
Portland-area homeless families get keys to new life in apartments The Bridges to Housing program pursues permanent solutions, focusing on jobs, education, child care, drug treatment and mental health therapy 
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Heather Cappa faces plenty of challenges as a young, pregnant single mom trying to support three daughters with a part-time job in a downtown Portland hotel. 

But she says she wouldn't trade her worst days now for her best days during the four years she used methamphetamine, committed crimes, lost her children and spent her nights on the streets and in jail. 

"My life now is so much better," says Cappa, 30. 

That's partly because she's been clean and sober for three years. 

It's also because of a program called Bridges to Housing that helped her get into an affordable North Portland apartment. In addition, the program helped her find a job, get a driver's license, start payments on her $31,000 student loan and find hope for a more stable and independent life. A social worker visits her once a week, and a family therapist visits as needed to help her and her children adjust to their new lives. 

"I actually have goals and ambitions," she says. 

The Bridges program, launched in the fall of 2006, looks beyond temporary measures -- such as the right to camp downtown, which has been the focus of homeless people demonstrating on the sidewalks of City Hall in recent weeks. Bridges aims instead to find a permanent solution for homeless families. 

Bridges to Housing so far has targeted 127 high-need homeless families, 80 percent of them headed by single women, and placed them in apartments. The program, which operates in four Portland-area counties, expects to find housing for 300 homeless families by 2011. 

It gives each family a case manager with a caseload of no more than 15 families. And it gives each family the support services it needs for up to two years to get on firm footing -- whether child care, drug treatment, mental health therapy, job training or health care. 

The program operates on the theory that families need stability before they can concentrate on other issues, such as job hunting and education. 

Homelessness is pretty much a full-time job," says David Wertheimer, senior program officer for the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, which supports the Bridges program. "Just the basic necessities of survival distract a parent from employment, economic stability, achieving additional education and training." 

And Bridges is in some ways less expensive than transitional programs, says Pat Rogers, homeless services manager for Community Action, a nonprofit that helps families with poverty in Washington County. 

"It costs $80 per night to house a family in a shelter, whereas to put a family in an (apartment) unit for $700 a month is much cheaper," says Rogers, who also oversees the Bridges program in Washington County. 

High-need homeless 
Bridges targets high-need homeless families that struggle with problems such as domestic violence, drug and alcohol addiction and mental illness, says Sally Erickson, coordinator for Portland's Ending Homelessness team and a founder of the Bridges program. 

More than a third of the heads of households for Bridges families did not complete high school, two-thirds struggle with mental illness and nearly half had problems with drugs or alcohol. Those findings, based on an analysis of 52 families, were reported in December by the Regional Research Institute for Human Services at Portland State University. 

The Bridges project is also unique in that it brings together a complex web of government and private organizations in Washington's Clark County and Oregon's Multnomah, Clackamas and Washington counties. 

The scores of people involved range from caseworkers on the front lines to county-level program managers, as well as the nonprofit Neighborhood Partnership Fund, which manages the project and its money, and a regional steering committee that includes county commissioners, state legislators and community and business leaders. 

Money comes from multiple sources, too. Private contributions include $500,000 from Meyer Memorial Trust, $1 million from the Gates Foundation, $75,000 from the Oregon Community Foundation, and $400,000 from the Paul G. Allen Family Foundations. Multnomah and Clark counties each kicked in $1 million. The city of Portland's Children's Investment Fund put up $500,000 to provide child care for Bridges families in Portland. Area housing authorities provided apartment subsidies. 

Collectively, about $5.4 million has been committed to Bridges to Housing. 

No one system -- the public, private, philanthropic, or nonprofits -- can solve the problem on its own; no one has the resources," says Wertheimer of the Gates Foundation. 

Born in Vancouver 
Erickson was executive director of the nonprofit Council for the Homeless in Vancouver when she proposed the Bridges program several years ago. She was inspired by Sound Families, a similar program that began in 2000 in Seattle's Puget Sound Area. 
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As of December, Sound Families had put 1,487 families into subsidized housing for up to two years. Two-thirds of the 942 families that so far have left their transitional housing have found permanent homes, but often with difficulty. 

Erickson and others who helped develop the Bridges program decided they'd immediately put families into permanent housing -- that is, housing families could rent, usually at a subsidized rate, for as long as they needed. 

Bridges supplied a subsidized apartment in Southeast Portland 15 months ago for Ken Holt, 37, and his 5-year-old son, Tyler. Holt spent nearly two decades in the blurry world of meth addiction until something snapped about three years ago, and he decided he'd had enough. 

"I was tired of not having a place to sleep," he said. "I wanted something different." 

He works about 25 hours a week building retaining walls. A Bridges family therapist helped him find services for Tyler, who has developmental problems. And his Bridges caseworker has helped him get a driver's license. 

"I never thought I'd ever see the day of being able to drive legally," says Holt, who stole cars and racked up $10,000 worth of tickets for driving without a license during his addiction days. 

Similar stories from other families suggest the project is working, though it is too soon to draw conclusions, says Diane Yatchmenoff, a professor who worked on the PSU analysis. Her study found eight families had left Bridges by last fall -- four for better homes and jobs, four because of problems that included violence and crimes. 

Bridges to Housing works, concludes Erickson. Helping create it, she says, "has been one of the greatest things I've done in my career." 
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