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Synopsis
 
Washtenaw County is fortunate to have a strong economic base that is bolstered by the presence of two major public universities –the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor and Eastern Michigan University in Ypsilanti.  Property values in these “college towns” remain high relative to median incomes, with affordable housing less and less available. As a result, the County is experiencing a growing number of people who are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless.  From a recent point in time survey (March 2004) of individuals and families who were without housing, we are able to estimate that more than 2,756 people are homeless each year, with 41 new people becoming homeless every week.  More than a quarter of these people are families with children.
 
While the issue is not considered a public mandate, the Washtenaw County Board of Commissioners voted to address what they considered “a growing threat to our entire community.”   Washtenaw County’s Administrator, Bob Guenzel, stated clearly the priorities of the Board in remarks at the opening of the newly constructed multi-service center and shelter for people who are homeless.
 
“We cannot and will not ignore people who are homeless in this County; we can and will have affordable housing, and the services needed to keep people in housing; we will never succeed in eliminating homelessness without genuine private and public collaboration.”
  
This case study will examine what it takes to mobilize the right players to create community impact on a specific issue.  We will look at the relationship building that was necessary -finding and eliminating the barriers to trust; assessing and improving the system of care and how it is funded; and finally, fundraising and engaging the private sector –and an entire community to become accountable for all of its members.  
Background

Over the years, Washtenaw County had taken an ad hoc approach to the problem of people without homes.  Three main shelters, underfunded and in poor repair, didn’t allow for adequate programming to make lasting change. They were operated by an association in crisis. Refusing to continue funding a dysfunctional shelter system, County government and the City of Ann Arbor offered to keep the shelters open for a fixed period of time as the two entities took control of the association, and created a process for radical change. 
 
Process
 
A “Mission Clarity” Group and two broad-based task forces were formed to assess the needs of the community around homelessness and affordable housing. Task force members included City, County and Township officials, representatives from local nonprofit agencies, the University of Michigan and Eastern Michigan University, the State of Michigan’s Family Independence Agency (formerly Social Services), community citizens and local business representatives that included realty and property managers. 
 
 
The three-phased plan that resulted from the task force(s) became a Resolution passed by the County Board of Commissioners in January of 2000.  Phase One was the expansion of emergency shelter for families (Alpha House, established March ’01); Phase Two was the consolidation of shelter and services for the homeless into a single setting (Delonis Center, established November ’03).  Phase Three, a plan to find, create or acquire affordable housing became the more comprehensive “Blueprint to End Homelessness in Washtenaw County.”  
 
 
After a summer of community presentations to various stakeholder groups, all of these ideas will be formally presented to the community in September of 2004, at “A Home for Everyone: A Blueprint to End Homelessness in Washtenaw County.” This forum will generate news of new collaborations that have been formed in this process.  It will help acknowledge years of work and system reforms, while it inaugurates the first concrete steps of the Blueprint. 
Innovation/Creativity

How did you unleash or encourage creativity in order to generate solutions:

Collaboration was the key to the success of the project.  Bringing aboard those with passion and connections to the community was vital.  The challenge of the County and City leaders was to form a community of interest around this issue which included providers, funders and citizens.  Once the community of interest was formed creativity and ability to problem solve was unleashed.
Again, with many non-profit agencies doing their best within a system that almost encouraged ad hoc response to need and competition for local, state and federal funding for similar services, one of the main impediments to the creative process was a lack of trust. Trust came with time spent together, better communication and a more outcome-oriented understanding for service delivery. 
Once trust was established and goals set for community outcomes, people were less hesitant to think and act creatively.  The Ann Arbor/Ypsilanti area is well-known for an energetic, even youthful culture and that was demonstrated in the straightforward and creative solutions found in all three Phases of this process.
What ideas or opportunities emerged during your creative process?

Phase 2, the siting, design and the construction of what came to be the Robert J. Delonis Center, turned out to be a model of hard won private-public partnership.  Also, a plan emerged to market the idea of ending homelessness by saying we can first cut homelessness in half, then in half again and again until we can end it completely.  This method was used by the main financial champion and it made the idea of an eventual end to homelessness become more plausible and comprehendible in the community.
 
