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SUBJECT

Today's briefing will provide an update on the Homeless Management Information System (HMIS), previously known as Safe Harbors.

SUMMARY

A Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) is a database used to collect and analyze information about people who are experiencing homelessness. Since 2007, the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) has required that communities use an HMIS to be eligible for federal homeless services funds. 

The Seattle-King County HMIS is funded through a partnership between King County, the City of Seattle, and United Way of King County, and uses database software provided and maintained by a vendor under a statewide contract with the Washington State Department of Commerce (DOC). However, the HMIS is the responsibility of All Home (previously known as the Committee to End Homelessness), which is the federally-designated “continuum of care” for Seattle and King County. The HMIS is currently housed at and managed by the City of Seattle’s Human Services Department, but will move to King County on April 1, 2016.

The possibility of transferring administration and management of the HMIS from Seattle to King County was studied in 2013 as part of the response to Ordinance 17619. HMIS partners revisited and then recommended such a transfer in late 2015. Motion 14472 expressed the Council’s support for the transfer and asked the Executive to transmit a work plan and the legislation needed to implement it by March 15, 2016. 

The move to King County will co-locate the HMIS with All Home as it leads the development of “coordinated entry” to housing for all populations. Coordinated entry is also required by HUD and is encouraged to be administered as part of the HMIS. The move to King County as well as the transmittal of the work plan were timed to coordinate with the shift to a new database vendor procured by the state DOC, but the database shift has been expedited since the adoption of Motion 14472. This briefing is intended to keep the Council apprised of the work that is underway. An additional briefing on the Executive’s transmitted work plan will take place later this spring.


BACKGROUND 

A Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) is a database used to collect and analyze information about people who are experiencing homelessness. A high-functioning HMIS with reliable, high quality data allows policymakers and service providers to see the extent and nature of homelessness, evaluate the efficacy of programs and services, and assess how the system is performing for traditionally underserved populations. Since 2007, the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) has required that communities use an HMIS to be eligible for federal homeless services funds. 

The Seattle-King County region has operated an HMIS, housed at the City of Seattle’s Human Services Department, since 1999. The HMIS, previously known as Safe Harbors, went into full operation in 2007 and currently includes data from over 80 community-based providers operating over 450 programs.

Local HMIS management structure is complex. It is funded through a partnership between King County, the City of Seattle, and United Way of King County. Database software used to enter and analyze information is provided by a vendor contracted with the Washington State Department of Commerce (DOC) on behalf of all participating HMIS programs in the state, which provides cost savings but dilutes local leverage with the database vendor.

Adding further complexity, the federally-designated “continuum of care” for Seattle and King County, All Home (previously the Committee to End Homelessness), is responsible for regional HMIS governance per HUD rules.

In addition, the State of Washington is unique in requiring people who use homeless services to actively consent (an “opt in” requirement rather than the “opt out” provision used elsewhere) to share their personal information with the HMIS. The opt-in requirement has led to lower levels of participation by people seeking services than in other states.

As a result of these complexities, the Seattle-King County HMIS has faced a number of challenges over the years, including inaccurate or incomplete data, high staff turnover, low rates of participation by providers, and challenges with the database vendor that have resulted in lower than acceptable data quality and created difficulties for participating community-based providers. 

2013 technical assessment. To address these challenges, HMIS sponsors commissioned a HUD-funded technical assessment of the program in 2012. The Cloudburst Group and Tony Gardner Consulting completed the assessment in May 2013, which reviewed the program’s infrastructure, staffing, vendor relations, provider relations, and performance. It identified a number of findings and made recommendations in the areas of governance, software, support, reporting, data integration, and messaging. 

Proviso requirements. In response to the findings of the technical assessment, the Council adopted a proviso in the 2013 supplemental budget ordinance[footnoteRef:1] that requested the Executive to work with the City of Seattle, DOC, and King County’s Department of Information Technology (KCIT) to prepare an implementation report responding to the technical assessment’s recommendations, including alternative options for management of the HMIS. [1:  Ordinance 17619, Section 42, Proviso P1] 


HMIS partners convened a Temporary Advisory Group (TAG) with representatives from KCIT, funders, and community-based providers that use the HMIS. The TAG’s January 2014 report, “Alternative Options for the Management of Safe Harbors,” was prepared by MTG Management Consultants and addressed the two areas of concern identified in the proviso: a plan to implement the recommendations made by the 2013 technical assessment, and an analysis of alternative management options for the HMIS.

