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Path to a Home 
The San Luis Obispo County 10 Year Plan to End Homelessness 

 

Overview of Plan Recommendations 
 

 
 

Homeless Governing Board: A countywide collaborative governing body overseeing and coordinating the system of care 
• Staffed by a full-time Homeless Coordinator and 2 other full-time staff overseeing fundraising and data collection/performance evaluation 

 
. Providing leadership 

. Developing an annual work plan to guide plan implementation 

. Establishing funding priorities and overseeing allocations 

. Facilitating communication and coordination between jurisdictions, 
governmental departments, providers, homeless people & advocates 

. Organizing provider trainings 
 

. Promoting system integration 

. Overseeing & facilitating housing production  

. Fundraising 

. Carrying out a public communication campaign 

. Conducting advocacy 

. Overseeing systemwide program evaluation and quality improvement 

 
 

Housing 
 
• Creation of regional Basic Housing Assistance Centers to 

facilitate access to housing & housing-related services 
(BHAC) 

• Countywide Housing First Policy to get people into 
housing quickly 

• Development of a range of housing, including affordable 
housing, permanent supportive, no-demand housing, and 
interim and transitional housing (for crisis situations or 
specific sub-population needs) 

• Short term and shallow housing subsidies to help people 
regain & maintain housing 

• Services linkages for all housing provided through 
Primary Responders & Human Services Campuses  

• Focus on facilitating and expanding affordable housing 
production through appointment of a point person, 
creation of a Pipeline Committee, increasing available 
funding and streamlining approval processes  

Services 
 
• 4 regional Human Services Campuses providing centralized 

access to comprehensive services  
• Network of Primary Responders based on the campuses 

coordinating a single case plan for each client & facilitating 
linkage of services w/ housing 

• Use of triage approach to target services to those most in 
need 

• Streamlined paperwork & single data system to support 
coordinated service provision 

• Countywide Work Fast policy and homeless employment & 
training programs to get people into employment, training or 
volunteer work as quickly as possible 

• Streamlined access to benefits 
• Development of profit–generating micro-enterprises  to fund 

service provision 
• Promoting community participation and volunteering to 

support efforts to address homelessness  

Prevention 
 

• Use of comprehensive assessment tool at 
intake to identify people who are homeless or 
at-risk and designated discharge planner at all 
publically funded institutions 

• Discharge/Transition team coordinating a 
collaborative case plan to ensure continuity of 
care, involving discharge planners at all 
institutions, Primary Responders and BHAC 

• Creation of medical respite beds 
• Homeless courts to divert people from criminal 

justice system  
• Eviction prevention housing assistance and 

services (through BHAC) 
• Performance mandates linked to Department 

budgets and NGO contracts in support of 
county focus on preventing and ending 
homelessness 

Path to a Home               October 2008                                       5



 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Executive Summary 
 
In January 2008, cities, agencies and groups throughout San Luis Obispo county began 
an important journey, aimed at improving the county’s approach to homelessness.  The 
need for change was broadly recognized, as homelessness in the county was 
continuing to grow.  More individuals and families were losing their housing; community 
members were increasingly frustrated by the effects of homelessness on their 
neighborhoods, city centers and public parks; homeless programs were struggling to 
meet growing need with dwindling resources, and local leaders were searching for 
solutions that were both effective and affordable.  
 
Against this backdrop, and following a national trend to shift emphasis from “managing” 
homelessness to working to “end” it, a broad-based planning group came together to 
reevaluate current efforts within the county, consider best practices and lessons learned 
around the nation, and develop a Plan for a new and more effective response, aimed at 
ending homelessness in ten years.  This document, Path to a Home is the outcome of 
that process.   
 
Path to a Home lays out a clear central vision that focuses on ensuring that everyone 
has access to appropriate and affordable housing and to the services they need to 
sustain it.  It provides a clear “path” of:  

1) what needs to be done to help people who are homeless or at-risk arrive 
“home” to stable housing and a place in the community as productive and 
participating members and  
2) the system, policy and program changes necessary for the Cities, 
Communities and County to arrive at their goal of ending homelessness in ten 
years.   