Through the efforts of the Washtenaw Housing Alliance (WHA), a very responsive community supported the capital campaign to build the Center with a total of $8.7M - $2.25 million from Washtenaw County, $1 million from the City of Ann Arbor and $5.5 million in private donations. 
Opportunities for information exchange on everything from marketing to management to funding brought about four themes that drove the “Blueprint”

Prevention   Find ways and new processes to keep people in their existing housing.  
Housing with Services    Create more permanent, affordable housing with services. 
Reform the System of Care   Community resources had to be used more creatively and efficiently – across all sectors.  
Engage the Community   There is no hope for success without shared responsibility across the community.  . 
How did your concept stretch or improve the boundaries of ordinary governmental operations?
It seemed that any obstacles, and there were many throughout this ongoing process, became an opportunity for creativity.  When the last of these barriers to its present construction site were presented, the whole project was put in jeopardy.  
 
Representatives of the downtown Ann Arbor neighborhood where the four-story multi-service center was to be built, asserted that the non-profit organizations that would own and run the Center would not be able to sufficiently maintain the building and its surroundings.  The outcome was a joint operating agreement between the Washtenaw County government and the Washtenaw Housing Alliance, allowing the building to be maintained by the County’s Facilities Management Division - and a supervised crew of formerly homeless individuals.
 
The collaboration with the private sector, the County, and the Cities of Ann Arbor and Ypsilanti has worked to change the boundaries local government. The work on this issue set the stage for further collaborations between the cities and county.
Value Proposition

What customer needs and expectations were identified and fulfilled?

There were many customers throughout this process, but the needs of three main groups were foremost in setting goals:
         homeless families or individuals and/or people who were in danger of becoming homeless
         the providers of care for the homeless or those at risk of becoming homeless
         the citizens and community of Washtenaw county.
The three-phased plan, and the Blueprint to end Homelessness are addressing the needs of all three groups
 
With families making up 26% of the County’s homeless, and children making up 20% of the overall number, there is a demonstrable need for emergency family shelter in this County. Phase One of the process created Alpha House in March of 2001.  The site for the shelter was contributed by Saint Joseph Mercy Health System. And it is operated by the Interfaith Hospitality Network (IHN) of Washtenaw County.
 
Building the Robert J. Delonis Center (2003) in Phase Two helped to meet the needs of all three groups. Under one roof, people who are homeless are now able to access physical and mental health care;  food and shelter; support to end substance abuse and employment training and outreach. The consolidation of services helped the consumer of services (the homeless person) who no longer needs to walk miles to and from appointments, or even meals. The single site also has helped with referrals and accessibility for other human service agencies.  The creative ownership and management for the Delonis Center has helped assuage fears of possible problems with the Center in the local neighborhood.
 
Phase Three, embodied in The Blueprint to End Homelessness, continues to meet the needs of all three groups.  It offers concrete steps through prevention, more affordable housing with services, reform of the system of care and educating the public. It has created a less fragmented, more cohesive approach to providing care for homeless persons, as well as ways to help them become engaged, less dependent citizens.
The main customer needs were shelter for individuals and families, permanent facilities to provide meals, access to health care, addressing long term needs such as substance abuse recovery and employment training and opportunities.  A facility designed for the right purpose that would allow for programs and stable conditions.
Additionally customers have been confused or intimidated by the large number of agencies that provide services to the homeless.  Too many agencies were providing pieces with no central coordination.  The Washtenaw County Housing Coalition addressed this issue.  This coalition comprised of 10 agencies that serve the homeless population has brought together the pieces to present more wrap around service to homeless individuals.
The Blueprint to end Homelessness brought together providers and the community to agree on the principles, model and strategies in addressing this community wide issue.

How did your initiative improve access to your government?

