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Hi – I’m Tess Colby, and I work for Pierce County Human Services where we are funding programs 
and systems that respond to homelessness across the county. 
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Homeless Crisis Response 
System

Since 2012, the County has been working to improve access to homeless housing 
and support programs.

Increasing equitable access to homeless services by:
o Implementing a Coordinated Entry System
o Reducing eligibility criteria in homeless service programs

Prioritize programs for those who need them the most, based on:
o Vulnerability to immediate harm
o Number of housing barriers

Investing in less expensive, shorter-term housing solutions like:
o Rapid Re-Housing 
o Diversion

GOAL: Quickly and effectively resolve the crisis of homelessness
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With my colleagues in Human Services, we make sure that federal, state and local funds of about 
$11 million dollars annually is invested in a homeless crisis response system that prioritizes moving 
people from homelessness back to permanent housing. Our focus is on ensuring equitable access to 
homeless services through a Coordinated Entry System that prioritizes referral to programs for 
those who are the most vulnerable to immediate harm and have the highest barriers to accessing 
housing. We do this with the goal of quickly resolving the crisis of homelessness.
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Homeless Crisis Response 
System

Temporary respite housing, 
typically limited to 90 days

Shelter

Diversion

Open-ended, organic 
conversation to identify 
possible housing options

Transitional Housing

Temporary, site-based, 
non-permanent housing

Rapid Re-Housing

Graduated financial assistance and 
service supports in market-rate, 

permanent housing

Permanent 
Supportive Housing

Permanent housing and 
supports for those with a 

disability; can be site-based 
or scattered site
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While we fund shelter and some transitional housing, the majority of our funding goes into 
permanent housing. That’s because homelessness is, at its core, a housing crisis – and the best 
response to a housing crisis is to move folks back into housing. 
We also know that the only predictive factor for homelessness is a prior episode of homelessness. 
So we work hard to move people back into housing as quickly as possible to help avoid future 
homeless episodes. That’s why our first step is a conversation to see if the person or family can be 
diverted away from the homeless system by finding a safe housing solution. 
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Year after year people tell us that the top reasons for their homelessness are mainly economic - loss 
of housing, unaffordable housing, and loss of work.
And, you might be thinking – what about drug and alcohol addiction, or mental illness? Surely those
are the top factors! In fact, when we ask people what was the primary cause of their homelessness, 
fewer than 10% cite substance use or mental illness.
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Most people experiencing 
homelessness have at least one 

source of income

So now let’s take a quick look at who is homeless in Pierce County
In 2017 9,480 persons experienced homelessness at some point during the year – that includes 
single individuals and all persons in families. That number is 3% more than it was in 2015, but 55% 
more than it was in 2013. And, yes, we fully expect the total for 2018 to be larger.
Half of the people experiencing homelessness are members of families with children. The single 
largest age group are persons under 18, and the vast majority of them are in families. 

This is, of course, very worrisome, for lots of reasons – chief among them: childhood 
trauma begets adult trauma, which makes these children at higher risk of homelessness as 
adults IF we don’t help them and their parents find and keep housing as quickly as possible 
AND connect them to appropriate services and supports.

10% are persons who are chronically homeless – that generally means that they have been 
homeless for over a year and have a disabling condition

This is unacceptable because homelessness is literally killing these people, and doing it 
slowly and at an exorbitant cost to them and all of us. 
It is expensive to manage homelessness through emergency services, such as emergency 
rooms; police calls and jail stays; encampment clean-ups; and shelter nights – none of 
which is designed to end homelessness. It all just manages homelessness. 
All of the data on the cost of homelessness tells us that housing with supportive services 
costs about 1/3 of what we spend on emergency services and clean ups. So let’s build more 
housing!

Almost half of all persons experiencing homelessness are women; 13% are victims of domestic 
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violence; young adults, under 25 years old, and unaccompanied youth make up about 9% of the total 
homeless population; and veterans about 8%.
Almost 70% of people indicate they have income, whether from wages or benefits. Some folks are 
working AND homeless, many are receiving disability benefits.  
Finally, people of color are disproportionately impacted by homelessness. In Pierce County, 60% of all 
people experiencing homelessness are not white - and yet they make up just 32% of our total 
population. 

