
SONJA K. BERNDT
Pasadena, CA 91107

December 5, 2021

City of Pasadena Economic Development & Technology Committee
Councilmember Tyron Hampton, Chair
Vice Mayor Andy Wilson, Member
Councilmember Steve Madison, Member
Councilmember Jessica Rivas, Member
Pasadena, CA
(By email)

Re: ED Tech Meeting 12/8/2021 - Agenda Item 2: Motel Vouchers And Interim
Housing Resources For People Experiencing Homelessness

Dear JVIembers of the Economic Development & Technology Committee:

L Introduction

At the City's budget hearings last June, community members raised the urgent need for
more interim housing to shelter our nearly 300 unsheltered residents who sleep on the
street every night. At the June 21, 2021 Council meeting, Councilmember Hampton
asked Housing Director William Huang "Do you need more [motel] vouchers [for interim
housing]?" He also asked Director Huang how many vouchers are needed to "supply the
need." Director Huang stated he felt that the Department currently has enough vouchers,
but advised he would come back to the City Council in about 60 days with "more
studied" numbers.

The staff report submitted for the December 8th ED Tech Committee meeting was
supposed to discuss the UNMET needs of our unsheltered residents, but it fails to even
identify what the unmet needs are. Even worse, it states "Providing motel vouchers to
everyone on the streets will not end unsheltered homelessness nor is it a viable solution.'
(Staff Report, pp. 4-5.) Instead of looking for viable alternatives, the report concludes
that we should continue to support a scattered-site motel voucher program that shelters
only a fraction of our unsheltered residents. All of the others will have to suffer
unsheltered on the streets for up to one year until they obtain permanent housing.

Rabbi Joshua Grater, Executive Director of Friends In Deed, noted in his recent guest
opinion in Pasadena Now, "each person is created in the image of God, deserving of
compassion, connection and dignity. I feel called, again, to speak out against the
intransient, stubborn and tired arguments that the leaders of our city, and the residents
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who support them, continue to put forward about why we can't be like El Monte,
Redondo Beach, Baldwin Park, and other parts of LA County that are trying to do
something, anything, to help those souls living on the streets to have a roof
over their heads." (https://www.pasadenanow.com/main/guest-opinion-rabbi-joshua-
levine-grater-why-cant-pasadena-be-creative-on-transitional-housing).

Interim housing is critical to the safety, health, mental health and wellbeing of our
unsheltered residents. Without adequate, effective, cost-efficient interim housing
solutions like re-purposing motels and tiny home shelters, our unsheltered residents will
suffer on our streets for up to a year until they obtain permanent housing, assuming they
survive on the streets that long.

II. Background: The Importance of Interim Housins

Interim housing, also referred to as "bridge" housing, provides shelter from the time a
person exits life on the street until he or she obtains permanent housing, which can take
up to a year. The staff report seems to equate "emergency shelter" with "interim
housing." These terms are not interchangeable. Emergency shelter is defined as
"housing with minimal supportive services for homeless persons that is limited to
occupancy of six months or less by a homeless person." (See GOV. Code, § 65582, subd.
(d); Health and Safety Code, § 50801, subd. (e).) Interim housing, however, involves
intensive case management services and is not limited to six months. This is important
because it takes many clients up to a year to obtain permanent housing, and intensive case
management services are critical to ensuring a successful transition to permanent
housing.

There are various types of interim housing available: "tiny shelter" communities (small
single or double-occupancy cabins), re-purposed motels, congregate shelters, and
"scattered site" motel vouchers (i.e., individual vouchers for motel rooms in multiple
motels in a region). While permanent housing is our goal, we do not currently have
nearly enough units of permanent housing to house our over 500 unhoused neighbors.

Unsheltered persons are extremely vulnerable due to substantial chronic health
conditions; undiagnosed and untreated mental illness; substance use disorders;
malnutrition, and/or other substantial problems, including threats to their personal safety.
(See Pasadena Homeless Count—2020, pp. 23-25.) Interim housing provides personal
safety, security for belongings, toilets, showers, laundry facilities, meals, assistance with
medical needs (such as onsite nurses who monitor blood pressure and blood sugar levels),
linkage to benefits (such as health insurance, general relief, SSI, etc.), and assistance with
identification issues.

