
City of Bellingham/Whatcom County  
Homelessness strategy comprehensive messaging  

Dra$ #2 (Nov. 8, 2021) 

Effec;vely responding to the local impacts of the na;onal crisis of homelessness requires collec;ve 
responsibility, a shared sense of compassion, and a united sense of purpose. 

• Homelessness is a na+onal crisis.  

• No City of Bellingham or Whatcom County policy is the cause of people experiencing homelessness up and 
down the West Coast and throughout nearly every popula+on center in America. 

• But the City and County accept our obliga+on to do all we can to address the harms that this na+onal 
crisis is causing among our neighbors in our own community.  

• Represen+ng just one sector of our community, the City and the County are ac+ng on behalf of – and in 
concert with – all sectors of our community, because it will take all of us to meet the full measure of 
progress we can achieve on behalf those among us experiencing homelessness.  

• From volunteers, ac+vists, nonprofits and faith-based organiza+ons to businesses, higher educa+on 
ins+tu+ons, and concerned members of the public – all are welcome to contribute their energy, solu+ons, 
+me, and resources to crea+ng permanent solu+ons for those experiencing homelessness in our 
community.  

• All are invited to share in our collec+ve responsibility to respond to – and con+nuously learn from – the 
local impacts of this na+onal crisis. 

• The City and County are responding the best we can with the resources we have to address a problem we 
did not create with a sense of responsibility rooted in a shared sense of compassion. 

• We can address this crisis together, with a united sense of purpose and an understanding that it will be 
hard, that the results may not be immediately apparent, but that our effort will be the sum total of our 
collec+ve energies directed toward a common goal of making real progress for those in need. 

Local government, a system of last resort, is being tasked with responding to mul;ple systemic failures 
and a crisis with mul;ple pathways to entry – all on a massive scale. 

• The condi+on we call homelessness does not flow from a single, common source. There are numerous 
pathways that can lead a person or family into homelessness.  

• The na+onal crisis of homelessness is a symptom of a flawed na+onal public policy response to mul+ple 
systemic failures including:  

o Income, health, and educa+onal dispari+es that have led to one of the highest childhood poverty 
rates in the industrialized world.  

o Inadequate funding of social support systems to address the effects of trauma. 
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1. Melissa Morin 
November 4, 2021 at 1:25:00 PM

I have some thoughts on this. 
Maybe not a fatal flaw, but worth 
talking about.

Jennifer Moon 
November 8, 2021 at 7:44:00 AM

Janice/Jeff, we should talk about 
Melissa’s thoughts on this.

2. Jed Holmes 
November 9, 2021 at 9:36:00 AM

I think this sentiment has been 
adequately expressed elsewhere. 
Here it feels a little too defensive 
as phrased.

3. Jennifer Moon 
November 8, 2021 at 7:48:00 AM

I’d like to talk about this too.

4. Melissa Morin 
November 4, 2021 at 3:24:00 PM

What about swapping this with the 
first bullet point below? Leading 
with this as the key message for 
the section sounds defensive, but 
leading with the pathways leading 
to homelessness doesn’t.



But the question I should first ask 
is: Is the point of this section to 
say local gov’t is being asked to 
do a lot, or is the point of this 
section to explain the systemic 
reasons for and scale of 
homelessness?



And I know wordsmithing isn’t the 
point right now, but tone is, so I’ll 
mention that “being tasked with” 
also sounds defensive to me. 
Maybe something aspirational – 
like “is rising to the challenge of” 
or “called to”?

Jennifer Moon 
November 8, 2021 at 7:49:00 AM

Janice/Jeff, can we talk about this 
too?



o A criminal legal system that has led to one of the highest incarcera+on rates in the world, 
dispropor+onately impac+ng people of color. 

o Decades of foreign combat with inadequate behavioral and physical health support, job 
placement services, and other needed assistance for returning veterans. 

o Inadequate behavioral health systems, including mental health, inpa+ent, crisis 
coordina+on and response, and substance use disorder services, school-based interven+ons, and 
inpa+ent care. 

o A housing market beset by: 

▪ Skyrocke+ng costs, 

▪ Decades of divestment of federal funding for housing that meets the needs of people 
leQ behind by the private housing market 

▪ A lack of financing for and supply of permanently affordable housing mee+ng a diversity 
of needs, 

▪ Regulatory constraints on new construc+on. 

▪ and 

▪ A history of redlining and other racist housing policies.   

• AQer these many major failures, local government – as the system closest to communi+es – is the system 
of last resort. It also the system with fewest resources, already overly strained to address dozens of other 
urgent community priori+es. 

