
Rhode Island has a housing crisis that demands

immediate attention and response. In the year

2002, 5,400 people used homeless shelters;

1,700 of these were children. Countless others

slept in cars, abandoned buildings, on the

streets or doubled up with relatives and

friends. Still more expend too much of their

income on rent, jeopardizing their ability to

meet the household’s other basic needs.

Homelessness is a statewide problem; residents

of 38 of our 39 cities and towns used shelters

in 2002.

Ending homelessness will improve the eco-

nomic and social well-being of our state. It 

will reduce costs in human services, education,

child welfare, corrections, mental health and

employment.

Homelessness is caused by economic factors

and social policies related to housing, income

and services.

■  There is not enough housing available to

people of low and moderate incomes, so some

will be left without.

■  Earnings from employment have not kept

pace with the dramatic rise in housing costs.

Income supports for those who are poor or 

disabled are inadequate to pay rent.

■  Services and treatment designed to provide

necessary support and stabilization are limited,

difficult to access, and costly.

■  Discrimination limits housing opportunities

for many people in our diverse state.

■  There are few strategies in place to prevent

people from becoming homeless.

The current efforts maintain a homeless service

system rather than ending homelessness.

Federal grants have essentially level funded

homeless shelters and services, allowing 

for very limited programs, production and 

prevention.

Rhode Island can and must do more. We must

develop a comprehensive, focused, and specific

plan to end homelessness. We must identify

and implement strategies that work to provide

our residents with decent homes, adequate

income and appropriate services. We must 

prevent people from becoming homeless. All

Rhode Islanders must work toward fulfilling

the promise of a home and hope for all.

“Building Homes, Building Hope: Ending

Homelessness in Rhode Island” is a blueprint

of how to begin that effort. Every step that we

take will bring us closer to a Rhode Island that

refuses to let anyone be without a home.

WITH ITS STATE MOTTO, RHODE ISLAND PROMISES HOPE.  

FULFILLING THAT PROMISE FOR ALL RHODE ISLANDERS 

MEANS ENDING HOMELESSNESS.

“A safe, decent and stable home should 

not just be the American dream;

it should be the American commitment.”

Jack Reed, United States Senator from 

Rhode Island, 2002
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As a state, we must develop core values that

will generate long term solutions to the

affordable housing crisis. Ending homelessness

must include determining where and how

housing should be developed by balancing 

residential needs with open space, commercial

development and historic preservation.

Housing can transform a neighborhood.

Ideally, affordable housing is mixed income,

attractive and well-maintained, near 

transportation and services. It rehabilitates

existing properties without dislocating people.

It should be located throughout the state.

homes
The majority of people who become homeless

cannot find housing that they can afford.

We must make more homes available through

production, preservation and rental subsidies

to meet the needs of the 80,000 Rhode

Islanders whose income is less than $25,000

per year (in 2002).

Those in dire need of housing include families

living on low incomes, the elderly, and persons

with disabilities. We must develop homes that

meet their individual housing needs. Accessible

units must be included in all categories.

Family  Housing

Family homelessness is a growing problem.

We need rental housing for families, especially

for those with two or more children.

Permanent  Support ive  Housing

These units would provide housing with 

services for those with disabilities. They may

include Single Room Occupancies (SROs) 

for single adults, public housing, group homes

or non-profit or private market homes with

rental subsidies and services. Permanent 

supportive housing would move people out 

of homelessness, and prevent it in the future.

We also need housing for those who are not

ready to engage in services or have no income,

but will have an opportunity to be stabilized

through housing.

Housing for  the E lder ly

Escalating taxes, rents and untreated health

problems have increased housing instability

among the elderly. Rhode Island needs addi-

tional subsidized units as well as affordable

assisted living facilities for our elderly 

population.

W H AT  R H O D E  I S L A N D  N E E D S

“We’re going to find a permanent solution 

to the issue of affordable housing…

We will see to it that all of our citizens 

live in dignity. We will provide safety 

to the hungry, the homeless and the sick.”

Donald Carcieri, Governor of Rhode Island, 

State of the State Address, February 4, 2003 
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Product ion

The Neighborhood Opportunities Program,

through rehabilitation and new construction,

can produce additional units and leverage 

public and private funds.

A large federal production program will bring

significant funds for production to the state.

The annual United States Department of

Housing and Urban Development (HUD)

McKinney-Vento Homeless grants can provide

permanent housing through the state’s

Continuum of Care application.

Continuing applications for federal production

programs such as HOME, Section 202 (elder-

ly) and Section 811 (Disabilities) will support

the efforts of the Community Development

Corporations (CDCs), mental health agencies

and assisted living facilities.

Maintaining Exis t ing Affordable

Housing

■  Support all efforts to preserve the existing

affordable housing and prevent “opting out”

upon expiration of federal mortgages.

■  Support efforts by Public Housing

Authorities (PHAs) and resident associations

in every community throughout the state.