 
Altogether, it is a new approach, one that puts as much attention on preventing 
homelessness as on helping people who are already homeless, and which calls for a 
variety of system level changes to facilitate integration and collaboration between 
mainstream and homeless agencies in their service provision.  This new approach can 
be described as:  

• system-focused, promoting greater effectiveness and efficiency in resource 
utilization;  
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• collaborative, requiring all sectors of the county to contribute to this effort; 
• flexible and individualized, recognizing that each person in need is unique and 
requires a tailored response to his/her situation; and  
• accountable, insisting on data collection and evaluation to document progress 
made and guide ongoing revisions and improvements.   

 
 
 
The Journey’s Start -- Background 
 
Recognizing The Need For Change:  As with many other communities around the 
nation, efforts in San Luis Obispo county to address homelessness sprang up in the late 
1980s as a response to what was seen as an emergency.  A network of housing and 
service programs was created, parallel to the mainstream safety net system, to deal 
with the special needs of people who are homeless.  However, twenty years later, it is 
clear that homelessness is much more than a short-term crisis, and that despite the 
hard work and commitment of many excellent programs, the current approach to 
homelessness is not working and must be changed.   
 
Consider the following:   
 

• Homelessness Continues To Grow, Affecting More And More People, Including 
Children:  An estimated 2,408 people are homeless each night in San Luis 
Obispo county, and almost 2,800 experience an episode of homelessness each 
year.  Of these, almost half (44%) are people in families and 22% are children 
under age 12.  Almost a quarter (23%) are victims of domestic violence. 1   

 
These numbers indicate not only untold human misery and forfeited dreams, but 
for the children, it too often is a preview of a poverty-stricken and marginalized 
future.  Children who are homeless are more likely to have health problems2, to 
miss school and to have lower academic performance3.  Those who are pre-
school age, are more likely to have one or more developmental delays.4  All in 
all, childhood housing instability and homelessness have been identified as one 
of the indicators of future homelessness5.   

 

                                                
1 Sources:  SLO County Homeless Enumeration Report, Spring 2006 & 2007 SLO County Continuum of 
Care Application, Exhibit 1. 
2 Weinreb, L., Goldberg, R., Bassuk, E., & Perloff, J. N. (1998). Determinants of health and service use 
patterns in homeless and low-income housed children. American Academy of Pediatrics 102(3): 554-
562. 
3 Rafferty, Y. (1995). The Legal Rights and Educational Problems of Homeless Children and Youth. 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 17(1), 42-45. 
http://webpage.pace.edu/yrafferty/yvonne/docs/Rafferty1995EEPA.pdf 
4 Bassuk, E. L. & Rosenberg, L. (1990). Psychosocial characteristics of homeless children and children 
with homes. Pediatrics, 85(3): 257-261. 
5 Burt, Martha R.  “Demographics and Geography: Estimating Needs” for the 1998 National Symposium 
on Homelessness Research. 
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• Many People Become Homeless Because The Mainstream Safety Net Has Not 
Met Their Needs:  In San Luis Obispo county, almost a quarter of homeless 
people are victims of domestic violence.  68% of homeless people are estimated 
to have a mental illness and 37% a substance addiction.6  Unable to access the 
help they need, they become homeless, and too often, their problems begin to 
exacerbate.   

 
• Some People Have Been Homeless For Years:  Almost 10%7 of people who are 

homeless in the county are chronically homeless, having been continually 
homeless for a year or more or having had at least four episodes of 
homelessness in the past three years.  This extended homelessness is an 
indication of a breakdown in our systems of care, in that people are unable to get 
the assistance they need to end this unhealthy and dangerous living situation.  

 
• The Current System Shelters Only A Tiny Fraction Of Those In Need:  92% of 

homeless people in the county are unsheltered, living outside or in vehicles.8  
The current system clearly does not have the capacity to meet the volume and 
types of needs that exist in the county.   