Nine possible management options for the HMIS were analyzed and rated on attributes including geographic proximity to service area, cost to implement and operate, depth of skill and support, community confidence, responsiveness to the mission, and ability to manage the database vendor through the statewide contract.

The report made no specific recommendation about management structure in the response to the proviso,[footnoteRef:2] but indicated that three of the options – an interlocal agreement structure, moving the HMIS to King County, and keeping the HMIS at Seattle HSD – were most highly rated on the attributes that were studied. The funding partners indicated their support at that time (early 2014) to keep the HMIS at the City of Seattle, at least until the completion of a statewide procurement process to be led by the DOC prior to the conclusion of the statewide HMIS vendor contract in mid-2016. [2:  Motion 14096] 


HMIS partners made a number of governance and management changes recommended by the 2013 assessment, including establishment of a permanent Steering Committee (replacing the TAG) and a Users’ Group made up of provider agencies.

In late 2015, the HMIS Steering Committee revisited the management options studied as part of the proviso response to Ordinance 17619. They focused in particular on whether an alternate management option would better support work to develop a “coordinated entry” program for all populations that could be integrated into the HMIS.

Coordinated Entry. The 2009 Federal Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act requires that local continuums of care develop “coordinated entry” systems to provide a single point of entry to affordable housing programs and to ensure that people experiencing a housing crisis have the opportunity to be quickly assessed and then connected to housing based on their needs. The HEARTH Act encourages but does not require local continuums of care to use their HMIS as part of their coordinated entry systems.

In King County, there are coordinated entry systems for families (Family Housing Connection)[footnoteRef:3] and young adults (Youth Housing Connection),[footnoteRef:4] each operated separately from the HMIS. Both systems experienced challenges in efficiently placing people in appropriate housing. In response to consultant evaluations of the two systems, and in preparation for the next required part of coordinated entry, a system for single adults, in March 2015 the Committee to End Homelessness Interagency Council approved a vision statement for what was termed “coordinated entry for all populations.” This new vision for coordinated entry would unite the coordinated entry systems under the continuum of care and integrate them into the HMIS. The goal of coordinated entry for all populations is to provide a quick, unified mechanism to assess people in need and match them with appropriate housing using a common assessment tool and process.  [3:  For more information about the initial establishment of Family Housing Connection, please see Council Briefing 2013-B0058. For more information about Family Housing Connection’s consultant review and the move toward coordinated entry for all populations, please see http://www.kingcounty.gov/socialservices/Housing/ServicesAndPrograms/Programs/Homeless/HomelessFamilies/CoordinatedEntry.aspx. ]  [4:  For more information about the initial establishment of Youth Housing Connection, please see Council Briefing 2013-B0113. For more information about Youth Housing Connection’s move toward coordinated entry for all populations, please see http://youthhousingconnection.org/. ] 


Work is currently underway to develop and implement coordinated entry for all populations under the leadership of All Home staff, which is hosted at King County.

New statewide HMIS vendor. In late 2015, the state DOC selected and contracted with a new database vendor, Bitfocus, with operations to begin on April 1, 2016. Bitfocus was selected via a lengthy DOC procurement process that included staff representatives from the Seattle-King County HMIS, including staff from both the City of Seattle and King County.

DOC announced plans to assist local HMIS systems to transition to the new system during the first half of 2016. The transition will likely be challenging, as the existing system holds data on thousands of people and hundreds of programs stretching back nearly a decade. The transition will be complicated by the fact that the previous vendor’s “data integration” function (the ability for larger provider agencies to upload data from their own systems in batches) was not operational during most of 2015. 

Transfer of HMIS to King County. In their work to begin implementation of the coordinated entry for all populations system, and as preparations have begun for the transition to the new HMIS database vendor and software system, staff from All Home, King County, the City of Seattle, and provider agencies revisited the HMIS management options studied as part of the proviso response to Ordinance 17619.

Following this work, the staff teams recommended that the HMIS be transferred from the City of Seattle to King County, co-locating the HMIS with All Home as it leads the development of coordinated entry for all populations, which will be administered via the HMIS. The staff team shared news of this potential transfer with provider agencies in October 2015, pending approval from the City of Seattle, All Home, and King County.

The County Council expressed its support for the transfer in Motion 14472 and asked the Executive to transmit a work plan and the legislation needed to implement it by March 15, 2016. Per the motion, the response from the Executive should include the following:

· Verification that the city of Seattle has consented to the transfer.

· Verification that All Home has consented to the transfer.

· Verification that United Way of King County has consented to the transfer.