• The City and County’s response to a crisis so much larger than us will not be sufficient to meet all needs, 
but this true of any community facing the challenges and complexi+es of this na+onal crisis. 

• The posi+ve news is: We know what works. The City and County are inves+ng in na+onally recognized best 
prac+ces proven to: 

o prevent people from becoming homeless,  

o provide an array of services to ensure that it is brief and a one-+me experience when they do, 
and  

o provide stable and safe housing for those leQ behind by the housing market. 

• We don’t face a problem of our own inaTen+on or ineffec+veness. We face a problem of scale.  

The City and the County invest a combined $10 million annually in mul;ple, proven support pathways 
to address the social, economic, and health needs that put people at increased risk of homelessness, 
offer financial assistance and other services to prevent individuals and families from becoming 
homeless, provide effec;ve emergency response when they do, and improve housing stability for 
those leJ behind by the private housing market.  

• The City and County are inves+ng a combined $10 million annually to serve those among us in cri+cal 
need for housing support, including those who: 
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5. Jennifer Moon 
November 9, 2021 at 1:48:00 PM

Ann points out that evidence-
based can have implicit bias from 
what gets studied/analyzed.

6. Jed Holmes 
November 9, 2021 at 10:56:00 AM

Maybe something like this: “At the 
heart of the homelessness 
challenge is a problem of 
resources and scale, not 
inattention or ineffectiveness. So 
long as the burden is primarily 
placed on local government, the 
response will not be sufficient to 
meet the entirety of the need.”

Jennifer Moon 
November 9, 2021 at 1:45:00 PM

Jeff, I like Jed’s suggestion.

7. Jennifer Moon 
November 8, 2021 at 11:41:00 AM

Include County funds to 
community health interventions in 
this amount. We’ll need to track 
that down.

8. Jennifer Moon 
November 8, 2021 at 11:47:00 AM

This seems to be largely a repeat 
of the header.



o Are experiencing housing instability and on the verge of losing their permanent housing, 

o Have lost their permanent housing and are dependent upon their personal safety net to keep 
them sheltered, or 

o Are without a personal safety net and at risk of sleeping outside.  

• Our community health improvement strategy includes programs and services to: 

o Promote the kindergarten readiness of all children, 

o Address health dispari+es resul+ng from age, gender, race, and income, 

o Expand behavioral health resources for all ages, 

o Increase quality child care availability and affordability. 

• Our homelessness preven+on strategy – in alignment with na+onal best prac+ces – provides for a range of 
interven+ons and supports, including:Rental assistance to protect XX households from evic+on, 

o Owner-occupied and mul+family rental housing rehabilita+on assistance to preserve exis+ng 
housing for XX households, 

o Housing units for XX individuals with special needs, 

o Integrated housing for XX individuals transi+oning from ins+tu+onal se\ngs such as correc+onal, 
healthcare, foster care, or mental health facili+es. 

• Our homelessness response strategy, also aligned with na+onal best prac+ces, is focused on helping 
families and individuals quickly exit homelessness and return to permanent housing, including: 

o Rapid rehousing to provide XX individuals with support services and emergency rental assistance 
when they do become homeless, 

o Motel vouchers providing XX families experiencing homelessness with a safe place to stay,  

o Transi+onal housing to provide temporary shelter, supervision, and support services for XX 
individuals to provide a bridge between homelessness and permanent housing, and 

o Case management, diversion, and support services for XX individuals in crisis. 

• And because the ques+on of housing for those leQ behind by the market is not just a one of affordability 
but availability, our housing stability strategy including the annual construc+on of: 

o Affordable rental housing units for XX households, 

o Affordable housing units and homebuyer assistance to provide homeownership opportuni+es for 
XX low-income households. 

The City and the County also invest in a growing array of shelter bed op;ons to provide XX individuals 
who are living unsheltered with a safe place to sleep at night. 

Shelter beds as harm reduc=on (rather than a solu=on to homelessness) 



• While the City and County’s strategy priori+zes reducing the number of people who depend upon shelters 
over con+nually growing the number of shelters, our strategy does recognize that shelter beds are a 
cri+cal harm-reduc+on component to any comprehensive homelessness response effort.  

• Despite the breadth and effec+veness of the City and County’s investments in programs and services that 
reduce the risk of homelessness in our community, preven+ng individuals and families from becoming 
homeless or helping them quickly exit homelessness, and increasing housing stability, a popula+on of 
individuals living without shelter con+nues to persist in our community.  

• For these individuals, many of whom present among the greatest complexity of support needs, the City 
and County are expanding bed capacity and providing addi+onal safe places to sleep.  

