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Living Cities, a longstanding collaboration of 21 of the world’s leading foundations 
and !nancial institutions, works to bring opportunities and the power of mainstream 
markets to transform the lives of low-income, urban residents and their communities.

In 2008, we began a Distinguished Urban Fellows program as a critical part of 
Living Cities’ approach. The idea was that these fellows would bring their real-world 
governing experience to help shape Living Cities’ agenda as well as provide overall 
guidance to our work in cities. Our staff and members have experience as private and 
philanthropic leaders, but we wanted to hear directly from successful practitioners and 
policymakers about the pressing issues they faced and the innovative practices they 
employed.

In addition to asking our fellows to attend our board and committee meetings, 
critique our programs and evaluate our proposals, we asked them to produce one 
signi!cant written product that furthers the work of Living Cities. The idea was that 
in these papers, our fellows would describe their successes in urban policy, while also 
analyzing why their approach worked — and what the !eld could learn from it.

The inaugural class of fellows was a clear success — we bene!ted from their 
grounded, municipal level insights throughout the year and we hope that you will, 
in turn, bene!t from similar insights captured in this paper. Our fellows program has 
worked precisely because of the individuals we picked, each of whom came to Living 
Cities with a distinguished record as a reformer, leader and thinker. Erik Sten, the 
author of this report, was city commissioner of Portland, Ore., from 1996 to 2008. 

In this report, Erik argues that policies to reduce homelessness, although well-
intentioned, treaded water for decades because the architects of those policies did not 
consider the perspectives of the homeless themselves. In Portland, they stopped and 
listened. And based upon what they heard, a dedicated team of of!cials rethought their 
policies. Within several years, with a new program in place, the city had reduced the 
number of its chronically homeless by 70 percent.

While this report does not necessarily re"ect the perspective of Living Cities or 
our members on the critical issue of ending homelessness, I am con!dent you will !nd 
this report to be provocative, eye-opening and challenging.

We look forward to soon welcoming a new class of Urban Fellows, and hope they 
will do as much as Erik has done to challenge and sharpen our thinking on critical 
issues facing cities today. 

Sincerely,

Ben Hecht
President & CEO
Living Cities

LETTER FROM THE CEO

This paper was written by Erik Sten, and edited by Matt Pacenza 
and Brigitta Kral. Research support was provided by Titilayo 
Tinubu.  All photographs are courtesy of photographer Brian 
McDonnell. Bureau Blank designed the layout for this paper.



In Portland, Ore., 1,560 chronically homeless individuals left the street between 
2005 and 2008 — representing a dramatic 70 percent reduction in the city’s popu-
lation. This paper, which was written by Erik Sten, a Portland city commissioner 
from 1996 to 2008 and one of the main architects of that shift, seeks to explain 
how the city achieved such extraordinary success.

When the Bush Administration required cities to produce a “10 Year Plan 
to End Homelessness” based on a blueprint produced in 2000  by the National 
Alliance to End Homelessness, Sten and his staff were cynical about the Bush 
mandate. The mandate was given at the same time that the administration 
was cutting aid to cities. However, based in part by the credible source of the 
information, Sten and his colleagues set out to see if they could rethink their 
approach and create real change. 

The !rst step in what became a plan known as “Home Again,” was to listen to 
the homeless. They commissioned a local nonpro!t organization to do extensive 
oral interviews with 600 people who had experienced homelessness. This led to 
the discovery that what had been missing in their policies was a human connection 
between the chronically homeless and the public. So Homeless Connect, which 
revolved around events during which homeless people could interact with 
volunteers and get everything from links to counseling to family photographs, 
was created.

Home Again emphasized three approaches: 
Housing First: Getting people into permanent housing more quickly1. 
Coordinated Services and Housing: Connecting people to supportive hous-2. 
ing that provided services like drug rehab and job training on-site at their 
new homes
New Partnerships: City of!cials met with their peers at hospitals, jails, non-3. 
pro!ts, churches and more and began working together in the !ght to end 
homelessness in Portland

The data shows that Home Again worked, but there are many challenges to be 
overcome before that success can be replicated elsewhere. As many as 3.5 million 
Americans, including 1.35 million children, experience homelessness in any given 
year. Cities will need greater resources, especially from the federal government, if 
they are to build or rehab enough housing and offer suf!cient services.

Sten concludes that Portland’s success provides lessons for other intractable 
urban problems. Most importantly, as this paper demonstrates, it is possible to make 
fundamental changes — even when the problem seems virtually unsolvable.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



I looked up from the book I was 
reading on the bus and saw James 
Butler in front of me. It turned out he 
recognized me, a Portland, Ore., city 
commissioner, from an event I had 
recently run for the city’s homeless.

I offered him a politician’s greeting 
— warm and familiar, but with no 
invitation to extend the conversation. 
Conversations on the bus can go in all 
sorts of directions. This turned out to 
be one I wouldn’t forget.

James was clean-shaven and neatly 
dressed, like just another guy heading 
home, but did appear a bit unsure of 
himself. For James, riding the bus home 
from work was a new experience. Just 
three months earlier, he was living on 
the street, and had been doing so for 
two years. It was a steep fall from more 

CHAPTER 1: 
INTRODUCTION

than 20 years of steady employment, 
including a decade as a senior claims 
examiner for a local cargo company. 
Addicted and without any visible path 
out, James was the guy you pass on 
many urban sidewalks. His turning 
point came at the event where he saw 
me: Homeless Connect, an opportunity 
for homeless people to get everything 
from food stamps to a haircut. There, 
James met a mentor. Shortly after, he 
found a job. By the next Homeless 
Connect that we organized, he was a 
volunteer helping others. 

James’ success story is signi!cant, 
but not solitary. In Portland, between 
2005 and 2008, James was one of 1,560 
chronically homeless individuals that 
left the street. That decline represented 
a 70 percent reduction in chronically 
homeless people in our city. 

This historic improvement was 
inspiring, and based on past history, 
quite unlikely. Twenty years of 
previous hard work in Portland had 
not reduced the number of people on 
the street. Plans had come and gone. 
The hard core homeless remained. 
Even Portland, a compassionate, 
accomplished city with a sincere 
commitment to ending homelessness, 
had a long record of failure. 

The reasons for our success were 
both simple and complex. On the most 

basic level, we learned that what had 
been missing was a human connection 
between the chronically homeless and 
the rest of us. 

While the chronically homeless 
have an immediate need for a bed or 
a meal, what they really need is to feel 
human again. It’s a simple thought. Yet, 
it was missed through two decades of 
work. 

This paper is about how Portland, 
Ore., !nally took a huge step 
forward in !ghting homelessness. 
My conversation that day on the bus 
with James is representative of our 
new policy. Imagine a public of!cial 
testifying at a budget hearing about 
ending homelessness. Now replace 
that image with two people talking 
on the bus. I did the former for many 
years, and the latter is what worked.

My name is Erik Sten. As of this 
writing, I am a Fellow with Living 
Cities, a philanthropic collaboration 
of 21of the world’s largest foundations 
and !nancial institutions dedicated 
to improving the lives of low-income 
people and the urban areas in which 
they live. For 12 years (1996 to 2008) I 
served as a city commissioner. In Port-
land’s unusual government structure, 
city commissioners are elected of!cials 
who have direct executive responsi-
bility over speci!c city departments. 

