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Thank you very much.  
 
It is a pleasure and an honor to be here, but also a bit of a puzzle.  What can I, as an American, say to you about 
how to best address homelessness?  After all, compared to your country, my county’s welfare system is more 
limited; we lack national health care and our public housing is a fraction of what is needed. Over half a million 
people are homeless on a given night in the US. Surely we have more homelessness, in total and per capita, 
than you or any European Country.  What can we have learned that can be useful to you?  
 
Well, even though the problem is much larger and more widespread, there are some things we have learned 
that I think can be applied here. Because, for the last seven years or so we have been doing some new things, 
taken new approaches, and after years of growing the problem is now, finally, going down.  We are making 
progress and from my visits here I think some of what we have learned applies. 
 
I have been working on homelessness since 1991.  For most of my career I was helping write grants, developing 
or funding programs, creating plans for new initiatives to create new programs or add services. As 
homelessness grew, more and more programs were created, more shelters and transitional housing were built, 
and more social services were added to these programs. But as our response grew, the problem grew as well. 
Every year there was more need. About 10 years ago I grew very disheartened - I became convinced that 
nothing would change and I started looking to change my career - it was too depressing to do this work and see 
no impact! 
 
But then, two things changed! The first was that we began to hear about a few communities they had really 
begun to do things differently. They saw how more shelters and more services weren’t making a difference. 
And someone thought to ask, What if we changed our approach, made housing the center of our effort? Since 
homelessness is primarily defined by being without a place to live, what if we made helping people get straight 
back into housing the main response to homelessness?  What if instead of isolating homeless people in 
separate places and trying to “fix” them there before we offer housing, what if we provided access to housing, 
and services when needed after people got housing?  This introduction of what we now call Housing First and 
Rapid Rehousing was a huge change.  
 
The first programs had to prove it could work. Would people stay housed if we did this? Would they pay rent? 
The research showed that people given access to housing, and services if they need it, had better outcomes 
than those who had to “earn it” first by becoming “ready” through services– that their rates of gaining and 
staying in housing were better, and they showed greater improvement in terms of other measures of well-
being. It turns out, it is much easier to make life change when you have a place to live. And it is also proven to 
save money. 
 
But it took years to go from a concept in a few places, to a well-tested model, to a widely understood best 
practice, to finally becoming national policy. Today, Housing First is the preferred model for programs 
addressing homelessness, required for new Federal funding. And States across the country, including my home 
state of California, with the largest population, have made a Housing First approach a requirement for all 
programs. 
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The second thing that happened was the creation of a national strategy that provide national guidance but also 
identified the critical role of local communities. Prior to that we had national funding streams that provided 
some funding to local homeless programs, but we did not have a national vision, and communities didn’t have a 
blueprint for how to get local programs to work together.  
 
In 2009 new legislation finally passed - the HEARTH act –Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition 
to Housing -, and with it came Opening Doors, the first ever national plan. This new Framework called for doing 
many things differently. It called for focusing on housing solutions. And it introduced the idea of performance 
measurement and accountability – communities and programs were now call upon to measure the outcomes 
of our efforts -- not by how many meals were served, how many shelter nights were provided, or how many 
counseling sessions were attended, but by how many people got into housing, how quickly they got there, and 
if they stay housed.  This was a big change – and hard at first.  Many people felt that these were things that we 
couldn’t control. How could we hold communities accountable for actually impacting homelessness, not just 
serving homeless people? Within the field, people resisted this new accountability. But when I talked to people 
outside of the work - my family and friends – they said “you mean it wasn’t always this way? Why??” 
 
This is where the key change came in. The new framework call for creating local systems approaches to 
addressing the issue in each community.  
 
In the US, like here, the responsibility for social services, housing, and benefits are spread across different 
agencies at different levels.  Housing is largely a local or City responsibility, while services are usually a County 
or State responsibility. Some programs have their own geographies which don’t line up with either of those 
things.  Veterans’ services, for example, are delivered in regions that don’t match Cities, Counties or States. 
 
The new framework called for local communities to change their approach. It called for us to “Transform 
homeless services to crisis response systems that prevent homelessness and rapidly return people who 
experience homelessness to stable housing.”  This little phrase has been transformational.   
 
What does it mean to have this local system approach?   
 
It means that all the resources in a community that are intended to address homelessness have to be aligned 
and working together. It also means that the role of each part of the system -- shelters, subsidies, services -- are 
clear and that we know what each program is contributing toward our overall goals of reducing homelessness.   
 
It means that our local agencies have to sit together to design the response.   
 
It also means that each local system must have clear pathway for how people in need get assistance – it isn’t up 
to each program to say who they will take, but for the community to set up “coordinated entry” – a joint 
method for how all programs are accessed and how assistance is given. 
 
It also means that where the housing or resources are inadequate, which is most places, that the resources are 
prioritized and they must be prioritized consistently across the community and in a way that ensure that the 
most vulnerable people will receive preference for housing and support, not be screened out. 
 