I’m going to linger on this statistic a bit longer, because it’s part of the larger story of why 
homelessness is a housing crisis.
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Incomplete History of 
Housing Segregation
 The Great Migration – 1917 to 1970

National Housing Act of 1934 –
redlining and mortgage discrimination

Housing Act of 1937 – New Deal 
legislation resulting in segregated 
public housing

GI Bill of 1944 – furthered mortgage 
discrimination

 Local zoning restrictions – block by 
block segregation
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Starting in the 1930s, largely in reaction to the Great Migration of African Americans from the rural 
South to the West, Midwest and Northeast, laws were put in place to control where African 
Americans could live – where they could rent and where they could buy. Much like Jim Crow law 
was used to control the movement of African Americans in public spaces, these housing segregation 
laws and regulations limited access to private property.
This slide shows an incomplete list of those laws that resulted in segregated communities and 
housing.  
The outcome of this segregation is wide and deep – poorer health, education, and employment 
outcomes; impoverishment of entire neighborhoods and communities; lower home-ownership 
rates among communities of color; enormous inequities in generational wealth accumulation for 
people of color… and on and on. 
For our purposes today, the result is also a glaringly disproportional presence of people of color 
among persons experiencing homelessness, which we are learning more and more about.
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Race
Percent of 
population
(ACS, 2015)

Percent of 
population at 50% 

poverty level 
(ACS, 2015)

Percent of 
homeless 

population 
(HMIS, 2011-16)

Black/African American 6.6% 10.6% 26.3%

White 74.8% 64.5% 42.4%

American Indian/Alaska 
Native

1.1% 2.6% 2.9%

Asian 6.1% 6.5% 1.6%

Native Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander

1.4% 1.5% 4.3%

Two or more/other 10.0% 9.5% 16.6%

Hispanic/Latinx 9.9% 15.1% 12.9%

We are lucky to be part of a national research project, SPARC, which stands for Supporting 
Partnerships for Anti-Racist Communities. It’s the first project of its kind looking specifically at the 
intersection of race and homelessness, and here’s a bit of what we have learned so far:
If you are black and you are poor, you are almost 4 times as likely to experience homelessness than 
your white peers. 
If you are Native American and poor, you are 1.5 times as likely to experience homelessness.
If you are Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander and poor, you are almost 4.5 times as likely to 
experience homelessness.
And if you are multi-racial and poor, you are 2.5 times more likely.
So that’s what the data tells us. 
To better understand why that is, SPARC conducted interviews with people of color experiencing 
homelessness. From those we have learned more about the fragility of communities of color –
especially African American communities. 
If you are Black and homeless, you can’t easily lean on your family or friends for assistance because 
of what the SPARC team calls Network Impoverishment. That’s a fancy way of saying that the legacy 
of housing segregation - which limited access not just to housing but also high-quality schools and 
diverse job opportunities - is generational poverty and greatly diminished wealth accumulation.  
Median white wealth is 12 times higher than black wealth.  So if you’re African America and 
homeless, your community, your family, your safety net, is also struggling financially, and likely 
doesn’t have the resources to help. In fact, leaning on your family or friends might end up 
endangering their housing, placing them at risk of homelessness. 
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So now let’s fast forward to today. We are in a housing market that is unprecedented - at least in my 
18 years living in Tacoma. 
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Rents have increased more than 50% in the last 5 years, while income has barely ticked up by 4%
Average rent for a 2-bedroom unit in PC is $1,142, which equates to about $22 per hour or 2.0 
minimum wage jobs.
And the market is super tight, with an overall vacancy rate of 3%, although it’s even lower among 
lower-rent units
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SOURCES: NATIONAL PAYCHECK TO PAYCHECK DATABASE 2017, HUD FY2017 INCOME LIMITS AND FAIR MARKET RENT DOCUMENTATION SYSTEM