At the families Homeless 
Connect event, writer 
Chris Lydgate teamed up 
with photographer Brian 
McDonnell to create a 
portrait and narrative for 
each homeless family 
or individual. McDonnell 
provided us with photos from 
that event for this report.



KNOWING YOUR 
CUSTOMER
The first step is to see if you are ad-
dressing the real problem. Professor 
Clay Christensen of Harvard Business 
School argues that businesses often fail 
to understand what their customer is 
really seeking. A busy parent buys a 
child an afternoon milkshake so they 
will be happy, not so that they are dis-
tracted by a beverage that takes a long 
time to drink. Morning milkshake en-
thusiasts are a different bunch. They 
are commuting adults acquiring a 
pleasant distraction from what lies 
ahead. Their ideal drink is as thick and 
long-lasting as possible. 

As I heard Professor Christensen 
offer the milkshake example at an edu-
cation innovation panel last spring, I 
saw a parallel in our work. The rea-
son our homeless system performed 

so much better was that it was finally 
delivering what our customers needed. 
The product that chronically home-
less people are trying to get is not just 
shelter, food or warmth. Those are 
delivery systems, just as the milkshake 
really delivers a child’s happiness or an 
adult distraction. 

Simple as it sounds, the chronical-
ly homeless are looking to re-awaken 
their humanity. Imagine having no one 
to talk with today, no functioning tie 
with friends or family. Forget checking 
the Blackberry. Imagine no messages, 
no contact, no friendly voice or touch. 
Then imagine that feeling extend-
ing for months and, eventually, years. 
At some point your spirit breaks, and 
when it goes, so does a prerequisite 
necessary for getting off the street. 

Before we rethought our policy in 
Portland, we made a concerted effort 
to listen to the homeless. A local non-
profit organization that fights poverty 
and homelessness, Sisters of the Road 
(www.sistersoftheroad.org), extensive-
ly interviewed 600 people who had ex-
perienced homelessness. 

Their stories were instructive. 
When we focused on those who had 
become permanent residents of the 
street, a trend began to emerge. Those 
who had been unable to get back on 
their feet were the most isolated. Their 
ties with families and friends were 
broken. Alienation and an accompa-
nying loss of hope distinguishes the 
chronically homeless from the major-
ity of people who come back relatively 
quickly from living on the street. 

Understanding the chronically 
homeless, who receive the majority of 
the resources directed to people living 
on the street, is essential. The truth is 
our systems work quite well for people 
who are only homeless for a short pe-

riod of time: 85 percent of those ex-
periencing homelessness escaped that 
condition in less than a year. But for 
some of those people, something goes 
wrong: they don’t get out after a few 
months but rather begin a tortuous 
journey that can last years. 

When we began our effort, our 
data paralleled that of most large urban 
areas. The chronically homeless made 
up about 15 percent of the individuals 
experiencing homelessness each year, 
but used 50 percent of the money and 
resources spent. Whether one believed 
that the budget for homelessness was 
too fat or appallingly thin, spending 
half of the money not to solve a prob-
lem is unacceptable. When we began 
to rethink our efforts in 2005, we were 
spending an estimated $35 million 
a year to combat homelessness, and 
half of that was cycling the worst-off 
through a continuous loop of shelters, 
jails, hospitals and the street. Money 
wasn’t the immediate problem. We 
needed to get better results from the 
dollars that we had.

Something was missing. To find it 
we needed to re-energize some dedi-
cated but tired professionals, and en-
courage them to collaborate and take 
risk. Our efforts would revolve around 
Housing First, a new approach built 
upon the precept that a having a mod-
est, permanent home is necessary to 
achieve stability. We would try to bet-
ter link services to that housing, and 
build some creative new partnerships. 
The key links were with hospitals and 
jails, two institutions that were find-
ing their basic mission undercut by the 
need to respond to repeat visitors that 
really did not belong in the emergency 
rooms or cells. 

The assignment I was most passionate 
about was homelessness. It also seemed 
the most intractable. 

In the paper to follow, I will pres-
ent the lessons we learned in Portland. 
Those are, of course, directly applica-
ble to homelessness. However, I have 
come to believe that our approach to 
this issue offers insights, from the phil-
osophical to the pragmatic, into other 
intractable urban problems. First is the 
realization that it is hard to connect 
with people that you don’t understand. 
That discovery, and a commitment to 
connecting anyway, is a prerequisite to 
change. It’s my strong belief that a focus 
on learning from the people we serve 
will yield results elsewhere — in edu-
cational settings, immigration, prisons 
or any of the other arenas in which the 
intended bene!ciary of work is distant 
from mainstream society. 



INVOLVING CITIZENS
Those were the policy pushes, but we 
also needed to engage the public, to 
harness volunteer energy and to bring 
that human connection to bear. As the 
widely recognized leader and spokes-
person of the plan, I found myself 
stopped constantly and asked the ques-
tion “What can I do to help?” Unfor-
tunately I couldn’t answer that ques-
tion. There were places to send money, 
letters to write, even prayers and good 
thoughts, but no way to help directly. 
We had 1,700 chronically homeless 
people on the street, and a much larger 
number of people who wanted to help 
them, yet no method to connect those 
dots. I could hardly suggest that each 
well-meaning person take a chronically 
homeless person home. 

I soon realized that my lack of a 
good answer was itself part of the prob-
lem. I’ve come to believe that one indi-
cator that you lack the right approach 
to a problem is that you can’t suggest 
anything for a well-meaning person 
to do. It’s more than just an academic 
problem: the public, whose support for 
policy is critical, feels demoralized by 
the lack of real ways to help.
 I had taken to saying in speeches and 
conversation that I honestly believed the 
community could end chronic home-
lessness, but it would take a broader 
public effort involving more than the 
current players. Now we had to find a 
way to turn those words into actual pro-
grams.

Our first endeavor was an event, 
modeled after a successful initiative from 
San Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsome, 
called Homeless Connect. In its sim-

plest version, Homeless Connect is a 
large room full of services and volun-
teers. Homeless people are invited to 
come and find things they need. To 
some extent, it was a trick. While we 
were certainly connecting the home-
less to a pair of glasses or a haircut, the 
real goal was to connect the greater 
city to them, in a way that was safe and 
productive. 

Wonderful things happened as the 
barriers broke down, and by the sec-
ond event, we had more volunteers 
than we could use and Portland celeb-
rities such as Police Chief Rosie Sizer 
and band leader Thomas Lauderdale 
of Pink Martini doing intake. The sec-
ond event catered to homeless fami-
lies. I expected the most popular ser-
vices to be necessities like food stamps 
or information on housing options. 
Instead, there were lines around the 
block for a professional haircut and a 
family portrait. By the time we had the 
third event, there were former chroni-
cally homeless people such as James 
Butler volunteering. 