And it means that each local system measures the impact of its programs on the standard national criteria I 
mentioned earlier: do people get housed? How quickly? And do they fall back into homelessness? Each 
community holds a homeless count at least every other year, and most are moving to yearly. And each has a 
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Homeless Management Information System that can be used to coordinate support and track progress. Each 
year we can see how things have changed, or not, and we can correct course. 
 
Through the combination of a Housing First orientation, a national vision, and a systematic strategy at the local 
level, many communities have finally made impact on homelessness.  We’re a large country and the impact so 
far is a patchwork. Overall homelessness is down 14% since 2010. It is down even more for families, 23%, and 
65% for unsheltered families.  It’s down 47% for Veterans – populations that have been particularly targeted. 
But these decreases are actually made from of each local community reporting their results. Some communities 
are continuing to see rises in homelessness, but in many places they have made real progress. The State of 
Virginia, for example, has virtually ended homelessness for Veterans, reached the “functional zero” point that 
Ruth talked about, and has reduced family homelessness by 37% and all homelessness by 31% in the last six 
years. The City of Houston, before the latest Hurricane, had reduced homelessness by 60% through a system 
approach that prioritized assistance to the most vulnerable. That system approach is going to help them now 
too, as they try to ensure that the hurricane does not drive their numbers back up. 
 
In total, 33 states and the District of Columbia (D.C.) reported decreases in overall homelessness. The progress 
in communities that have successfully adopted and implemented these approaches is enough to drive down 
the national numbers, even while progress is not happening everywhere. I am doing work in the City of San 
Francisco right now – they have really just started this coordinated system design and already family 
homelessness if finally starting to go down.  
 
We now know that without a local system approach we cannot make an impact.  It isn’t all we need – there 
have to be good programs, targeted resources, strong housing first practices, and resources. But without a 
system approach, we can’t make real progress, or even know if progress was being made. 
 
Two and a half years ago I came here for the first time. I visited the City of Brno. There I met with stakeholders 
from NGO’s and local government who wanted to do something about family homelessness but weren’t sure 
what they could do – the families seemed so challenged, with social problems and with debt.  I also met with 
homeless families. In the hotel I visited, 11 families were living on one floor, with one shower and one small, 
partial kitchen. Sleeping rooms were small and crowded, and families had little privacy or space to keep food or 
belongings. The families I spoke with expressed a strong desire to have their own housing and a belief that they 
could make it.  After all, if they could survive under these circumstances, how much better could they and their 
children do in their own housing?  
 
A team in Brno worked together to design a pilot for families, helping them move out of these hotels and back 
into housing. And that housing costs less than for the hotel. 
 
To make this effort work takes a collaboration of different parts of the City.  The housing department, social 
agency, local NGOs, work together to make sure that the units are available, the housing allowances are paid, 
and the social services to support tenancy are provided. Brno also has set a vision – make homelessness rare, 
brief and non-recurring.   
 
During my visit this time, besides visiting Brno to hear about both the progress and the challenges, I have met 
with representatives of other communities here who would like to do something to address the problem.  I am 
encouraged by the interest in doing something. 
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Like us, I think you will need a mix of national and local strategies and approaches. A national increase in social 
housing targeted for this effort would have a huge impact. Potential changes in how indebtedness is handled 
could also be important. And incorporation of Housing First approaches and training. 
 
But you will also need your communities to come together to address their specific population – to learn about 
the magnitude of the problem, to assess what they have and to bring what is already working to the table and 
to change what could be more effective - to align the local resources and work together towards common 
goals. And to measure your outcomes consistently and share the results. 
 
Every community I work with across the United States starts by telling me that they are different: that what has 
worked in New Orleans or Cleveland cannot work for them! I see how similar the challenges they face are, but I 
also see how they are different in where they can start. The strategies are similar but the specific resources 
each have to bring, the people who need to come to the table, the experiences they can build from, are 
different. Each has to understand their own needs and set their goals, within a shared framework of effective 
strategies and a commitment to measure impact. 
 
My despair from 10 years ago has turned to optimism when I see what can be done, although my own country 
still has a long way to go.  We have not ended homelessness yet, and I think we are unlikely to end it 
completely until we have far greater housing resources, and better systems such as the health care you all 
enjoy here.  
 
Despite those challenges, though, I think that we will continue to improve our response to homelessness, doing 
a better job of preventing it, focusing on housing first for those who do become homeless, and reducing the 
numbers of people who call the street their home. We know now that even without the perfect conditions 
those things can make a significant impact, one that has the power to transform hundreds of thousands of 
lives. 
 
I hope that we will learn from you as well, as you develop your strategies and approaches and learn what works 
for you and how to work together to have the greatest impact.  
 
 I appreciate how welcome you have made me feel – I look forward to hearing from you throughout the day 
and in the future as you take on the important work of addressing, reducing and ending homelessness! 
 
 
 