H O W  T O  M E E T  T H E S E  N E E D S

Increas ing Affordable  Housing within

Exis t ing Stock

■  Increase the number of affordable units

through Housing Choice Vouchers (Section 8).

Strategies include: marketing to private land-

lords; amending the state’s Fair Housing

Practices Act to prohibit discrimination against

voucher holders; maximizing time limits and

portability; providing housing search assistance

to those with vouchers.

■  Assist PHAs to increase number of project

based units.

■  Use code enforcement to ensure that existing

units remain habitable.

■  Enforce lead hazard abatement laws to

increase the stock of safe units.

■  Prevent discrimination through enforcement

of the fair housing laws.

New Strategies

■  Establish a state rental subsidy program to

enable people to afford private market units.

■  Encourage new partners to create affordable

housing. These could include the business

community, unions, colleges and universities,

and faith based organizations.

■  Establish and fund a permanent state mecha-

nism for production of affordable housing.
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Homeownership

■  Increase the number of homes available for

purchase by those with low to moderate

income, freeing up rental units.

■  Continue affordable homeownership 

initiatives such as homebuyer education and

Individual Development Accounts (matched

savings toward purchase of a home).

■  Promote Employer Assisted Housing (EAH)

to increase homeownership opportunities.

■  Widely implement the use of the newly

available Section 8 Homeownership Program.

Development   

Rhode Island’s communities can increase

affordable housing opportunities for their resi-

dents by removing barriers to development.

Those who understand the need for housing

must become vocal in their support and

involved in planning what will work for their

city or town. Concerns about development

must be acknowledged and overcome through

education, financial incentives, and moral 

leadership such as that of the faith based 

community. Every community must welcome

a fair share of affordable housing for its 

residents. Development of affordable housing

creates jobs, generates income tax, sales tax

and property taxes.

Local  Incent ives

■  Identify unused state and federal land and

buildings that could be used as housing sites.

■  Implement inclusionary zoning that provides

incentives to attract developers.

■  Exempt development of affordable housing

from impact fees.

■  Establish linkage fees to be used for affordable

housing so that members of the community

can benefit from commercial, private market

development.

■  Provide a bonus in any new education aid to

cities and towns for each additional unit of

affordable family housing.

■  Negotiate with local colleges and universities

to build housing for students if they expand

their campuses.

■  Include affordable housing in historic 

preservation projects, cleaning up “brown

fields” (sites with environmental problems),

and revitalization efforts.
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Sufficient income is an essential support for

housing stability. Homelessness results when

people are forced to choose between rent or

mortgage payments and other basic needs such

as food, clothing, utilities, health coverage,

and transportation.

Those who are homeless generally have very

low incomes. Many earn minimum wage.

Others are working to transition from welfare

to work or receive government assistance due

to a disability. Some have no income at all.

In contrast, housing costs have risen dramati-

cally. The gap between income and rental costs

prohibits even those with a steady income

from finding housing in the private market.

At the same time, we have a critical shortage

of subsidized units or rental subsidy vouchers

to supplement low wages or benefits.

Income Supports

■  Ensure outreach and evaluation to assist

those with disabilities to obtain benefits for

which they are eligible. (This will provide

income and access to subsidized housing.)

■  Allow housing search as a work activity for

those in the Family Independence Program as

housing is the basis for stable employment.

■  Offer supportive employment programs for

those unable to be employed in the private

market.

■  Increase work supports such as education 

and training, child care, health care and 

transportation.

■  Implement a state Earned Income Tax Credit

to assist low wage earners meet housing costs.

Employment

■  Acknowledge that economic development

that emphasizes jobs must recognize the 

need for housing for all income levels of the

workforce.

■  Provide outreach and access to employment

initiatives of the Department of Labor and

Training, the Department of Human Services

and the Workforce Investment Act.

■  Encourage businesses in the community to

develop innovative work opportunities for

those who are homeless.

■  Encourage employers to institute creative

programs for their employees such as housing

allowances, development partnerships, and

community investment.

■  Develop flexible job opportunities and

income supports for those who have signifi-

cant barriers to employment.

i ncome
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Ending homelessness means addressing and

alleviating the problems that can contribute 

to a person’s becoming homeless. Some lose

their homes due to physical or mental health

problems, substance use disorders, or lack of

supportive people in their lives.

We must fulfill the obligation of decades ago

when institutions closed with the promise to

provide treatment in the community. Shelter,

incarceration, and hospitalization are expensive

and ineffective ways to care for those with

mental illness and/or substance use disorders.

Supportive services are cost effective alterna-

tive. They can transform the lives of those 

who are homeless through consistent treatment

and community relationships. To end home-

lessness, we must support people’s efforts to

remain housed by making changes in the ways

that we deliver services.

System Changes

■  Empower people to determine what they

need in order to move out of homelessness.

■  Teach skills in living and provide the time

and assistance necessary to learn them.

■  Integrate services provided to a household to

increase effectiveness and avoid duplication.

■  Use mainstream programs rather than devel-

op and maintain a separate system of care.

■  Link services to housing for improved 

outcomes.