We decided to make Homeless 
Connect a brand, an approach to the 
work, rather than just a bi-annual 
event. Our goal was to design addi-
tional ways for the community to help. 
Holy Trinity Church, a largely Greek 
congregation, designed a Greek Cook-
ing Class for recently homeless people. 
It was a huge success, and showed peo-
ple can always connect over common 
interests — in this case olive oil and 
lamb. A congregation that was entirely 
comfortable cooking and eating with 
the homeless, would have struggled if 
just asked to sit in a circle and get to 
know them. 

S I M P L E  A S  I T  S O U N D S ,  T H E 
C H R O N I C A L LY  H O M E L E S S 

A R E  LO O K I N G  TO  R E-AWA K E N 
T H E I R  H U M A N I T Y.

We didn’t reduce chronic home-
lessness by 70 percent by cooking 
lamb, but such initiatives were more 
than just a sideshow. In retrospect, our 
success grew out of a complex inter-
action of factors. We moved people 
to permanent housing — Housing 
First! — much more quickly, as hav-
ing a home is a prerequisite to feeling 
human and whole enough to heal. We 
linked services to that housing, to get 
key systems collaborating. Early suc-
cesses inspired hard-working, but tired 
practitioners. 

This paper will explore all those 
efforts, as well as two other dynam-
ics that worked in Portland. First, we 
found a way to tap the collective will 
of the larger community. Second, as 
we engaged the latent potential of the 
community, we kept in mind that what 
the homeless need more than anything 
is acceptance within it. 

This report will tell the Portland 
story with an emphasis on how it might 
be applied in other communities and to 
other problems. I’ll begin with a short 
overview of the causes of the modern 
homeless epidemic. I will then present 
our plan: the strategies we employed, 
the results we achieved and a sense 
of what success has looked like. The 
report will end with conclusions and 
recommendations for applying our 
strategy to homelessness and other 
urban problems. than just a sideshow. 



CHAPTER 2: 
HOMELESSNESS, 
THE CONTEXT

The presence of thousands of home-
less people in every major city is a rel-
atively modern phenomenon. While 
most American cities always had skid 
rows, the vast majority of poor peo-
ple had somewhere to sleep at night, 
whether it was a dormitory, a single-
room-occupancy (SRO) hotel or some 
other form of very low-end housing. 
Few people slept in the streets. 

The situation worsened in the 
1970s, and became a crisis for many 
American cities in the following 
decade. From 1981-89, the number 
of homeless people at least tripled, 
according to Martha Burt, a policy 
analyst at the Urban Institute   While 
the number has since fluctuated a bit 
with the economy, it has been relatively 
constant for the last 30 years. 

What made the 1980s such a key 
decade? In his book The Homeless, 
Christopher Jencks identifies a perfect 
storm of factors which converged 
during that time period. The 
deinstitutionalization of the mentally 
ill and the rise of crack cocaine each 
had a devastating effect on low-
income neighborhoods and people. 
The economic trends and government 
programs that helped build the 
middle class of the mid-century were 

slowly eroding. A huge change in the 
distribution of wealth that continues 
today began to take shape. To put 
it simply, some of the poor got a lot 
poorer.

Jencks also argues that an 
underestimated causal factor was the 
disappearance of flop houses, SROs 
and other cheap urban housing. From 
1970 to 1982, New York City lost 87 
percent of its housing which cost less 
than $200 a month. Portland lost 59 
percent of its residential hotels during 
roughly the same time period. 

Cheap housing for transients went 
away for two reasons. First, it simply 
wore out. Most urban skid row type 
housing was built in the earlier years 
of the 20th century. As it ran out of 
life, no one stepped up to advocate for 
repairing or replacing it. Many of these 
units deserved to be knocked down, 
but once they were gone, there was 
nowhere else for those tenants to live. 
Second, building codes changed. Many 
of the ways that poor people lived in 
early America were unsafe. Buildings 
used chicken wire for walls, had no 
working elevators and any number of 
safety hazards. Cities moved to outlaw 
so-called “death-trap housing,” but, 
again, nothing replaced it. This trend 



highlights a struggle that continues 
today: How nice does low-income 
housing unit need to be? The bigger, 
the greener, the better-located the 
units, the better for the resident. But, 
such apartments are costlier, meaning 
that fewer will get built. 

The causes of homelessness 
today are not in doubt. The central 
factors are poverty and a shortage of 
affordable housing, according to the 
National Coalition for the Homeless, 
complicated by mental illness, domestic 
violence, addiction and lack of health 
care. Despite an increase in American 
wealth in recent decades, our poverty 
rate has remained steady: roughly 
13 percent of Americans live below 
the poverty line, according to census 
figures. Those families are living with 
less support, as welfare benefits have 
been cut or at least have failed to keep 
pace with inflation. 

Those low-income Americans 
struggle increasingly to find a decent 
place to live, a problem exacerbated by 
the current mortgage meltdown and 
foreclosure crisis. In fact, the recession 
has already caused the number of 
homeless to increase, according to 
recent data from the Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities. Cities are already 
reporting that more people, especially 
families, are seeking emergency shelter. 
And as the rates of unemployment and 
foreclosure continue to increase, so 
will homelessness. 

I T  B E C A M E 
C L E A R  T H A T 

M A S S  S H E L T E R S , 
W H I L E  G O O D  F O R 

P R O V I D I N G  S H O R T-
T E R M  W A R M T H  A N D 

B E D S ,  W E R E  N O T 
V E R Y  E F F E C T I V E  A T 

M O V I N G  P E O P L E  O F F 
O F  T H E  S T R E E T.

HISTORICALLY THE 
CITY’S PROBLEM
For the better part of 30 years, 
homelessness has been a significant 
phenomenon in American cities. Dur-
ing that time, the problem has largely 

been treated as a localized one, with 
cities taking the lead in dealing with 
people living on the streets. The fed-
eral government has done relatively 
little. The 1987 McKinney Act re-
mains the only federal legislation ever 
passed to combat homelessness. The 
law has provided resources for shel-
ters, but it gives only a small amount 
of permanent housing resources, and 

those are designated for people with 
specific disabilities. The McKinney 
Act was considered a first step 20 years 
ago. It remains just that. 

The most significant federal re-
sponse to the shortage of affordable 
housing has been tax credits that pay 
private investors to support rentals 
for the working poor. Tax credits have 
helped spur housing, but the jump 

from the street to those apartments 
has proven too large. 

Some localities and housing au-
thorities have been creative in using 
other federal resources, such as Sec-
tion 8 certificates and public hous-
ing dollars, to move people off of 
the street. More often, however, the 
extreme shortage of affordable units 
has allowed even public managers to 
“cherry pick” eligible applicants by 
denying housing to those with poor 
rental history, criminal records or 
other demonstrable challenges. While 
an individual building manager may 
have good reasons to avoid more dif-
ficult tenants, their decision moves the 
cost of that person’s instability to other 
systems that generally cost more than 
housing: from emergency shelters to 
hospitals to jails. 

It took 20 years in Portland to get 
from our first plan, which emphasized 
the emergency response, to the recent 
focus on housing and services that this 
paper will outline. In 1986, Mayor Bud 
Clark created a 12-point plan that led 
to the creation of two 150-bed shelters. 
The plan most importantly moved the 
city’s basic response away from law 
enforcement for inappropriate street 
behavior towards addressing under-
lying problems. The city adopted a 
new strategy for street outreach to the 
mentally ill and inebriated. 

