognize the incredible potential for a fully and wisely implemented HMIS, insufficient funding will result in drastically reduced services to people experiencing homelessness and hamper HUD in meeting the Congressional mandate:

1. Congress provided HUD with no additional dollars implement HMIS systems.  Instead, implementation and operation of an HMIS have been made eligible uses existing Supportive Housing Program funds.  We want to be very clear; this is an unfunded mandate that will result in reduced services.

2. Supportive Housing Program funds are already in short supply as the renewal of current supportive housing programs accounts for much of the funding HUD provides to local CoCs.

3. In Minnesota, a fully-implemented HMIS would cost roughly $300,000 per year.

4. In addition, service providers will need to have the technology on line to utilize the system.  This will place further burden on operations’ costs for agencies.  Furthermore, internet connectivity issues may make the system difficult in rural areas or in agencies with obsolete technology without additional funding.

Homelessness service providers are already facing severe cut-backs:  loss of state funds, threatened reduced funding from the federal level, diminished resources from private foundations and individual contributors.  Existing funds must be optimized to provide needed services to clients.

We urge you to make new funding available for the development, implementation, and operation of HMIS as

a part of 2004 HUD Appropriations.

Sincerely,
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Jan Delage, Tri-Valley Opportunity Council, Inc.

Northwest Minnesota CoC Representative
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