Government officials –from the State’s Family Independence Agency, to Washtenaw County government and the cities of Ann Arbor and Ypsilanti– are deeply involved in this process.  By becoming aware of the access, or lack thereof, to services like mental or physical health care, substance abuse treatment and support, eviction prevention and landlord education and educational and employment options, government officials were able to see ways in which the system might be failing.
 
Through alignment and integration of services –with the non-profit agencies- people who offer the best services most economically are supported; other agencies then use their resources differently and better. 
 
By opening up the process to the public, and by including public engagement in the Blueprint, citizens began to better understand the important role they have in community government –if they but join in.
The project improved access to city, county and nonprofit services by consolidating the men, women’s and day shelter into a well operated facility. The facility offered space to accommodate services and make them accessible to a customer base that may not otherwise take advantage of the services. 
How has the health of your community improved as a result?

To end homelessness in the community would mean a quality of life change to the entire community not just for the more than 2500 homeless individuals each year.  The invitation that was sent out to community stakeholders for the September “A Home for Everyone: A Blueprint to End Homelessness,” included a quote form the late Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.: 
“We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”
Washtenaw County residents show a great deal of pride in the quality of life in their communities.  By tackling this issue, as a community, we become accountable for its members-all of its members.
  
Building Organizational Capacity

How did you remove the barriers to innovation?

The process of coming together to integrate and align service delivery, in itself, has helped to identify barriers to providing service. In 2003, the Human Services Collaborative Council (HSCC) created “Barrier Busters”.  35 human service agencies, including of the County’s departments, have on staff a designated “Barrier Buster.” This is a person who can cut through administrative barriers to resolve difficult situations when a consumer is in an unresolved “crisis” that presents immediate danger to their health and/or safety; when repeated, recent requests for services have gone unanswered or when a consumer’s request has bounced from agency to agency with no agency being accountable.
 
Again though, the biggest barrier to efficiency and effectiveness of service delivery is a lack of trust and cohesiveness among all agencies. This is an ongoing effort that is sustained only by action and follow-through on initiatives.
 
Management Philosophy and culture

What philosophy, literature, or body or research influenced your service delivery?

The three Phases of the Plan are built on a Housing First model that provides shelter first and during supportive treatment services.  This model is used in other parts of the country with great success.  The model has been a prominent piece of the Blueprint philosophy.
Integrated Processes

What business processes were used during the development of your concept?

Washtenaw County used a concept of Communities of Interest to establish the partners working together.  There are seven communities of interest or core focus areas in the county:  Housing and Homelessness, Children’s Wellbeing, Planning, Development and Environment, Records and Recordkeeping, Public Safety and Justice, Health and Support Services.  This is similar to creating a focus on Core Businesses.  The concept allows us to bring together internal employees and external partners and customers around issues.
Results/Real World Advice

If performance measures were used, indicate what they were within the category of qualitative, efficiency, effectiveness or workload?

Additionally customers have been confused or intimidated by the large number of agencies that provide services to the homeless.  Too many agencies were providing pieces with no central coordination.  The Washtenaw County Housing Coalition addressed this issue.  This coalition comprised of 10 agencies that serve the homeless population has brought together the pieces to present more wrap around service to homeless individuals.
The following measures are used to track outputs for the shelter.

The completed homeless shelter serves 300 meals a day, more than 100 people receive onsite health care every month, 8 groups meet every week for recovery support, and onsite employment services are offered 20 each week.

Additionally, The Blueprint will have measures that track the rates of homelessness and the effectiveness of the strategies. (These are still under development at this time)

What final lessons learned could you share with other local governments?

· Bring together people with a stake in the outcome, a passion for the community and an understanding of how business gets done to truly mobilize the community around a specific interest.

· Be prepared for the various reactions of the citizens by listening, listening, listening and then responding with vision, persistence and multiple voices from various sectors of the community.

· There will be many obstacles.  Plan for the potential obstacles, line up your resources to address them and use the collective strength of the whole community of interest to overcome them.

· Figure out who does what best (as described in Good to Great by Jim Collins) and then give them room to do it.

