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January 18, 2017 


The Honorable Joe McDermott
Chair, King County Council
Room 1200
C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember McDermott: 

I am pleased to transmit to you two enclosed reports that analyze and recommend consideration of potential areas of focus for a renewed Veterans and Human Services Levy (VHSL) and examine the issue of veterans homelessness. The VHSL’s potential renewal is an opportunity for us to affirm how much we value the veterans and vulnerable groups in our communities, recognizing that King County is stronger when all of us are connected to opportunity and connected to each other. 

King County’s VHSL has served more than 150,000 King County residents—more than 25,000 of whom were veterans—since voters overwhelmingly renewed it in 2011. The VHSL is on track to serve more than 200,000 residents by the time it expires at the end of 2017. Since the VHSL’s inception in 2006, it has contributed capital to the creation of 2,009 units of affordable housing, with 613 of those units coming online in the current levy period and additional units set to open before the VHSL expires. 

Beyond the number of people the VHSL has served and number of homes it has built, the VHSL has shifted its focus towards outcomes in addition to throughput, and its activities have played an important part in transforming the local human services system that the VHSL was originally created to help stabilize. As this fixture of the service landscape completes its first decade of keeping residents connected to services and to their communities, the renewal planning process presents an important opportunity to take stock of what the levy has done, identify areas to improve, reinforce its successes, and refine its focus to help it continue meeting King County’s pressing veterans and human services needs moving forward.

These reports affirm our shared belief that veterans are assets within our communities, and convey the importance of ongoing efforts to support veterans, military service members, and their families in unlocking their full potential. They also identify new opportunities to keep our oldest residents socially engaged, healthy and housed within our County.

Pursuant to King County Council Motion 14743 and King County Ordinance 18409, Section 66, Proviso P1, enclosed are two reports prepared to inform Council deliberations regarding the possible renewal of the Veterans and Human Services Levy. Also enclosed are motions to accept the two reports. 

Motion 14743 requested two reports to inform deliberations about the future of the VHSL, which is set to expire on December 31, 2017, unless a ballot measure for renewal is sent to King County voters. The first report responds to the request for an assessment of the VHSL goals, strategies, services and programs. As requested in Motion 14743, Section A, the Veterans and Human Services Levy Assessment Report includes:

1. An assessment of the effectiveness of the VHSL-funded goals outlined in Ordinance 17236

2. Analysis and recommendations to address the following questions:
· whether the Council should revise, eliminate or retain the current VHSL goals;

· whether a renewed levy should incorporate any new goals not specified in the current levy’s service improvement plan;

· how a renewed levy would align and coordinate with Best Starts for Kids and the Mental Illness and Drug Dependency sales tax, as well as other federal, state and local funding streams and programs;

· whether a renewed levy should retain some or all of the VHSL’s current strategies;

· whether a renewed levy should incorporate any new strategies not specified in the current service improvement plan, and specifically whether a renewed levy should include a strategy or strategies to serve older adults; a strategy or strategies to increase integration of civil legal services; a strategy or strategies to increase investments in affordable housing generally and reduction of homelessness specifically; a strategy or strategies to enhance reentry services for criminal justice system-involved and incarcerated persons; a strategy or strategies to tailor services for particular populations whose circumstances warrant specialized approaches, including sexually exploited youth, victims of human trafficking and low-income residents living in rural communities;  a strategy or strategies to assist survivors of domestic violence; and a strategy or strategies to expand veterans treatment courts in King County; and

· whether a renewed levy should retain or revise the current levy’s citizen oversight board structure.

3. An assessment of the state of funding for basic human services throughout King County, in light of changing priorities of public and private funders, and options and recommendations for use of proceeds from a renewed VHSL to fill gaps in the social safety net. 

Motion 14743, Section B requested a second report to “assess the costs of providing housing, including shelter where and when needed, for every King County veteran in need of housing or shelter, such that no veteran residing in King County who seeks housing or shelter shall remain unhoused.” The report was to also assess whether funding to support these costs should be assembled by re-allocating levy proceeds, or whether additional revenues should be raised, or a combination of both. Section B also requested a timeline to accomplish the goal of housing every veteran who seeks shelter and housing. 

