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Good afternoon distinguished Members of the Committee. My name is Baylee Crone and I am the Director of Technical Assistance at the National Coalition for Homeless Veterans. NCHV is widely recognized as the only national organization focused exclusively on advancing the cause of homeless veterans. We have a network of over 300 community based organizations that assist homeless veterans all over the country and provide services and guidance to service providers, partners in government, and other partners with a vested interest in ending homelessness among veterans.

The HUD-VA Supportive Housing Program (HUD-VASH) represents a collaborative, groundbreaking partnership between the Secretaries of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and Veterans Affairs (VA)[i] in response to President Obama’s Federal Strategic Plan to Prevent and End Homelessness and VA Secretary Shinseki’s Five Year Plan to end homelessness among veterans. When assessing progress at the midpoint in this Five Year Plan, service providers and their partners in the community and government acknowledge that while gains have been made, the current moment is the most critical time for action, and proper implementation of HUD-VASH will be a key component of fulfilling the Plan’s objectives by 2015.

The Federal Strategic Plan to Prevent and End Homelessness includes four main goals, one of which is to “prevent and end homelessness among veterans in five years.”[ii] Securing housing opportunities for chronically homeless veterans, many of whom are struggling with disabling disorders compounded by multiple deployments, presents a difficult but possible task. Currently, funding exists for 48,500 HUD-VASH vouchers, representing substantial progress on the Administration’s goal of establishing housing opportunities for 60,000 chronically homeless Veterans.[iii] Authorized by the United States Housing Act of 1937, the HUD-VASH voucher program has been funded every year since 2008 with anticipated additional funding increases for new vouchers throughout the duration of the Plan. Recognizing that the failure of HUD-VASH would result in a lack of reintegration and continued social isolation for our nation’s most vulnerable veterans, the HUD-VASH program is a critical focal point for Secretary Shinseki and the Obama Administration.

The process of operationalizing HUD-VASH involves pairing a HUD Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) with VA Medical Center case management to facilitate connections to comprehensive service delivery from VA and community partners.[iv] HUD provides housing assistance funds to the Public Housing Authority (PHA), including funds for administration of the program, allowing the PHA to make direct monthly rental subsidy payments to landlords under a Housing Assistance Payment Contract.[v] VA Medical Center staff members identify veterans to be referred to the PHA for receipt of HUD-VASH vouchers.[vi] By agreeing to administer HUD-VASH, the PHA gives up its authority to determine the eligibility of veteran families. VA Case Managers are divided based on the number of homeless veterans served by the 132 participating VA Medical Centers,[vii] with one Case Manager per 35 HUD-VASH clients.[viii] Veterans in the HUD-VASH program are required to receive extensive case management services, which is defined as the “provision of regular, ongoing case management, outpatient health services, hospitalization, and other supportive services.”[ix] 

According to Opening Doors, lack of access to affordable housing is a cause of continued homelessness; providing comprehensive health care and benefits is not enough to achieve the goals of the Plan without increasing access to affordable housing.[x] Unfortunately, securing safe, affordable housing for veterans with HUD-VASH vouchers is extremely difficult. In fact, the process of persuading landlords to accept vouchers is so difficult that HUD now allows HUD-VASH voucher holders to sign leases that last less than 12 months, if requested by the landlord, and to continue their search for at least 120 days, twice as long as the usual 60 days, with the option of extension by the PHA.[xi] Veteran voucher holders who cannot find acceptable housing with a landlord willing to accept a HUD-VASH voucher must either accept housing in a less than optimal area or begin the daunting and discouraging process of seeking mobility through the PHA and the VA Medical Center to move to a new catchment area.[xii] With increasing numbers of vouchers going to single veterans with dependent children and women veterans who are often struggling with the effects of Military Sexual Assault (MSA) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), the option of funneling these veterans into housing in unsafe areas solely because a landlord refuses to review their application because of their source of income is unacceptable. Source of income discrimination against a veteran holding a HUD-VASH voucher can potentially derail this entire process, which involves collaboration between multiple agencies at the Federal, state, and local level, and can increase the possibility that the veteran will remain homeless.

Supporters of the Plan to Prevent and End Veteran Homelessness also recognize that HUD-VASH vouchers and general Section 8 vouchers are inextricably linked. Discrimination against Section 8 voucher holders adversely affects veterans, some of whom may not originally or no longer need intensive case management services from the VA through HUD-VASH, but who can still benefit greatly from the low-income housing support offered by Section 8 vouchers and regular service through the VA Medical Center and community providers. For example, while a Section 8 voucher holder may present herself primarily as a single mother with an income substantially below Area Median Income (AMI), she may also have served two tours in Iraq and have income solely from VA’s Compensated Work Therapy program as a result of moderate Traumatic Brain Injury related to her service. Additionally, veteran spouses that divorce from the HUD-VASH voucher holder or veteran families that experience the death of a voucher-holding veteran will transition to a general Section 8 voucher.[xiii] 

Facilitating expedited housing for homeless veterans through HUD-VASH and Section 8 vouchers is smart policy. With the average annual cost of providing health care for homeless veterans approximately 13% higher than for veterans who are housed[xiv], supporting the process of HUD-VASH by alleviating discrimination based on source of income is smart fiscal policy. Knowing that a homeless veteran who progresses beyond the need for HUD-VASH can open up an opportunity for another chronically homeless American veteran to receive this assistance underscores the need for rapid, strong and definitive action.

If we are to engage with Secretary Shinseki’s Plan to End Veteran Homelessness and accomplish the President’s goal of ending veteran homelessness, we must act now to ensure that veterans who bravely served this country are not prevented from accessing safe, affordable housing. They are coming home, and for those veterans who otherwise cannot stand on their own, it is our duty to remove discrimination from the list of barriers they encounter on the pathway to securing affordable housing and reintegrating into their communities.
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