City/County shelter bed deployment  

• AQer an increase in bed capacity by 30 percent in the winter of 2020, we are increasing bed capacity this 
winter again by XX percent, including 24-hour staffing and case management at: 

o Emergency shelters: 

▪ Basecamp (200 beds) 

▪ 1013 (40 beds) 

▪ NW Youth Services (16 beds) 

▪ YWCA (15 beds) 

o Tiny home villages: 

▪ Gardenview Village (36 beds) 

▪ SwiQ Haven (XX beds) 

▪ Unity Village (XX beds)  

• Because shelters are the safety net of last resort, they must remain safe for all who depend on them. This 
means that shelters may not be available to certain individuals (i.e. those who have commiTed sex 
offenses or have exhibited violent behavior at shelters in the past).  

Regarding the rights of sovereign individuals  

• Everyone has a right to live freely in our community. 

• The fact that individuals are living in tents should not necessarily be confused with the fact that they lack 
other op+ons.  

• While the City and County can make safe op+ons available to unsheltered individuals, we cannot compel 
individuals to use them.  

• Some might choose to sleep in tents rather than in shelters as a maTer of preference. This is their right, 
and local government may not infringe upon it.  

• At the same +me, while sovereign individuals have the right to live in tents, individuals do not have the 
right to live in tents where doing so poses risks to public health. 
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9. Jennifer Moon 
November 9, 2021 at 1:49:00 PM

5 in 2020 and 5 in 2021 
(according to Ann). I need to ask 
her if that’s an additional 5 or just 
5. So no values at this point 
would probably be a good idea.

10. Jennifer Moon 
November 9, 2021 at 1:50:00 PM

Permitted for 36 but only using 
30 right now, according to Ann.

11. Jennifer Moon 
November 8, 2021 at 3:36:00 PM

I’d like to talk about this section 
too.



Local government and the balance of public health 

• While it is not local government’s role to tell individuals where to go and want to do, it is our role to 
establish clear boundaries to protect public health.  

• In addressing the public health crisis of homelessness, we must avoid crea+ng other public health crises – 
including crea+ng safety and sanita+on hazards on sidewalks, allowing the prolifera+on of needles in 
parks, or the contamina+on of our waterways.  

• We will con+nue to address and prevent unsanitary or unsafe condi+ons on public lands through a lens of 
public health rather than law enforcement.  

Adding more capacity shelters requires more community partners 

• The County is currently exploring op+ons for providing a safe, designated site to accommodate individuals 
living in RVs.  

• This will require creden+aled community partners who can operate the site and provide necessary 
standards of safety and sanita+on. 

• In fact, any addi+onal growth in capacity of safe places for unsheltered individuals to sleep will require 
similar creden+aled community partners. 

• Local government neither builds not operates emergency shelters: We provide financial support, 
materials, we can even provide sites – in concert with creden+aled community partners who can operate 
the shelters and can meet necessary standards of safety and sanita+on.  

• We are ready to provide pursuing addi+onal ideas and opportuni+es as they arise with other creden+aled 
community partners. 

• If there are other creden+aled groups in the community who are interested in taking these steps to create 
added capacity and operate low-barrier sites, we would love to hear from you and invite you to respond to 
our standing RFPs for poten+al operators. 

Community members interested in partnering with the City, County, and other community providers 
to make a posi;ve local impact on the na;onal crisis of homelessness are invited to engage with us in 
crea;ng and funding services that prevent homelessness, improve housing stability, and promote the 
health and well-being of our en;re community.  

• Local government did not cause the na+onal crisis of homelessness in America, but we are working to 
address it in our community and with our community.  

• The City and the County will con+nue to provide more outlets and opportuni+es for individuals seeking to 
make a difference on this issue to channel their energy in partnership. 

• Members of the public are encouraged to learn more about forthcoming construc+on projects in the 
Home Fund pipeline, and par+cipate in conversa+ons about new and innova+ve approaches to financing 
and to accommoda+ng within our community the range of service and infrastructure response required to 
address the impacts of homelessness locally.  
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12. Erika Lautenbach 
November 5, 2021 at 1:11:00 PM

Are we?  I’m not sure if this is 
happening…



• But the fact is, while ci+es and coun+es may be where homelessness takes place, they cannot be where 
the sole responsibility for addressing homelessness resides. 

• The City and County will soon be issuing a call to ac+on that our local community can answer to help 
elevate homelessness to the na+onal dialogue and mobilize an appropriate federal response. 

Homelessness by the numbers: 

• United States: 580,400 

• West Coast: 191,100 

• Washington: 23,000 

• Puget Sound (Thurston, Pierce, King, Snohomish, Skagit, Whatcom): 19,250 

• Whatcom: 742 