Subsequent to Motion 14743, the Council included a proviso in the 2017-2018 Biennial Budget Ordinance 18409, Section 66, Proviso P1 that requires a report about the “potential to use rapid rehousing as a strategy to meet the needs of homeless veterans.” That proviso noted that the information on rapid rehousing could be incorporated into the veterans housing report. Enclosed is the Veterans and Human Services Levy Veterans Housing Assessment Report, a combined report that responds to the requirements in both Motion 14743 and Ordinance 18409.

VHSL staff undertook an extensive community outreach and engagement process during Fall 2016 to gather input from providers, board members, clients and key stakeholders on the effectiveness of the current levy, areas for improvement, and service gaps and unmet needs. A total of three rural convenings, 16 Community Conversations, and 15 focus groups were held to gain this information. Two online surveys, one for the community and one for provider agencies, were also conducted. This information informed the response and the recommendations provided.

The reports tie together extensive research by staff, stakeholder feedback, and input from in-person and online community engagement. Across a wide variety of populations and perspectives, several key, cross-cutting issues or themes emerged: 
 
Older Adults: We have an opportunity to promote social engagement, housing, financial security and health for our aging population. Supportive services for older adults are losing funding as an age wave approaches. Participants in the community engagement process consistently cited issues that affect older adults, and the call to support older adults and their caregivers is clear.

The Central Role of Affordable Housing: Affordable housing was an area of discussion at every community engagement, focus group and rural meeting. It was the most frequently cited system gap in the online surveys as well. Elders voiced their fears they could not afford to continue living in King County. Others spoke of the housing needs of veterans and their families or of chronically homeless people with behavioral health challenges and disabilities that make stable housing hard to find and maintain. Residents were clear that housing is the foundation on which lives are built and in the absence of that stability, other investments in human services are simply less effective. 

System Awareness and Service Access: Residents representing the County’s geographic, cultural and experiential diversity expressed frustration in the lack of clear information on what human services are available and how to access them. Lack of centralized information, insufficient transportation options, unavailability of materials in languages other than English, program hours that match business days instead of people’s needs, complicated eligibility requirements, and rigid income thresholds were identified as access barriers that impede people from receiving services and constrain the full effectiveness of public investments in health and human services.

The Value of Belonging and the Danger of Isolation: King County is a prosperous County, but not everyone is able to enjoy or benefit. Isolation from families and communities appears to be increasing. Veterans are returning to a nation in which fewer and fewer of their neighbors understand their experience. Older adults watch their social networks change as their family members grow up and move on, their professional networks fade after retirement, and life-long companions move or pass away. Language and cultural barriers can keep refugees and immigrants from fully participating in community. Families caring for aging or disabled family members feel alone in their experiences. Men and women leaving incarceration are isolated by difficulties in finding housing and employment. Beyond identifying isolation as a common issue, the discussions revealed that isolation has profound community and health-harming effects. Our communities are stronger when everyone can participate. 

While many issues were discussed and are shared in the reports, these themes came up almost universally. Significant time in each meeting was devoted to the needs of veterans and their families, the need for affordable housing countywide, and the growing awareness of the needs of older adults now and as baby boomers age. All feature prominently in the report. Recommendations for ways in which a renewed levy can address these issues are also shared.

The VHSL has helped many of the County’s most vulnerable residents achieve a safer, healthier and more productive life and in many ways, has helped to knit together other funding sources and programs to sustain our community safety net and our regional human services systems. But the levy’s value goes beyond helping our vulnerable residents—it helps us all because a common sense of opportunity and belonging in King County makes us all stronger.

The Veterans and Human Services Levy strongly supports the County’s Equity and Social Justice Initiative, working to provide opportunities for all county residents to achieve their fullest potential. The VHSL plays an important role in three goal areas of the King County Strategic Plan: the Health and Human Services goal of improving the health and wellbeing of all people in our community; the Accessible, Affordable Housing goal of increasing access to quality housing that is affordable to all; and the Safety and Justice goal of implementing alternatives to divert people from the criminal justice system. 

It is estimated that these reports required 2,538 hours, costing $125,380 to produce. 
Thank you for your commitment to addressing the needs of our veterans, military personnel and their families, and other individuals and families in need of housing, health and human services. I look forward to discussions with the County Council on the future of the levy. 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact Adrienne Quinn, Director, Department of Community and Human Services, at 206-263-9100. 

Sincerely,



Dow Constantine
King County Executive
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