As the years went by, it became 
clear that mass shelters, while good 
for providing short-term warmth and 
beds, were not very effective at mov-
ing people off of the street. It was also 
clear that unique strategies were need-
ed for homeless youth and families, 
two growing populations underserved 
by the city’s homeless systems, which 
had tended to focus on adult men. 

In 1993, Portland City Commis-
sioner Gretchen Kafoury used the 
emerging concept of a “continuum of 
care” for the homeless to create a shel-
ter reconfiguration plan. The strategy 
was to employ smaller facilities. The 
city broke two mass shelters into four, 
including a women-only facility and 
a specific shelter for the mentally ill. 
Both populations had been suffering 
by being sheltered among the general 
homeless population. Women were of-
ten targets of sexual violence, while the 
mentally ill were harassed or neglected. 
The city also launched complemen-
tary efforts in the mid 1990s that led 

to a complete revamping of the youth, 
family and domestic violence systems 
as well. The re-thought youth system 
was particularly successful at attracting 
philanthropic dollars.

The smaller facilities worked better 
than the mass shelters they replaced. It 
was clear, however, that something was 
still missing as the numbers of home-
less on the street remained relatively 
unchanged for the next decade. Port-
land joined a growing cadre of cities 
and activists that realized there was a 
fundamental flaw in the basic approach 
of the last 20 years.



CHAPTER 3: 
PORTLAND’S BLUEPRINT 
FOR BATTLING CHRONIC 
HOMELESSNESS

When the Bush Administration 
required cities to produce a “10-Year 
Plan to End Homelessness,” the ratio-
nal response was cynicism. The admin-
istration that was cutting the programs 
that prevent homelessness was simul-
taneously requiring us to complete a 
plan that claimed we could solve the 
problem. It felt a like an effort to dis-
tract attention from diminishing fed-
eral resources by placing even more 
responsibility on local governments. 
While disingenuous titles are common 
in politics, this one was particularly 
galling. Whatever the motive behind 
it, however, it ultimately turned out 
that the call to refocus was timely. Our 
subsequent efforts demonstrated that 
it is possible to dramatically reduce 
homelessness. Its eradication, howev-
er, demands restoration of many of the 
resources that the administration cut.

The idea for the 10-year plans had 
come from a more credible source. In 
2000, the National Alliance to End 
Homelessness had congealed its many 
years of experience into a blueprint for 
how communities could end homeless-
ness. The keys were adequate housing 
tied to services and insisting that main-
stream service providers participate 

in ongoing strategies to end chronic 
homelessness. The Alliance correctly 
observed that the homeless support 
system had grown large enough that 
other parties—such as jails or hospi-
tals—could push their problems to it 
rather than taking responsibility. 

Motivated by these twin forces, 
Portland embarked on its own efforts, 
ultimately arriving at a plan we called 
Home Again. Key support came from 
the Corporation for Supportive Hous-
ing, which gave the city of Portland 
substantial technical assistance and 
$650,000 for staff and partners. That 
funding, which originated from Living 
Cities member, Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation, provided the flexibility 
that the city needed to work outside 
of our regular bureaucratic mandates, 
and think and act creatively to bring 
an array of partners together to create 
Home Again.

Everything that the alliance noted 
nationally appeared to be true in Port-
land. 

As we began rethinking our ap-
proach, everyone agreed on two things. 
Our systems were not producing re-
sults for our most troubled clients, and 
that failure was causing costly prob-



lems for other systems, such as hospi-
tals and jails. Although cynical about 
the Bush mandate, we decided the best 
way to respond was to take it seriously 
and see if we could create real change. 
I was often asked how we could even 
say with a straight face that we might 
end homelessness in 10 years. At times 
I would joke about the origination of 
the plan, but I think I was just side-
stepping the question. While people 
facing tough times will always need 
temporary shelter, and some disabled 
citizens will never be able to care for 

themselves, neither group should be 
permanently living on the streets. 
People will become homeless for a 
variety of reasons, but they shouldn’t 
stay that way. The end of chronic 
homelessness had to be the goal.

The struggles of our system were 
worsening as Portland was chang-
ing. Despite decades of hard work 
by many outstanding nonprofits and 
government partners, we were losing 
ground. Portland was gentrifying. 
Land became more valuable. Many 
of the apartments and even the va-

cant lots that the very poor inhabited 
had become very attractive to specula-
tors. New neighbors and owners want-
ed things swept clean. Many of the 
homeless’ usual hiding spots were no 
longer available. As Portland became 
nationally celebrated for its sense of 
place and livability, we were becoming 
far less livable for the poor. 

As we developed Home Again, 
we found a dynamic local leader from 
within our own bureaucracy. As is of-
ten the case, the brains and energy to 
provide new leadership already exist. 
A brilliant activist who had recently 
come to work for the city, Heather Ly-
ons, knew where the system needed to 
go. But in her then role as Homeless 
Programs Manager, she was not posi-
tioned to make it happen. I knew just 
enough to put her in charge, and to 
round up a steering committee capable 
of raising resources, troubleshooting 
her strategies and helping to imple-
ment them. 

LISTENING TO THE 
HOMELESS
The first step turned out to be 
the most important. In retrospect, 
it was listening to the homeless that 
provided the necessary insight into 
what was missing in our efforts. 
The local nonprofit Sisters of the 
Road Cafe suggested we include 
the perspectives of the chronically 
homeless. We had recently provided 
Sisters with a small grant to conduct 
oral interviews with chronically 
homeless people. 

Volunteers working with Sisters 
conducted more than 600 interviews. 
While each person had his or her 
unique story, there were quite a few 
common themes – broken homes, 
mental illness, substance abuse and 
others. But, as indicated earlier, what 
they had most in common was a loss 
of ties to family and friends. Ties with 
other people, as I believe the work of 

T I E S  W I T H  O T H E R 
P E O P L E … A R E 
N E C E S S A R Y  F O R 
A N Y  P E R S O N 
T O  F U N C T I O N . 
R E B U I L D I N G  T H E M , 
W E  D E C I D E D , 
W A S  T H E  K E Y  T O 
E N D I N G  C H R O N I C 
H O M E L E S S N E S S .

the next few years substantiated, are 
necessary for any person to function. 
Rebuilding them, we decided, was the 
key to ending chronic homelessness.

Here is an example of the types of 
questions and answers that we encoun-
tered during the 600 some interviews 
conducted.

 And if you had the 
world’s stage, what would you want 
people to understand about your expe-
rience with homelessness?  Like if you 
could let everybody know who doesn’t, 
who’s never been there, what would 
you want people to understand about 
your experience with homelessness?

The terrible lone-
liness and feeling of being worthless 
and not being a part of society. Being 
a burden on society and just not being 
wanted.

 In a provocative paper that grew 
out of these interviews, Lisa Hoffman 
and Brian Coffey of the University of 
Washington argue that the alienation 
homeless people feel arises not just 
from living on the street. It also 
comes from their relationships with 
social service providers, who they say 
objectify them and make them feel like 
infants. They go on to offer a thesis 
that it may be that “the perpetuation 
of homelessness is not internal to the 
homeless individual as many claim, but 
rather may be embedded in the service 
industry itself, which subjects both 
clients and providers to bureaucratic 
forms of authority and experiences of 
disrespect.”  

