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Gov. Bob Ehrlich and Rev. Vann Ellison, September 13, 2016 

Florida, which mirrors national rates of homelessness, has made measurable progress in recent years in 

reducing numbers of individuals on the streets. Credit should go to Gov. Rick Scott’s solid economic 

performance that markedly increased employment levels and to the good people at state social services 

departments and agencies. 

But a larger issue looms as the state’s homeless coordinating organization takes what are deemed “best 

practices” from the U.S. Housing and Urban Development (“HUD”) and vouches for their effectiveness in 

Florida – without the data to back it up. 

Housing First is a federal program that waives requirements for compliance in drug treatment programs, 

relaxes application procedures (discounting issues like eviction history), and is said to reduce stress 

among homeless individuals by providing residences as quickly as possible. HUD’s 2017 budget requests 

$11 billion in mandatory spending for Housing First under the assumption that the approach is proven. 

Among the studies HUD cites is a 10-year-old report with no data showing if anyone transformed their 

lives by securing employment or achieving other milestones. Moreover, the HUD-commissioned study 

found no improvements in mental health or drug use, the main causes of homelessness. No wonder 

then that a recent Florida State University College of Social Work research paper stated Housing First 

studies require more “methodological rigor” in order for the program to demonstrate its merit. 

If states want to achieve results on alleviating homelessness, they should stop embracing unproven 

federal programs. Unfortunately, that has not been Florida’s approach. For example, in its 2016 annual 

report to the governor and Legislature, the Council on Homelessness recommends developing a 

statewide system to gather data and measure performance outcomes – this from a group that was 

established 15 years ago. 

HUD’s Continuum of Care “tool kit” is the online venue wherein local organizations apply for grant 

funding; a Washington creation that sets procedures for local government agencies and nonprofits to 

spend federal money. Florida’s $3 million appropriation for its local 27 Continuum of Care organizations 

will enable the hiring of more staff and overhead to “leverage state support with federal, local and 

private funding.” In other words, it’s a grant used to seek more grants. 

Originally a sound concept to coordinate local government agencies and nonprofits like Goodwill, 

Salvation Army and United Way, Continuum of Care organizations devolved into a Housing First 

orthodoxy. If a local nonprofit believes emergency shelters or transitional housing are needed as 

interventions targeted towards, say, opioid addiction, then they might as well not attend meetings, 

because their time is better spent seeking private donations. 



 

The bottom line: federal and state government housing policy makers must gather output data in a 

more consistent manner – specifically looking at how housing impacts drug abuse, poverty, 

employment, health and raised incomes. Only then will we know how to allocate resources in a more 

targeted manner, based on the needs of each community. 

Bob Ehrlich is the former Governor of Maryland; Vann Ellison is president and CEO of Naples, Fla.,-based 

St. Matthew’s House, a nonprofit organization fighting poverty. 
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