· Identification of the department and division within King County in which the HMIS would be located (it has been assumed that the HMIS would be located within the Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS), but this must be studied and confirmed) and an organizational chart with a list of existing and proposed staff positions or outside vendors that would manage, administer and operate the HMIS, as well as any legislation needed to provide position or procurement authority for the administration and management of the HMIS.

· A description of how the administration and management of the HMIS would be funded, identifying any additional costs proposed to be borne by King County, and including any legislation necessary to provide appropriation authority for the administration and management of the HMIS or to change the terms of the agreements that govern the HMIS funding structure.

· A description of how the administration and management of the HMIS would be coordinated with King County Information Technology (KCIT), as well as a benefit achievement plan for the HMIS as required by K.C.C. 2.16.025.

· A description of how the administration and management of the HMIS would be coordinated with All Home, including a timeline that shows the transfer of the HMIS in relation to the development of coordinated entry for all populations.

· A description of how the administration and management of the HMIS would be coordinated with DOC and its new HMIS vendor, including a timeline that shows the transfer of the HMIS in relation to the transition to the new HMIS software.

· A description of how governance for the HMIS would be provided, including a description of any necessary changes to the charter of the steering committee that currently oversees HMIS operations.

· A description of the steps that would be taken during the transfer of the HMIS, the development and implementation of coordinated entry for all populations and the transition to the new HMIS software to communicate with, seek input from and minimize disruption to provider agencies and the people they serve.  





Current Status. Today's briefing is scheduled in advance of the March 15 transmittal of the Executive's work plan to keep Councilmembers apprised of work on the transition. 

Since the adoption of Motion 14472 expressing Council support for the relocation of the HMIS to King County, the timeline for its transfer has been moved up and is currently under way in order to minimize a gap in service between the former and prospective HMIS database vendors. This is the first of two briefings, with the second to follow transmittal of the work plan.

· System downtime. The existing contract between DOC and Adsystech, the current HMIS database vendor, expires on March 13, 2016. The new database system managed by new vendor Bitfocus will not go live until April 1, 2016. DOC had hoped to negotiate a several-month overlap between the old and new systems, but Adsystech refused to extend its contract with DOC for a period of less than one year, which would create a lengthy overlap between the systems and generate significant cost. As a result, the transition between vendors will include system downtime for the HMIS between March 13 and April 1, 2016. 

· DCHS work to support providers. DCHS has worked with the new statewide HMIS vendor, Bitfocus, to develop and provide both in-person and webinar-based training on the new system to provider agencies that will use the HMIS. DCHS has also developed a Frequently Asked Questions website and an associated email list to keep providers up to date on the transition process. In addition, DCHS is planning to support providers during and following the system downtime, possibly by providing data entry support since providers will not be able to enter data into the HMIS during the two-week downtime in late March.

· System administration plan. At the City of Seattle, the HMIS was operated by a staff team. After evaluating options to staff the HMIS at King County, DCHS has determined that it will be more efficient and cost-effective to contract with the statewide vendor, Bitfocus, for local system administration duties, rather than hiring new staff at King County. DCHS has entered a one-year contract with Bitfocus for administration and management of the new system using salary savings. This one-year contract has allowed King County to get the system up and running quickly, taking advantage of the database vendor’s specialized knowledge of its system. DCHS estimates that contracting with Bitfocus for system administration will save approximately $540,000 during the transition and first year of operation by King County.

Key Database Transition Dates

· March 13 – Last day to add or edit records in the old database
· March 14 - April 1 - System downtime and data migration
· No access to reports or ability to add/edit records
· Old system available as “read-only”
· April 1 – Anticipated go-live for new system at King County DCHS
· April 5 - Last day of City of Seattle staffing support for HMIS

Next Steps

· The work plan will be transmitted by the Executive by March 15, 2016, and will be followed by a second briefing to Council
· [bookmark: _GoBack]A Benefit Achievement Plan (BAP) for the HMIS as a new information technology project at King County will be transmitted with other 2016 BAPs
· An updated Memorandum of Understanding between the funding partners (King County, the City of Seattle and United Way of King County) will be transmitted with corresponding legislation 
· DCHS will seek ongoing appropriation authority for HMIS administration as part of the 2017/2018 biennial budget

ATTACHMENTS

1. Motion 14472
2. HMIS Transfer Timeline (February 2016)

INVITED

· Josephine Wong, Deputy Director, Department of Community and Human Services
· Bill Kehoe, Director, King County Information Technology
· Mark Putnam, Executive Director, All Home
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