It’s a fascinating argument that 
our experience largely validates. 
The argument’s one flaw may be 
the assumption that the only place 
to restore dignity is in the social 
service setting. That is an unrealistic 

expectation to put on a shelter, and it 
may explain some of the deep frustration 
experienced by shelter staff. Even a very 
good shelter cannot provide dignity and 
space for the human spirit any more than 
a medical office can provide a holistic 
lifestyle. Creating different environments 
for the homeless to interact with the 
whole community is the answer.

  Based on this research, and after 
two years of meetings, discussions and 
analysis, we came up with Home Again.



CHAPTER 4
OUR PLAN: HOME AGAIN

HOME AGAIN
Home Again grew from the simple 
realization that our systems needed 
to change. It required tough choices, 
as we needed to strictly target our re-
sources. Chronically homeless people 
use nearly half of the system’s resourc-
es, while representing roughly 15 per-
cent of those who experience home-
lessness in a given year. The best path 
to expanding the services available to 
those who need short-term help was 
to get the chronically homeless off the 
street. 

Our three areas of emphasis were:
Housing First
Coordinated Services and Housing 
(supportive housing)
New Partnerships

I will take a look at each of these, 
with the greatest emphasis on new 
partnerships, the key to our progress.

Housing First represented a fun-
damental change. Twenty-five years of 
effort has proven that homeless people 
need a home in order to stabilize their 
lives. After the homeless epidemic 
first became a crisis, we did the logical 
thing and built shelters. As it contin-
ued to grow, we built more shelters. 
It’s a bit like buying bigger clothes as 
you gain weight. 

Shelters are necessary, particularly 
on cold nights, but for people working 
on multiple problems they do not pro-
vide the necessary psychological and 

physical stability. Trying to solve your 
problems from a shelter bed is like try-
ing to give a speech, play a game or 
even make it through the day after be-
ing awake for 48 hours. Humans are 
capable of extraordinary things, but 
very few people maintain success in 
their daily lives without adequate sleep, 
nutrition and community. Yet we don’t 
hesitate to expect homeless people to 
master much more difficult challenges 
without basic structural supports. 

Housing First is a simple move-
ment to provide a home as a first step. 
A home, no matter how simple, is a 
prerequisite to solving one’s problems 
rather than a reward. Our plan re-
quired the Citizens’ Commission on 
Homelessness to adopt annual goals 
for new units and evaluate progress 
twice a year. The first year housing 
goals, for example, were to open 160 
units of permanent supportive housing 
with 300 more under development. 
In addition to new units, we made it 
our goal to increase the percentage of 
system-wide resources spent on pro-
viding permanent housing from 12 to 
20 percent.

COORDINATED 
SERVICES AND 
HOUSING 
Coordinated services and housing 
is the concept of tying necessary ser-
vices into permanent housing. It is a 
relatively simple thought that proves 



elusive in the real world. Done right, it 
is called “supportive housing,” and has 
proven to be far more effective than 
our long-time practice of case man-
agement through shelters. Shelters are 
an efficient way to bring services to a 
large audience, but because the recipi-
ents lack the basic stability necessary 
to take advantage of those services, 
the model does not work. For Hous-
ing First to be successful, it was criti-
cal that we linked services to the new 
permanent housing. More importantly 
we needed each key actor, each service 

provider, to see the interconnected-
ness of their efforts. 

The city of Portland is in charge 
of affordable housing. Multnomah 
County is in charge of services. Both 
contract work to dozens of nonprofits. 
To reach towards supportive housing, 
each of these players had to see their 
tasks as interdependent. This had 
never happened previously, despite 
solid employees who saw the need. 

Prescott Terrace, the first gov-
ernment-organized supportive hous-
ing project, is an example of success. 

The homeless system shares much 
with other locations for urban triage, 
in that it spends huge sums of money 
to treat the end results of preventable 
problems. The role of hospitals in 
treating the homeless is an archetyp-
al example. Nearly every chronically 
homeless person suffers from persistent 
medical problems, both minor and se-
rious. Most have no health insurance, 
either because they don’t qualify or be-
cause they lack proper documentation. 
As a result, they use emergency rooms 
as primary care clinics. 

After stabilizing homeless patients, 
at very high cost, the typical hospital 
releases them to the street. Not sur-
prisingly, patients often return very 
soon. The better the care provided, 
the more likely the patient returns, as 
the hospital also provides the human 
contact the person needs.

Hospital staff saw this seemingly 
endless circle, but did not have enough 
familiarity with the system for housing 
low-income people — or the lack of 
such a system — to interrupt it. Our 
planning process for Home Again, 
however, created the new relationships 
necessary to envision change. Led by 
some of the country’s most thought-
ful hospital executives, including Russ 
Danielson from Providence Health 
Systems, we attempted to break the 
cycle. 

The keys were making new hous-
ing available, and fostering better 
communication between the home-
less systems and the medical commu-
nity so that patients could access the 
housing. Providence contracted with 
the nonprofit Central City Concern 
(CCC) to have housing units available 
for homeless patients when they were 

HOSPITALS

JAILS
The chronically homeless are in-
carcerated often. They rarely stay be-
hind bars long, as they tend to com-
mit relatively minor crimes provoked 
by mental health flare-ups and alcohol 
and substance abuse. They take scarce 
space from more serious criminals, and 
often take a step away from leaving the 
street because they lose benefits and a 
shelter bed. Despite the obvious need 
for working together, there was almost 
no communication between correc-
tions and homeless providers until 
Home Again.

We received a grant from the 
Corporation for Supportive Hous-
ing to hire a homeless coordinator 
who would work for the sheriff. The 
coordinator was effectively a social 
worker, referring homeless people 

discharged. Russ justified the expense 
to the hospital by arguing that this was 
smart business — not charity. It was 
cheaper for the hospital to help with 
the housing. A homeless person with a 
place to live was much less likely to get 
sick again and again, costing the hos-
pital money. 

This pilot project became the Re-
cuperative Care Program (RCP), an 
ongoing arrangement between CCC 
and five area hospitals. In addition to 
reducing readmission, the RCP pro-
gram allows hospitals to release the pa-
tients sooner, knowing that they would 
be going to a bed, not a cardboard box. 
Results for the first two years show 62 
percent of the patients who entered 
RCP escaped homelessness.

who were arrested to case workers 
and making sure they weren’t just 
released back on to the street in 
the middle of the night. A simple 
intake assessment and subsequent 
coordination with the right commu-
nity partners reaped great benefits. 
Among those homeless inmates who 
stayed in jail long enough to get at-
tention from the coordinator, 71 
percent were successfully placed in 
permanent housing. 

Time in jail has also been used 
as an opportunity: the homeless in-
mate can’t go anywhere, after all. 
The homeless coordinator arranges 
for case managers and service pro-
viders to meet together with key cli-
ents. The pilot project was so suc-
cessful that local government has 

picked up the permanent funding 
of the position. The success has 
also prompted downtown business 
leaders to encourage their security 
staff to refer the homeless to ser-
vice providers rather than police. 

