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This year, more Massachusetts children and families than ever are experiencing homelessness. As the Commonwealth 
and the nation struggle to emerge from the current economic crisis, tens of thousands of extremely low-income families 
with children have found themselves in a housing crisis and in need of emergency shelter and services. Fortunately, 
thousands of these families have been able to access Emergency Assistance (EA), the state’s primary safety net program 
for families experiencing, and at imminent risk of experiencing, homelessness. The EA program (line item 7004-0101) 
provides not only critical emergency shelter  to families who have nowhere else to go, but also homelessness 
prevention resources  so families can avoid having to enter shelter, rapid re-housing resources  so families can exit 
shelter as quickly as possible, and stabilization resources  so families can successfully maintain their new housing after 
exiting shelter.  

At the start of fiscal year 2010 (FY’10), administration of the EA program was transferred to the Department of Housing 
and Community Development (DHCD), the state’s housing agency, from the Department of Transitional Assistance 
(DTA), the state’s welfare agency. While this transition/program transformation still is ongoing and many of the anticipated 
fruits of this transfer have yet to be realized, the Legislature can ensure that DHCD will be better poised to bring housing 
solutions to bear on this crisis of family homelessness as the state enters fiscal year 2011 (FY’11).  

In order to keep Massachusetts moving forward towar ds the goals of reducing and ending homelessness, w e ask 
the Legislature to both maintain existing EA resour ces and protections for families and to introduce n ew 
resources and protections through the state budget process. Specifically, we ask the Legislature to include line item 
language and funding in the final FY‘11 budget, both within the EA line item and beyond, that will: 

1. Protect families from unnecessary eligibility and b enefits restrictions by adequately funding the prog ram at at 
least $133.5 million and requiring that DHCD give t he Legislature adequate advanced notice in the face  of an 
anticipated budget deficit.  In FY’10, DHCD anticipates spending $151.7 million on the EA program, yet both the 
Governor and the House would fund the program at approximately $113 million in FY’11. While DHCD anticipates 
some savings in FY’11 due to increased prevention efforts and expedited housing placements, the program will need 
at least $133.5 million in FY’11 if DHCD is to avoid eligibility changes. Recognizing the danger of low funding, the 
House version of the budget includes language that would require DHCD to notify the Legislature at least 90 days 
before the anticipated implementation of restrictions, so as to allow the Legislature time to act to provide a 
supplemental appropriation or take alternative actions to protect families. The House language also would not allow 
DHCD to give this notice in FY’11 before December 5, 2010, so that the time does not expire while the Legislature is 
out of session from August 2010 until January 5, 2011. 

2. Authorize DHCD to use EA resources from line item 7 004-0101 for the provision of short-term assistance , 
such as rental arrearage payments to prevent homele ssness, and temporary subsidies that bridge familie s to 
permanent housing.  (This language currently is found in the House version of the FY’11 budget). While DHCD has 
built upon DTA’s Toolbox Program to provide short-term subsidies to families in shelter, DHCD should provide deeper 
and longer term subsidies to better match families’ housing needs. 



3. Expand DHCD’s tracking and reporting requirements t o include outcomes over 18 months for families who 
have exited/ are exiting shelter with temporary sub sidies or other short-term assistance.  (This language 
currently is found in the House version of the FY’11 budget). Through data collection and analysis, DHCD and the 
state will be better poised to understand the strengths and limitations of using short-term subsidies and other short-
term assistance to address family homelessness. With such data, the Legislature and Administration can take action 
to replicate successes and address any problems with the model moving forward. 

4. Encourage DHCD to provide assistance to families ea rlier in their housing crisis.  Currently, DHCD works with 
community partners to do some “diversion” work at local offices, but these EA resources are only provided to families 
at the most imminent risk of homelessness. Other families who would otherwise be in need of entering shelter very 
soon (for example, within the next 30 days) are sent to search for assistance within a maze of government agencies 
and nonprofit organizations. We recommend that DHCD use EA resources and their intake/assessment process to 
determine which families would otherwise be in imminent need of shelter but for the provision of EA resources and 
then assist these families with funds for rental arrearages, utility arrearages, apartment start-up costs, and emergency 
needs (medical, transportation, etc.).  

5. Preserve existing protections for families, includi ng shelter placements of up to 30 days for families  applying 
for shelter who appear to be eligible but need more  time to obtain requested verifications and six-mon th 
grace periods for families who exceed the EA income  eligibility limit after entering the program, so as to 
support families who are trying to maximize their incomes and to give these families time to transition from shelter into 
permanent housing. 

6. Provide separate funding for a housing stabilizatio n initiative targeted to families eligible for Emer gency 
Assistance.  Language and funds currently are in the House version of the budget, in new line item 7004-0105, that 
would create a $4 million account to move families from EA shelters into housing. The House language also would 
require DHCD to develop a strategic plan for this new initiative and to submit quarterly reports on the program to the 
Legislature. 

7. Preserve priority status on affordable housing wait ing lists for households participating in short-ter m 
subsidy programs.  (A version of this language currently is found in the House version of the budget, within the 
DHCD administrative line item, 7004-0099). Without this protection, families are reluctant to accept short-term 
subsidies that cost the state less than shelter because the temporary subsidy may impair their chances at longer-term 
affordable housing. 

8. Require the Department of Transitional Assistance t o do an analysis of the costs that would be incurre d to 
implement a DTA-based early warning program to scre en DTA program participants for the risk of 
homelessness.  This would be a first step in the process of implementing the vision outlined in Senate Bill 43/House 
Bill 169, No Place Like Home: An Act to Prevent Homelessness Among Recipients of Transitional Assistance (Lead 
bill sponsors: Senator Patricia Jehlen and Representative Denise Provost). Since most families experiencing 
homelessness have very low incomes and since large numbers of low-income families go to DTA for services, such 
an initiative would enable the state to prevent homelessness -- and the high costs associated with it – before it occurs.  

9. Provide as much funding as possible for state publi c housing operating subsidies (7004-9005) and the 
Massachusetts Rental Voucher Program (MRVP 7004-902 4). State-funded public housing and MRVP are critical 
resources to enable low-income families to afford housing and avoid homelessness. The FY’11 House budget would 
level fund public housing at $62.5 million and MRVP at $35.4 million. Additional appropriations are needed to allow 
local authorities to bring available units back on line and to allow for issuance of additional, critically needed vouchers. 

10. Restore funding to the Residential Assistance for F amilies in Transition program (RAFT, 7004-9316). During 
FY’09, RAFT was funded at $5.5 million, and started off FY’10 with $5 million in funding. Due to budget cuts, the 
account has been reduced to $160,000 in FY’10. (The House version of the FY’11 budget includes $250,000 for 
RAFT.) Increasing funding to at least $2.5 million is important so that families with children across the state can 
access prevention resources and not fall into homelessness. 

For more information, please contact the Massachuse tts Coalition for the Homeless (Kelly Turley: 781-595-7570 x17, 
kelly@mahomeless.org); Massachusetts Law Reform Institute  (Ruth Bourquin: 617-357-0700 x333, rbourquin@mlri.org ); or Greater 
Boston Legal Services  (Steve Valero: 617-603-1654, svalero@gbls.org, or Elizabeth Toulan: 617-603-1626, etoulan@gbls.org).  