■  Implement ACCESS-RI, a program designed

to provide outreach, engagement, and intensive

services to those who are homeless with 

mental health and/or substance use disorders.

■  Move toward a “housing first model” that

identifies a permanent home, intervenes with

landlords, provides follow up services and con-

nects an individual or a family to a community.

■  End services when a person is stabilized and

has moved to independent living.

■  Wherever possible, convert transitional units

in the community to permanent housing with

transitional services, so that families can

remain in their homes.

■  Move from a system of emergency shelters

to one of permanent supportive housing.

■  Implement a Homeless Management

Information System (HMIS) that will improve

the system’s ability to track services delivered

and outcomes.

Domest ic  Violence Shel ters

The homeless system includes domestic vio-

lence shelters. These must continue to exist as

agencies with very specific objectives for safety

and support for those who are escaping from

dangerous situations.

se r v ices  and t rea tmen t
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Prevention must be a primary strategy for

ending homelessness. It is wrong to wait until

a person becomes homeless to provide them

with help. We must focus resources and atten-

tion on keeping people housed.

The cost of homelessness makes it clear that

investment in prevention will be cost effective.

Reducing school mobility, preventing foster

care placements, and helping people remain

employed are some of the benefits that not

only provide savings, but also strengthen 

families. For single adults with disabilities,

treatment in the community is far less 

expensive than incarceration, hospitalization,

or long term homelessness.

Prevent ion Strategies

■  Prevent evictions through the establishment

of a landlord/tenant mediation program, and

seek innovative solutions to assist tenants

throughout the judicial process or to divert

them from it.

■  Greatly expand the Emergency Housing

Assistance Program (EHAP) to provide people

in crisis with emergency rental or mortgage

payments.

■  Implement a state rental subsidy program 

so that more people would be able to afford

private market rents and absorb rent increases.

■  Create a targeted rental subsidy program 

for those transitioning from welfare to work

that will provide the stability necessary to

remain employed as well as housed.

■  Address problems of utility costs and shut-

offs that deplete income for housing, cause

people to lose housing, and keep them from

becoming housed again.

■  Develop a coordinated prevention strategy

among state departments involved with home-

lessness. The Departments of Human Services

and Children Youth and Families should work

to stabilize families in their current housing

rather than let them fall into homelessness.

These agencies must seek innovative ways 

to assist families in their caseloads who are 

struggling with housing issues. The Depart-

ments of Corrections and Mental Health must

work together on discharge planning and 

community treatment to prevent the homeless

service providers from serving as the safety

net for these mainstream systems.

preven t ion

“The streets and the shelters are hard.

The fact that so many hearts are sensitive

and compassionate is a testimony to 

why we are compelled to see the homeless 

as not only our brothers and sisters,

but our teachers on the way.”

Bishop Geralyn Wolf, Episcopal Diocese of

Providence, The Providence Sunday Journal,

February 2, 2003 
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Through the leadership of policymakers and

the involvement of all Rhode Islanders, this

can be the first state that ends homelessness as

we know it. It is a matter of making affordable

housing a priority, of understanding the prob-

lems and solutions, and of believing in the

value of ending homelessness.

The Rhode Island Housing Resources

Commission directs affordable housing policy

and programs in conjunction with the Rhode

Island Housing and Mortgage Finance

Corporation. Its Office of Homelessness and

Emergency Assistance should be empowered 

to guide the process to end homelessness.

The challenge is to engage the larger commu-

nity by establishing the following goals.

■  Involve key leaders from every public and

private sector in the state.

■  Involve as many people as possible.

■  Raise public awareness.

■  Create a statewide commitment to ending

homelessness.

Pol i t ica l  Leadership

We will need the leadership of the Governor

and the General Assembly to structure state

departments, pass laws and implement policies

to find permanent solutions to the state’s

housing crisis and homelessness.

The best foundation for ending homelessness

in the state would be a major federal produc-

tion program that is currently supported by

our entire congressional delegation (in 2003).

Local officials can work to increase affordable

housing opportunities and can welcome attrac-

tive, well-planned housing that will raise prop-

erty values and increase neighborhood stability.

Community  Support

The community must recognize that stable

housing will result in a reliable workforce and

assist those workers on whom we depend for

child care, elder care, hospitality, retail and

other services.

Colleges and universities must create housing

for their students to lessen the impact of off

campus rentals and must form partnership

with the community.

The faith based community to can exercise

moral leadership in the need to meet people’s

basic need for housing.

Social service, philanthropic and health care

providers can testify to the need for housing 

to provide successful treatment and to bring

about social change.

The housing community and related groups

interested in the environment and smart

growth, and historic preservation can identify

sites, and develop and maintain an adequate

housing stock.

Advocacy groups can raise awareness, generate

support, and influence policy.

Most importantly, Rhode Island residents who

have experienced a housing crisis are the

judges of what we need to end homelessness,

what works and what does not.

pol i t i ca l  wi l l  and communi ty  invo lvemen t
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