Law enforcement officials be-
came energized by their collabo-
ration with homeless service pro-
viders. They saw progress. Police 
generally don’t enjoy arresting ob-
viously homeless people. They, as 
much as the homeless, are relieved 
to see an end to the frustrating in-
carceration loop.

 

Ten agencies worked with a nonprofit, 
Cascadia, to transform a former con-
valescent center into a residential facil-
ity for people with mental health and 
drug issues, the population that Cas-
cadia serves. The city, county and state 
all participated, as did mental health, 
community justice and housing agen-
cies. Most of the resources to make 
Prescott Terrace happen were directed 
from existing funds and combined in 
one place to successfully support the 
formerly homeless. While the plan-
ning and collaboration was difficult to 
achieve, each organization and agency 
met its mission successfully. That suc-
cess means that the model becomes 
much more easily replicated the next 
time around.

The Corporation for Supportive 
Housing has found consistent success 
in models similar to Prescott Terrace 
across the country. Ninety percent of 
residents of Supportive Housing pro-
grams who are battling addictions, for 
example, stay clean, as compared to 57 
percent for those in more traditional 
housing.

NEW PARTNERSHIPS
New partnerships were key to 
bringing about change in Portland. 
The community has the resources 
to solve major problems like chronic 
homelessness, but they were scattered 
throughout systems. Staff was too 
often oblivious to what was happen-
ing outside of their silos. Our goal 
was to connect a few of those dots, a 
process that I came to see as continu-
ous. Restoring connections, primar-
ily between the chronically homeless 
and our community, but also among 
providers, institutions, politicians and 
other actors, became an organizing 
principle of our efforts. 



At higher levels within government, 
we needed to work more closely with 
people we usually didn’t. We created a 
structure designed to connect people:  
a steering committee of private and 
public leaders, a technical committee 
of key staff, a roundtable of practitio-
ners and an ad hoc number of work 

BUREAUCRATS AND ELECTED OFFICIALS
groups. Heather and her team coordi-
nated it all. Their goal was sometimes 
to create new policy but often, just as 
importantly, to build new relationships 
between the systems and individuals 
who ran them. 

We recruited allies with the pitch 
that they were the key to positive 

A major challenge with helping the 
chronically homeless is that it is hard 
to document their lives — or even to 
know where they are or what services 
they are receiving. Many homeless 
people are secretive. Many are para-
noid due to mental illness. No agency, 
burdened with large caseloads, could 
afford to spend scarce resources keep-
ing track of people. 

Early on in our planning, we real-
ized that better data could be crucial. 
On a systems level, we needed to be 
able to evaluate our own efforts: know 
more about the patterns, the numbers 

and results of our work. On an indi-
vidual level, we needed a way of diag-
nosing what is happening with a per-
son, to identify flags that could trigger 
interventions. Some mental illnesses, 
for example, move through predict-
able patterns. By seeing the cycles of 
when a client sought help, trained pro-
fessionals may gain critical insight into 
the underlying causes of their situa-
tion. 

To meet both these key goals, we 
created the Homeless Information 
Management System. It is a piece of 
software, but also a process of indi-

vidual actors, such as shelters, social 
services providers and mental health 
systems, sharing information.

In the beginning, the concept made 
me and many others nervous. It sound-
ed Orwellian. The point, however, was 
not to be punitive or peer too deeply 
into individual lives. We were trying to 
understand what was happening with 
the system, where people were going 
and when and why money was being 
spent. Information was kept confiden-
tial in a system designed to protect the 
dignity of the people it was supposed 
to ultimately help. It worked. 

While many churches do wonder-
ful charity work for the homeless, 
very few have found ways to be part of 
helping them to get off the streets. If 
chronic homelessness is related in part 
to a broken spirit, then institutions 
built to help humans find connections 
to each other and their world should 
be able to play a role in repairing their 
lives. In their interviews with Sisters, 
the homeless regularly brought up 
their faith. Many believe that God is 
looking out for them, but they strug-
gle with their belief s when they don’t 
see the religious community doing the 
kind of work they need. 

THE FAITH COMMUNITY
 So this didn’t’ shake 

your faith at all? Do you think that it 
made it stronger maybe? 

In some respects it 
did. In other respects it was shaken to 
a point where there was times, I’ll be 
honest, that I thought it was hard to 
get through it because my faith did go 
down a little bit. Then there was times 
it was uplifted by it when things I seen 
people do and things like that. But 
there were times it was hard. It was a 
trial. There was trial in it. No question 
about it.

Government leaders tend to fall in 
two camps:  those who see faith, usu-
ally their own, as the key to change; 
and those who fear any contact be-

tween religious organizations and the 
government. We tried to walk a mid-
dle path between these perspectives by 
reaching out to a variety of religious 
groups. 

It was key for the faith community 
to offer not just charity to the home-
less. The well-known evangelist Luis 
Palau, a Portland resident, knows this 
better than anyone. His annual festi-
vals draw tens of thousands by offering 
everything from punk music to skate-
boarding, in addition to his sermons. 
When his organization visited Home-
less Connect, they decided to add a 
homeless component to his summer 
festival. Just the idea of Portland’s left-
of-center government working with 
an evangelist provoked media cover-

change. This was a pleasant surprise 
to many of them, including the police 
and corrections officials. They were 
tired of seeing their facilities filled with 
homeless people and tired of activists 
blaming them for it. Basically we got 
everyone together, which is remark-
ably uncommon.

VOLUNTEERS
Perhaps the most important part-
nership, after the homeless themselves, 
was the one with everyday Portlanders 
willing to step up and join our bid.

After we made substantial prog-
ress in our very first year, I began to 
believe that we could end chronic 
homelessness. But, with the resources 
we had then, I also could see that we 
would fall short. While local govern-
ment and all of its partners are crucial 
to solving the problem, it would never 
be enough to finish the job. No mat-
ter how dedicated the staff and their 
colleagues throughout the system, 
they could only aspire to bandage the 
problem. Like police “ending” speed-
ing or ambulance drivers “preventing” 
accidents. Solving a problem demands 
eliminating its causes, and only the 
whole community can do that in part-
nership with the chronically homeless. 

We looked to involve the commu-
nity for many reasons. We needed re-
sources. We needed energy and ideas. 
But, more than anything else, the very 
existence of homelessness has to be-
come unacceptable to the public as 
a whole in order to get rid of it. We 
needed to find ways to help people 
connect with both the problem and 
the solution. 

The goal was to move Homeless 
Connect from a regular event to a 

method of approaching the problem. 
We needed people to see the situation 
in front of them, and then to act. Here 
are two examples from unexpected 
sources.

At the families Homeless Connect 
event, writer Chris Lydgate teamed 
up with photographer Brian McDon-
nell (whose photos are featured in this 
paper) to create a portrait and narra-
tive for each family or individual. It 
was by far the most popular offering 
at the event. Most people took the 
photo after visiting the free haircut 
station. Many had no recent pictures 
of their children. The opportunity was 
profound for the professionals as well. 
McDonnell wrote the next day:  “First, 
I’m so thankful that I had the opportu-
nity to do this yesterday.....Thank you!  
Definitely a life changing experience 
in terms of what I do with my life and 
photography. So, I just couldn’t sleep 
last night without working at least one 
image from everyone....Which lasted 
until 3:00am.”