The State of California considers interim housing to be so critical that the Legislature
established Low Barrier Navigation Centers - shelters focused on moving persons into
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permanent housing while case managers connect them to services - as a use by right in
areas zoned for mixed use and nonresidential zones where multifamily uses are
permitted. (GOV. Code, §§65660-65668.)

III. Interim Housins Successes in Local Jurisdictions Other than Pasadena

A. Re-purposins Motels, Hotels, etc. through the State Homekey Prosram

Jurisdictions throughout our State are taking advantage of California's Homekey
Program (aka "Project Homekey"), which is an innovative partnership between
local jurisdictions and the State of California to purchase and rehabilitate motels,
hotels, residential care facilities for the elderly, manufactured housing, and other
buildings and convert them into permanent, long-term housing for people
experiencing homelessness. (April 2021 Legislative Report "Homekey: A Journey
Home," [California Department of Housing & Community Development ("HCD")], pp. 5-
6, 13 [hereinafter "the Homekey Report"].) The Homekey program builds upon
California's previous program, Project Roomkey, which urgently housed
vulnerable people experiencing homelessness to prevent the spread of COVID-
19. (Homekey Report, pp. 21-22.)

In 2020, California made available nearly $800,000,000 in its first round of
Homekey funding for permanent housing developments as well as interim
housing that connects to permanent housing. (Homekey Report, pp. 6, 9.) By
December 2020, 94 awards had been made to 51 jurisdictions with a total of 120
unique housing sites. {Ibid.) The Homekey housing sites have begun operating
as interim housing. Within approximately two years, the sites will be converted
into permanent supportive housing, which will provide permanent housing
combined with supportive services. (https://lacounty.gov/homekey/ FAQ: What
kind of housing will Homekey provide?)

In the first round ofHomekey funding, Los Angeles County was approved for Homekey
sites in the following cities:

Baldwin Park (75 units created)
Hacienda Heights (Unincorporated) (156 units created)
Harbor City (Unincorporated) (57 units created)
Long Beach (Two sites) (178 units created)

• Norwalk (56 units created)

• Whittier (Unincorporated) (99 units created)
• Compton (Two sites) (145 units created)

Commerce (81 units created)
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In addition, the City of El Monte received $17,713,213 to purchase two motels
and provide two years of operation subsidies (133 units created); the City of
Long Beach received funding for one site (102 units created); and the Housing
Authority for the City of Los Angeles received funding for 15 sites for a total of
732 units created. (Homekey Report, Appendix B.)

According to the Homekey Report, approximately 8,264 individuals are housed
or will be housed in 2021 within the nearly 6,000 units created by the first round
ofHomekey funding (1,814 useable units in LA County alone). (Homekey
Report, pp. 7-8.) Most Homekey projects created units that were initially interim
housing, but will convert to permanent housing. {Id. at p. 23.)

Significantly, the Homekey Program has proven to be cost effective, with an average cost
per unit of $129,254 as compared with $380,000 to $570,000 per unit to develop new
housing in California. (Homekey Report, pp. 8, 25; see Table 1.4 comparison of
$129,254 per door for the Homekey program and $528,769 per unit for multifamily new
construction related to the No Plan Like Home homeless housing program.)

And there is evidence in "our own backyard" that the Homekey Program is more cost
effective than new construction of units and more cost effective than motel vouchers.

Casa Luna is one of two motels in El Sereno that were converted into a Project Homekey
site by National Community Renaissance (National CORE) and Union Station Homeless
Services. As of April 2021, the 49-unit Casa Luna, offers safe, decent housing and
supportive services to Los Angeles residents who once lived on the sidewalks and
parkways adjacent to the motel. According to the Casa Luna Case Study, the total cost of
acquisition and rehabilitation for use as interim housing was $8,753,746 ($183,903 per
unit). (Casa-Luna-H2H-Case-Study_8-4-21.pdf(endhomelessness.org), p. 2.) Total cost
per unit per day is $87.00, including comprehensive support services provided by Union
Station Homeless Services (24/7 support service workers, case managers, mental health
service workers and a clinical social work supervisor; food service; etc.) (Id., at p. 3.))

