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Making the Invisible, Visible

Understanding the Tent Cities

Thanks to the Providence Journal, and other media outlets in our state, there has been extensive coverage of the plight of the homeless, specifically in terms of the tent cities that have emerged in the City of Providence. Clearly, the visibility of a collection homeless Rhode Islanders raises the profile on the issue of homeless in our Capital city and within the state as a whole. For that we thank those who are homeless and chose to come together in their homelessness to make what is too often invisible, visible. 
Sixty individuals that are, on average, scattered throughout Providence and the surrounding cities are not visible, hence, less notice in taken by the media, public, or decision-makers in Rhode Island. Sixty homeless individuals congregating in the same spot becomes visible, and consequently becomes a story. The question is; what do we take from the situation? What can we do about it? What can we learn from it?

First, it is important to understand that the tent cities are not the problem. They are an accommodation for the lack of affordable housing in our state. People are homeless in Rhode Island because they lack the income to afford housing or their income in inadequate to meet the cost of available housing stock. While much of the focus has been on the 60+ homeless residents of the two tent cities, it is important to remember that statewide we had 6,437 men, women, and children that entered a Rhode Island shelter during 2007-2008. Equally troubling is that there have been significant increases in the number of homeless persons in Rhode Island over the last eighteen years. According to the annual Emergency Food and Shelter Board Report, from 1998 to 2006, the number of individuals staying in Rhode Island shelters increased from 3,911 to 6,889, of which only 10% are chronically or long-term homeless. The remaining 90% are economically insecure and episodically homeless, but run the risk of falling into the more acute category the longer they remain homeless. Currently, we are experiencing the highest numbers of homeless in our state’s history, and the trend over the past 18 months has only been upward among single adults, adults in families, and children, even though in the summer months we traditionally experience fewer people accessing the system. 
Therefore, we were thrilled that advocacy efforts were beginning to pay off when in 2007 and early 2008 the Emergency Food and Shelter Board Report showed some success in reducing the number of individuals experiencing homelessness. That reduction can be attributed to the success of state programs such as the Neighborhood Opportunities Program, the Housing First Rhode Island project, Rhode Island Housing’s RoadHome Program and the continued perseverance of our members to provide supportive housing to homeless people. Unfortunately, the positive trend was short lived as the economic and foreclosure crises hit Rhode Island and we found ourselves experiencing shelter use that rose 43% from February 2008 to February 2009. 

So, how do we get back on the right track of decreasing the number of homeless in our state? This is the good news is we know the solution – we have a proven programs that work, result in better outcomes for constituents, and is more cost effective than the costs of night-to-night shelter. The answer is supportive housing which is a successful, cost-effective combination of affordable housing with services that help people live more stable, productive lives. Supportive housing works well for people who face the most complex challenges—individuals and families who are not only homeless, but who also have very low incomes and serious, persistent issues that often include serious trauma histories, substance addiction, mental illness, and HIV/AIDS.

The supportive housing program which has been wildly successful in Rhode Island is the “Housing First” program which is operated by Riverwood Mental Health Services. The program began in 2005 when the organization, in collaboration with the Mental Health Association of RI, received grants from the RI State General Assembly and the United Way to pilot a Housing First program for the chronic homeless.

Housing First and other supportive housing programs are a nationally accepted approach to housing the homeless and provide quick access to permanent housing and supportive services to maintain housing. Although the average time spent homeless by the clients that entered the Housing First program was 7.6 years, the program has a 90% retention success rate. Rhode Island’s success rate is higher than the national average of 80% to 85% for Housing First models. Conversely, the traditional models of moving individuals from night-tonight shelter to transitional housing to permanent housing show 20% to 40% success and retention rates on average. 

In Rhode Island, the rapid access to housing afforded by Housing First has started to alleviate the growing problem of clients languishing in the shelter system. In 2007, 17% of those homeless in Rhode Island (1,124) had been homeless one year or more compared to 8% (336) in 2001. An independent analysis of Rhode Island’s Housing First project determined that each client used an average of $23,671 less in public services compared to the previous year spent homeless. Even when the cost of the program and the housing subsidy is factored in, there is still a savings of $7,946 per person. And, while the financial outcomes are remarkable, the individual stories of success are more inspiring.  

We clearly have an established need that has been worsened by the economic situation in which we find ourselves. Now, we have a proven solution and all that is missing is the political will to bring the programs that provide supportive housing to scale. And that day will come when - and only when - the citizens of Rhode Island join with us to demand no less.