For years, the Portland Trailblaz-
ers and local celebrities had joined 
together to serve a traditional holi-
day meal to the poor. People loved it. 
We approached the Blazers and they 
agreed that we would add a Homeless 
Connect component so that diners 
could find services that day as well. By 

the next year, the Blazers’ management 
was raising resources and producing 
videos urging others to join them in 
directly helping chronically homeless 
people. As they saw that their efforts 
could be part of a holistic approach, 
they joined the broader goal of ending 
homelessness. 

Homeless Connect is not just a 
Portland phenomenon. It has spread 
quickly around the nation. Similar 
events have taken place in 200 com-
munities across the country and con-
tinue to draw surprising numbers of 
volunteers. San Francisco, the city 
that first spawned the idea, just com-
pleted its 25th event with 1,915 home-
less people being helped by over 1,200 
volunteers.

For Portland, these events were at 
the heart of our strategy: a way of both 
involving the broader community and 
beginning to restore hope and dignity 
for people who had been beaten down 
for months and years. As described, 
Home Again also broke ground in nu-
merous other ways —   new partner-
ships,  new strategies that emphasized 
housing and services, and a shared 
commitment across agencies to reduce 
homelessness.

age, though it was refreshingly posi-
tive. Palau tapped a network of 500 
churches, and in addition to providing 
services and connections at his festival, 
many of the congregations committed 
to an ongoing effort to engage with 
the chronically homeless. 

The key was designing methods 
that worked for them. Palau asked 
each of his affiliate churches to com-
mit to welcoming and sponsoring one 
homeless family each year. Seventy-
five immediately signed up. To put 

the potential in perspective, there are 
more congregations than chronically 
homeless people in the greater Port-
land area. If we were truly organized 
and divided the task, there wouldn’t be 
enough work to keep everyone busy.

Denver has had great success in 
doing just that. Mayor Hickenlooper 
called for 1,000 congregations to em-
brace 1,000 homeless families as part of 
Denver’s bid to reduce homelessness, 
Road Home. Religious leaders created 
the Family and Senior Homeless Ini-

tiative, and so far 220 congregations 
have joined. Each commits to building 
a relationship with a small number of 
homeless families and seniors. In ad-
dition to inviting the homeless to join 
their community, the congregations 
provide mentoring and fund the secu-
rity deposit and first month’s rent for 
permanent housing. Over 1,500 indi-
vidual mentors have connected with 
1,764 homeless people so far. SERVICE PROVIDERS



In the first three years of the Home 
Again plan, from January 2005-De-
cember 2007, we were able to provide 
housing to:

1,560 chronically homeless indi-
viduals 
1,483 homeless families with chil-
dren (574 of these were high-re-
source using families.) 
We are currently seeing that 84 

percent of chronically homeless in-
dividuals remain in their new homes 
after one year. For families, the reten-
tion rate is 86 percent. These numbers 
far exceed the goals initially laid out in 
the plan. Also in the first three years, 
we opened 710 units of permanent 
supportive housing. Another 298 are 
in the development pipeline.

The January 2007 Street Count 
showed a 39 percent decrease in over-
all numbers of people who are sleeping 
outside, as compared to 2005. Addi-
tionally, we saw a 70 percent reduction 
in the number of chronically homeless 
people on the streets between January 
of 2005 and 2007. While the numbers 
are impressive, I think the partnerships 
that got us there may be more impor-
tant as they teach a new way of think-
ing about what needs to be done.

WHAT SUCCESS 
LOOKS LIKE
A series of park blocks runs through 
the center of Portland. For as long as 
I can remember, the north section of 

these blocks was a place to avoid. Drug 
trafficking and panhandling dominat-
ed the park. Like similar tough spots in 
almost every city, this location was one 
you walked a couple of extra blocks to 
avoid.

That changed for the better when 
the city joined with the nonprofit Cen-
tral City Concern to build 189 units of 
permanent housing for people in re-
covery from drug addiction. This was 
no celebrity rehab: It was designed 
to house the poorest, toughest cases. 
While there was no organized oppo-
sition to the project, many were con-
cerned. The new building, known as 
8 NW 8th, would be in the heart of 
Portland’s new high-end neighbor-
hood, the Pearl District. While the 
Pearl had successfully integrated low-
er-priced rental buildings and senior 
housing, this was clearly different.

A year or so after 8 NW 8th 
opened, I bumped into Mark Edlen, 
one of Portland’s most successful de-
velopers who had built a green luxury 
condominium tower a few blocks away. 
He told me a remarkable story. For 
the first time in years, the park block 
in front of the new supportive hous-
ing facility was free of drug traffic, lit-
ter and crime. Kids were playing and 
people hanging out. As it turned out, 
these recovering addicts had cleaned 
up the park, an accomplishment that 
had eluded the police for years. Once 
they had a small, safe room of their 
own, a community to lean on and a 

road to better things, they decided they 
weren’t going to let their new life be 
threatened by dealers or anyone else. 
They kept the park clean, which made 
the neighborhood better. It turns out 
that not only do recovering addicts en-
joy the same amenities as wealthy ur-
ban condo dwellers — they are better 
equipped to secure them.

Portland was not the only city to 
enjoy major success in battling home-
lessness. Denver, via its Road Home 
program, reduced overall homeless-
ness by 11 percent and chronic home-
lessness by 36 percent. They developed 
789 new units of housing and helped 
2,455 homeless people find work. 

Other jurisdictions with similarly 
remarkable results included Chicago, 
Newport News, the Commonwealth 
of Virginia and the state of Minnesota. 
By the end of 2008, 355 Ten-Year Plans 
had been adopted across the country.

That collective success resulted 
in real change. According to the In-
teragency Council on the Homeless, 
homelessness nationwide decreased 
12 percent between 2005 and 2007. 
Chronic homelessness was down 30 
percent during the same period. “It 
was the first documented national de-
crease in homelessness in more than a 
quarter century,” the council noted. In 
real numbers, there were 52,000 fewer 
people living on the streets or in shel-
ters. 

While I’ll never be convinced that 
the Bush Administration’s requirement 
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that we write a plan was genuine, one 
of his appointees did inspire us to chart 
a new course. Before being appointed 
as the executive director of the federal 
Interagency Council on the Home-
less, Philip Mangano was a long-time 
organizer on homelessness in Massa-
chusetts. He founded the Massachu-
setts Housing and Shelter Alliance 
(MHSA), a statewide coalition of 80 
agencies. His work led him to believe 
that change was possible, and he spent 
six years turning that seemingly cynical 
requirement into measurable progress. 
Philip visited every major city in the 
country and encouraged them to write 
a plan, based on the strategies that were 

working elsewhere. He created a sense 
that change was imminent. 