Last September, California HCD announced an additional approximately $1.45 billion in
"Round 2" ofHomekey Program funding to expand the program to purchase and
rehabilitate buildings and convert them into up to 14,000 more permanent or interim
housing units for people experiencing or at risk ofhomelessness. (See Notice of Funding
Availability at https://homekey.hcd.ca.gov; 9/9/2021 Gov.'s Press Release: "Newsom
Administration Announces $2.75 Billion Expansion ofHomekey.")

4



Our City did not participate in the first round ofHomekey funding and I have not
received any evidence that it is participating in the second round of funding.1

B. Tiny Shelters faka Tiny Homes, Pallet Shelters)

Tiny shelter communities have become a viable option for interim housing in the City of
Los Angeles as well as throughout Southern California. Each 64-square-foot tiny home
has two beds and is equipped with heating, air-conditioning, and a lockable front door.
Onsite, meals, showers, case management, housing navigation, mental health, job training
and placement are provided. (https://hopeofthevalley.org/tinyhomes/.)

Hope of the Valley Rescue Mission has been at the forefront of the tiny home community
movement. According to its website, in 2021, it opened and now operates the following
tiny home communities:

Chandler Blvd. Tiny Home Village: opened 2/2021; 39 homes (85 beds)
Alexandria Park: opened 5/2021;! 03 homes (200 beds)
Reseda opened 6/2021; 52 homes (101 beds)
Tarzana opened 7/2021; 78 homes (148 beds)
Whitsett West opened 8/2021; 77 homes (150 beds) and
Arroyo Seco Tiny Home Village opened 11/2021; 117 homes (224 beds).

According to Hope of the Valley's website "[t]iny homes take a short time to build and
assemble, at just a fraction of the cost."59

Once a client obtains permanent housing and leaves their motel room or tiny home, their
unit, as well as onsite services, become available for the next person in need of interim
housing. Additional advantages of tiny homes and re-purposed motels are that outreach
workers can provide intensive services to many clients all at one facility and clients can
obtain assistance with medical, psychological, and other needs right where they live.

Significantly, late last year, our own Human Services Commission submitted to this
Committee a proposal for a tiny shelter community in Pasadena (with a cost analysis)
with a request that the issue be agendized. But Mayor Gordo blocked consideration of
the issue by letter dated January 6, 2021, stating "[a]t this time, I am not inclined to move
forward with the temporary village concept, and the City will continue to use vacant

1 On November 2, 2021, I submitted a Public Records Act request to Pasadena requesting, inter
alia, "all documents referencing shelter models the City of Pasadena considered to meet the
housing needs and/or unmet needs of unsheltered persons located in Pasadena other than motel
vouchers including, but not limited to, expense projections for both room/unit costs and
services." As of the date of this letter, I have received no formal response to the PRA request
from the city and no documents.

5



motel rooms. Based on staffs recommendation, this appears to be the optimal method of
temporarily increasing emergency shelter supply." It is inconceivable that our mayor will
not even allow a detailed presentation of the tiny shelter community housing model to be
agendized for discussion in our city, even in the face of evidence that this model is
successfully sheltering persons in other cities during the long wait to permanent housing.

IV. Our City's Inadequate and Cost-Inefficient Interim Housing Strategy

As discussed in the staff report, our city uses motel vouchers in scattered sites throughout
the region to provide "emergency shelter." Scattered-site motel vouchers are
expensive—according to Housing Department staff, $100 per room per night, not
including the funds required for services. Even worse, once a person uses a voucher, it is
gone. The used voucher does nothing to benefit the next person in need of interim
housing. Moreover, unlike the Homekey motel and tiny shelter interim housing models,
services at scattered sites cannot be provided efficiently because case managers, who may
have 25-30 clients at a time, have to travel near and far to provide services.

