MEMORANDUM
County Administration
Justice and Law

Date:

June 11, 2021

From:

Wendy Petersen
Assistant County Administrator
for Justice & Law Enforcement

To:

C. H. Huckelberry
County Administrator

Re:

Continued funding for Pima County Housing First Pilot Program

Pima County and the City of Tucson are national leaders for addressing homelessness among the justice
involved population. Our community has been significantly impacted by individuals struggling with
homelessness, criminal recidivism, and individuals with co-occurring issues. The financial and human
costs are too great. Pima County, in partnership with the City of Tucson, recognize that there are more
effective ways to address chronic homelessness and the cycle of incarceration. These methods, in turn,
make our community safer, lower costs and, most importantly, improve lives.
Even while Pima County and the City of Tucson have established some of the most progressive justice
reform programs and strategies in the country, we continue to watch our homeless population grow with
great concern. The City of Tucson reported that from 2019 to 2020, our unsheltered population increased
by over 60%. This rate is only expected to rise due to the COVID-19 Pandemic.

Housing First Background and Funding Sources
Pima County launched the Housing First (PCHF) program in April 2019 to target unsheltered individuals
with co-occurring disorders and justice involvement with the goals of reducing utilization of emergency
medical care, chronic homelessness, and justice involvement. Pima County contributed $3 million in
general fund dollars over the two years of the pilot program.
As of June 4, 2021, 170 City of Tucson vouchers have been issued and are being utilized. The vouchers
we've received for Housing First are federal government issued vouchers. There isn't a dollar figure we
can attach to the vouchers: the City of Tucson Public Housing Authority holds the vouchers for
disbursement to agencies who are involved with housing homeless individuals. Although there is no
monetary value attached to the voucher itself - once a client receives one, 30% of rent is paid for by the
client, whereas the federal government pays the remaining 70%.
On a monthly basis, Pima County pays Old Pueblo Community Services (OPCS) an average of $95,882 for
the services they provide to HF participants. Pima County funding to HF ends June 30, 2021. In the event
we are awarded the BJA Second Chance Pay for Success grant, the grant will not distribute money until
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October 2021, leaving about a four- month gap. Per GMI/Finance, the funding gap is estimated to be
$510,270 from July 1, 2021 through October 1, 2021 (see Attachment 1, Housing First Forecast).
Accordingly, we estimate a funding deficiency of $510,270 between July 1st and September 30th, 2021.
Without additional contributions or funding sources, we will not be able to sustain the program until other
funding opportunities present.
Participant eligibility for PCHF is based on three characteristics:

1.

Homelessness of any form;

2.

Frequent utilizations of Pima County jail services; and

3.

Mental health and/or substance use issues.

The premise of the pilot and housing first model is that in achieving housing stability first and eliminating
the chaos of homelessness, supported individuals will be better suited to address issues that impact their
quality of life. Referrals are accepted only from justice system partners.
The program exceeded its initial goal of providing Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) to 150
participants; it has 190 active clients in the program; 144 clients in permanent housing, 14 individuals in
transitional (bridge) housing awaiting placement, and the remaining amount in various stages of program
intake (e.g., document seeking or "pending inspection").
PCHF is unique among housing programs because of the "justice" related aspect to the program. PCHF
participants have to have been justice system involved by virtue of having Pima County jail incarcerations
as part of the eligibility requirements. Participants may include their families and pets in their housing
journey - another point of stability and familiarity that helps with the often difficult transition to
permanent housing. Former jail inmates historically have been very difficult to house for the simple
reason that landlords do not want to risk renting to them. Adding in the eligibility requirement of a mental
health and/or substance use disorder makes it that much harder for our community to house these people
and keeping them from the revolving door of recidivism.
PCHF is, by definition, a criminal justice reform project due to the eligibility requiring justice system
involvement. Our referral pathways into the PCHF program comes from our justice system partners who
are: Probation, the Jail Population Review Committee; Public Defenders office. Over the past two years
in setting up the project, the CJRU set up the contacts with service providers to make these applicants
successful.
Sustainability Efforts
Funding for the Pima County Housing First Two Year Pilot Project comes to an end June 30, 2021. In the
planning stages of this project, it was anticipated that additional and sustainable funding would come
from local health care providers who realized a savings (due to engagement with Housing First) from the
targeted population who became part of the revolving door of emergency room visits. This vision has not
panned out due, in part, to the COVID-19 Pandemic. In past year, we've learned that the greatest savings
has been achieved by law enforcement agencies and the Pima County Adult Detention Complex (bookings
fees at the Pima County Jail are about $400 and housing costs are over $125 per day).
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