PORTLAND’S 
UNIQUE 
ADVANTAGES
To be fair, our success in Portland is 
at least in part due to the city’s distinc-
tive traits. In Portland’s commission-
style form of government, one elected 
official — namely me — was directly 
in charge of all of the homeless and af-
fordable housing programs and policy. 
I was able to make decisions and im-
plement policies that might be more 

politically challenging in other cities. 
Also, the electorate is very progres-

sive: Portlanders are known for their 
involvement and activism. I was able to 
campaign on the idea of doing more 
for the homeless and try innovative 
ideas with little political risk. There 
are other examples of how our city 
was among America’s earliest adopt-
ers: we were among the first to adopt 
community policing, and the Oregon 
Health Plan was among the first to 
attempt more universal coverage. We 
long ago adopted policies that require 
that a substantial share of housing dol-
lars go to the very poor, and that all 
redevelopment areas include very low-
income housing as part of the mix. 
Lastly, Portland is also more homog-
enous than most cities and by West 
Coast standards has more affordable 
housing.

While I think those are all impor-
tant factors, I think it would be a mistake 
to see our success in reducing chronic 
homelessness as a Portland phenome-
non. As the last section chronicled, cit-
ies across the country also made large 
jumps in reducing homelessness dur-
ing the same time period. These cities 
span a broad spectrum of politics and 
characteristics. Also, despite our many 
strengths, Portland does have difficul-
ties that complicated our work. We 
lack the large foundations that provide 
so much innovation and funding in 
other places, as well as major employ-
ers who can hire less skilled workers. 

Perhaps most importantly, the 
persistence of the chronically homeless 
for the last 25 years has been the same 

in Portland as anywhere else. The rec-
ipe that worked to change that trend 
in Portland will work anywhere else 
— with the right attention to planning 
and building on existing strengths. By 
the end of 2008, 860 jurisdictions have 
developed 355 Ten-Year Plans to End 
Homelessness. Though Portland is a 
special place, it is just one of a growing 
list of locally adapted success stories.

UNMET 
CHALLENGES
Many challenges remain if we are to 
end chronic homelessness. As many as 
3.5 million Americans, including 1.35 
million children, experience homeless-
ness in any given year. There are sev-
eral key areas that badly need reform 
and the creativity and new relation-
ships that have characterized our suc-
cessful efforts to date. Our health care 
and mental health treatment systems 
need extensive work, as do our insti-
tutions that work with veterans. Our 
work with jails needs to be extended 
to include a focus on re-entry for pris-
oners who are incarcerated for more 
than just a few days or weeks. With the 
economy in freefall and jobs harder to 
find, we will need creative partnerships 
to employ the formerly homeless. 
Families with children now constitute 
a third of all homeless, and we have a 
long way to go in building effective 
educational and support strategies for 
the kids.

It’s no accident that this paper has 
not focused on money. As we began 
this effort, it was clear to me that we 
weren’t using the resources that we had 

very well. New money would not have 
done much without a new approach to 
spending it. Now that we have some 
proven methods and better results, it 
is time to bring those programs that 
work to a scale that will meet the need. 
Without a substantial increase in fund-
ing for affordable housing and sup-
portive services our forward momen-
tum cannot be sustained. 

Most importantly it will take on-
going creativity and energy to keep the 
community focused on the chronically 
homeless. Somewhere along the way 
we came to believe that the homeless 
are a fact of life. Now that we have 
proven change is possible, maintain-
ing the pace and enthusiasm will be a 
challenge. It’s inevitable that this cur-
rent recession is adding, and will con-
tinue to add to the number of home-
less on the streets. To overcome this 
challenge, it will be important to keep 
focused on these fundamental changes 
and not be dissuaded when cynics say 
that progress has stalled. Even as more 
emergency aid is needed, we should 
stay focused on the effort to get the 
chronically homeless off the street. 

JAMES BUTLER, A 
YEAR LATER
I caught up with James in late 2008, 
about a year after we met on the bus. 
I sent him an email to wish him a 
Happy New Year and see how things 
were going. He got right back to me, 
and it turned out that he was one of 
the millions of Americans who had just 
lost their job. James had been working 
at the New Song Church, which had 

been forced to cut back. He wasn’t 
concerned, as he felt he had the skills 
to find something else. Instead he 
focused on his effort to help several 
friends get back on track. He wrote:

“Good News though, my friend 
“Cydney” is in a treatment program for 
her “Crack Cocaine” addiction. I’m so 
pleased and proud of her efforts to get 
and stay clean. . . . I’m privileged to be 
Cyd’s friend (I was her first NA spon-
sor) and encourage her to get clean 
and seize the life that God wants her 
to have through the programs avail-
able in Portland … Tomorrow is my 
last day working at New Song, I’ll hit 
the job market full time Wednesday, 
I’m already signed up with two temp 
agencies and have an application with 
Standard Parking at the airport. I am 
optimistic.”

That optimism is contagious. 
James’ interest in helping others, 
even before he was fully back on his 
own feet, is a trait I saw over and over 
in people who had been chronically 
homeless. Not only do they want to be 
part of something; they want to help 
others. 



Despite the obvious challenges 
of our economy, I am optimistic that 
Portland’s successes and those of  other 
cities can be replicated and expanded. 
Times of crisis are also times of change, 
and the Obama Administration has 
sounded many of the right themes and 
provided the beginnings of the neces-
sary resources. Local leaders now have 
an unprecedented opportunity in front 
of them to energize their citizens and 
make some of the connections, both 
human and institutional, that will rel-
egate chronic homelessness to the his-
tory books.

Our success in Portland depended 
upon three things: 

As we rethink so many of our insti-
tutions, from health care to banks, we 
must improve how they function for 
the poorest among us. If we can also 
find ways to talk with the homeless and 
help them reenter the community that 
keeps our sprits intact, we can move 
past triage and into a fundamental re-
building of our cities. 

SIMPLE AND SPECIFIC 
RECOMMENDATIONS:

As we rebuild the housing system from mortgages to tax credits, let’s 
expand the resources available for supportive housing. Rather than see 
homes for the poor as charity, we need to require the systems that house 
the rest of us to house everyone. Document the savings that housing pro-
vides to jails, hospitals and other places. Build dedicated funding into the 
new secondary market and other re-thought components of the housing 
system.

The Obama Administration has required federal agencies to coordinate 
their economic stimulus activities whenever possible. Now we must ap-
ply that same concept to serving the homeless. At both the federal and 
the local level, use policy and practical sense to require that the agencies 
that affect the homeless work together. As our work with hospitals and 
jails has demonstrated, the results will be savings as well as fewer people 
on the streets.

Seize the opportunity of health-care reform to provide simple, preven-
tive care on demand. Include mental illness in all coverage and work on 
creative ways to expand access to alcohol and drug rehabilitation.  These 
steps will pay for themselves by avoiding costs to the greater health care 
system. Now is the moment to prove that case.

Perhaps most importantly, don’t be afraid to embrace the very human 
element of this dilemma. Listen to those on the street, and recognize 
that they need a hand, an ear, a place to relax and a chance to be part of 
something greater than themselves. 

Trust your instinct – the system isn’t working, but fixing it may not be as 
complicated as we fear. Ask the greater community to help, and they will. 
Believe in the homeless and they may just believe in themselves.

Take some risks. The alternative is worse.

CHAPTER 6: 
RECOMMENDATIONS