Rent vs Income Gap
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This places housing out of reach for working folk, like housekeepers, bank tellers, security guards, 
childcare workers, or EMTs – let alone someone living on just disability. 
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But these folks still need to live someplace… and when they do, they become “rent burdened” by 
paying more than 30% of their income towards rent. Or, worse yet, they become severely rent-
burdened by paying more than 50% of their income towards rent. In Pierce County, over 40% of 
renters are rent-burdened. And this data point gets worse for extremely low-income people – over 
85% of households with incomes under $23,000 per year are paying well over 50% of their income 
towards rent. 
Put another way, there are only 10 available and affordable housing units for every 100 extremely 
low- income households, and only 29 such units for every 100 households earning no more than 
$37,000 a year.
These folks are all at risk of homelessness, and these folks are also disproportionately African 
American.  
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So what is Pierce County’s response to this crisis? Well, in Human Services, by placing housing –
specifically, permanent housing with some period of supportive services – at the center of our 
response to homelessness, we are helping people return to housing and keep their housing. Since 
2013, the number of people regaining housing has increased by 240%, without any sizeable 
increase in public resources. We are doing a better job because we are being more strategic. Our 
response is focused on helping people move back into housing, first, accompanied by tailored 
services to help them find their footing and clarify a plan for how they will keep housing into the 
future. This approach works, and we know it does because we track who comes back to our 
homeless system. Over time, more and more people are keeping their housing – so fewer people 
are having recurring episodes of homelessness. That is one measure of success – helping people 
return to housing in a way that keeps them from becoming homeless again. 
What more could we be doing? Here’s where I take off my Pierce County hat, and tell you my 
personal opinions. 
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I said from the onset that homelessness is a housing crisis, so the solution is … housing. Our housing 
market is imbalanced – always has been, but it’s worse now. Demand for housing is far greater than 
supply, so rents aren’t naturally constrained by the market. But we can change that over time – by 
building more units, creating more supply, so renters have more to choose from. That will naturally 
control affordability for some, but not everyone. 
For folks at the lower end of the income spectrum, those who are rent-burdened, we need more 
housing that is available, accessible and affordable – more housing vouchers, more units where 
rents are subsidized to a level that coincides with what the renter can afford. And, we need more 
affordable housing with supportive services, so our most vulnerable neighbors can access 
behavioral and physical health services and other supportive programs designed to help them 
retain their housing.   
And yes – this will take time. This is the long-range solution. And yes, we are right this moment in a 
housing affordability crisis that is pushing people out of their homes - right now – at the Tiki
Apartments. And that demands our immediate attention. But years – no, decades of being reactive, 
and not planning for the future, has brought us to this place. At the same time we are talking about 
emergency measures, we have to plan for the future. 
Housing in the 30s, 40s and 50s was used to re-engineer communities – making some all-white, and 
making some all Black or Brown. In some instances, integrated neighborhoods were leveled, and 
segregated housing or all white subdivisions were built in their place. Land use decisions got us to 
where we are today. Land use decisions that have equity goals at their core can begin to reverse 
the legacy we have inherited. 
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So, I want to suggest this: Please don’t spend all of today talking about homelessness – please, talk, 
instead, about homefulness. 
Talk about housing for all. Talk about housing as a basic human right.  
Talk about housing as the vehicle to reverse the legacy of segregation.
Talk about housing in your neighborhood – and who your neighbors are, who they aren’t, and who 
you wish they were. 
And talk about whether your neighborhood has housing options for anyone who might want to be 
your neighbor. 
Talk about how housing can be used as a tool to create neighborhoods of disenfranchisement OR 
neighborhoods of opportunity. 
And after today… 
Learn more about housing segregation and how housing – its location, its quality, its tenure – is at the 
center of almost every conversation related to healthcare, to education, to employment, to 
environmental justice … and most certainly, to homelessness.
And learn about how housing – through equity-focused land use policies and regulations - can build 
vibrant, diverse communities. The Internet is FULL of information that can help you understand 

why including affordable housing in every new development in every neighborhood is the 
antidote to segregation; or 
why higher densities are critical for creating affordable housing AND supporting local 
business districts; or 
how really simple fixes - like allowing tiny houses to be an accessory dwelling unit behind a 
home – creates affordable housing for the tiny home dweller and an income stream for the 
homeowner. 

There are lots of options – find the ones you like and advocate for them. Formulate your own 
position. Test that position out on friends and family and neighbors. Then talk to those people you 
hired to represent you in elected office, and share your position. Demand that they be bold and 
equity-driven.  Speak your voice. Take a stand. And enjoy the rest of this day.
Thank you. 
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