The staff report never addresses this. Rather, it says the Housing Department has
'dramatically increased" investments in emergency shelters "while continuing to invest

in and prioritize permanent housing." (Staff Report, p. 2.) So our city has "doubled
down" on using its cost-inefficient motel voucher program.

ti

The report states the City expended $2.2 million to fund the motel-based shelter services,
ALL of which was non-City funding. (Staff Report, p. 5.) With these federal, state and
county funds, for 2019, 2020, and 2021 (January through June) it "served" a total of 390
persons in niotels (de-duplicated). (Id. at p. 3.) What does this mean? A few nights in a
motel? A week? A month? Sadly, less than 20% of the participants served exited a
shelter program to permanent housing over this two -and-one-half year period. (Ibid.)
The report notes that 38% exited to other shelter programs without explaining why these
participants could not continue to be sheltered with vouchers. (Ibid.) And what
happened to the other 42%? Where are they?

The staff report states "[m]otel vouchers have proven to be a valuable resource because
of their ability to increase bed availability rapidly and offer flexibility with short to
medium-term stays to best serve each client's unique and varying needs." (Staff Report,
p. 4.) I agree that there should be SOME motel vouchers available for persons who are
very close to obtaining permanent housing or only in need of a few nights' lodging. But
for the vast majority of unsheltered persons, expensive, inefficient scattered-site motel
vouchers that can only be used once is not a viable method of providing interim housing
unless the City wants to spend very significant additional funds for it. Hope of the Valley
estimates clients need 4-6 months of interim housing to achieve permanent housing.
(https://hopeofthev alley.org/tinyhomes/.) Other providers have advised me it takes
approximately one year for clients in interim housing to obtain permanent housing. What
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is the City's definition of "medium-term stays?" Where is the evidence to show that the
motel-voucher program is making ANY meaningful dent in our unsheltered population
over the long haul to permanent housing?

The report cites the need for balancing interim housing with permanent housing and right
now we have so few units of permanent housing available. (Staff Report, pp. 1-2.)
Significantly, the permanent housing cited in the report, Heritage Square South and the
Salvation Army's HOPE Center, are all new construction. What is the cost, per unit, for
these developments? The report never discusses alternatives to new-construction
permanent housing that the State and other cities are actively pursuing, such as re-
purposing motels and other buildings.

The most disappointing aspect of the report is that it fails to request ANY city funding to
increase interim housing in our city. Our Housing Department gets a scant $1.475
million from the General Fund while our Police Department gets over $84 million from
the General Fund. The Police Department received so much money last fiscal year that it
had purported operational "savings" of $2.3 million, which the City Council allowed to
be used to remodel its headquarters and replace its functioning mobile operations center.
In 2020, the Council approved $420,000 to replace the helicopter camera surveillance
system that was still functioning. And when the City received $26 million from the
federal government in American Rescue Plan Act funds, the Council allocated more
money for the traffic signal at Orange Grove Boulevard and Craig Avenue than for
interim housing for our unsheltered neighbors. The city CAN provide funding to
alleviate human suffering experienced by persons living on the street. Our city leaders
need to take urgent action to do so.

V. Conclusion

The City's strategy for sheltering our hundreds of unsheltered residents is short-sighted,
inadequate, and cost inefficient. As Rabbi Grater aptly noted "If the pallet shelters are a
band-aid on the problem, single night stays for a few people are a cotton swab."
(https://www.pasadenanow.com/main/guest-opinion-rabbi-joshua-levine-grater-why-
cant-pasadena-be-creative-on-transitional-housing.) We cannot continue to leave our
unsheltered residents out in the cold and without the critical intensive outreach services

that interim housing provides. Please agendize, on an urgent basis, participation in the
state's Homekey program and creation of a tiny shelter site in our city. Thank you.

Sincerely,
/s/

Sonja K. Berndt, Esq. (retired)
Cc: sarobles@>cityofpasadena.net

William Huang, Director Pasadena Housing Department
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