 
• Homelessness Is Expensive:  People who are homeless are high users of 

emergency services, including hospital emergency rooms, shelters, mental 
health crisis services, and substance abuse detox programs.  A study of 
homeless people with severe mental illnesses found that each used an average 
of $40,451 worth of publicly-funded services per year, including health and 
mental health services (86%), emergency shelter (11%) and incarceration in 
state prisons and local jails (3%).9 

 
In San Luis Obispo county, a conservative estimate of the impact of 
homelessness on city services, including Police, Parks and Recreation, Public 
Works and Library, yields a figure of $121,904 per year.10  In addition, 
communities also bear quality of life costs related to increased crime, reduced 
public safety, and problems due to the congregation of homeless people in 
downtown city centers and public parks.   
 

• Homeless Programs Cannot Solve The Problem On Their Own:  Both the size of 
the homeless population as well as their multiple needs makes it impossible for 
the homeless service system to resolve this problem in its own.  Many people 
who are homeless need access to mainstream services, including health and 

                                                
6 2007 SLO County Continuum of Care Application, Exhibit 1. 
7 2007 SLO County Continuum of Care Application, Exhibit 1. 
8 Same as above. 
9 Culhane, Dennis P., Metraux, Stephen and Hadley, Trevor. (2002). Public Service Reductions 
Associated With Placement of Homeless Persons With Severe Mental Illness in Supportive Housing.  
Housing Policy Debate Vol 13, Issue 1, pp 107-163. Fannie Mae Foundation. 
10 This figure is based on a cost study conducted in Santa Barbara County.  The per person cost figures 
from that study are applied to a San Luis Obispo County homeless population of 802, which is 1/3 of the 
homeless population documented in the Homeless Enumeration Report.   
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mental health services, drug and alcohol treatment, subsidized housing, 
employment and training services, and benefits.  As noted above, homeless 
people are already incurring costs in many of these systems, repeatedly cycling 
in and out of these programs because their problems are not addressed in a 
coordinated way.   

 
• Evidence From Around The Country Demonstrates That Re-Orienting The 

Approach To Homelessness Works:  Over 300 communities around the country 
are engaged in federal government-promoted Ten Year Planning processes that 
shift the focus of their service systems from “managing” homelessness to 
“ending” it.11  This involves strategies such as making housing a central focus; 
increasing mainstream program involvement in preventing and ending 
homelessness; linking services with housing in a comprehensive and coordinated 
package of care; making prevention a priority; and collecting data to guide 
decisions and monitor progress.  Many of these communities have reported 
significant reductions in the numbers of people homeless on their streets after 
beginning implementation of their Plans, such as a 60% reduction in 
Philadelphia, 28% in San Francisco, and 20% in Portland.12   

 
• San Luis Obispo County Has Effective Programs Upon Which To Base Change:  

While the current homeless system as a whole is not working to end 
homelessness, there are many excellent programs that have developed proven 
approaches to helping people regain and maintain housing throughout the 
county.  Using these programs as a base and more fully involving mainstream 
agencies, the Cities and County can construct an effective system of assistance 
that will provide comprehensive and coordinated care aimed at helping people 
access and maintain housing for the long term.   

 
 

The Homeless Outreach Program  
A San Luis Obispo County  

Success Story 
 
The Homeless Outreach Program, operated by the County Behavioral Health 
Department, Mental Health Services, serves homeless individuals with mental illness 
through outreach services in the community where they congregate.  HOP provides 
mental health counseling, medications, emergency assistance, transitional housing 
with case management, and assistance obtaining permanent housing. 
 
 
2006-2007 Outcomes  
 

• 92 clients served 
• 90% received housing 

                                                
11 http://www.ich.gov/slocal/index.html 
12 The United States Interagency Council on Homelessness e-newsletter, June 8, 2006, 
http://www.ich.gov/newsletter/archive/06-08-06_e-newsletter.htm 
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