ONSOLID GROUND COALITION

“ BUILDING OPPORTUNITY, PREVENTING HOMELESSNESS

July 17, 2018

The Honorable John F. Keenan

Senate Committee on Bonding, Capital Expenditures and State Assets
State House, Room 413-F

RE: Testimony on H.4732, An Act relative to Economic Development in
the Commonwealth

Dear Chairman Keenan, and Distinguished Members of the Senate Committee
on Bonding, Capital Expenditures and State Assets,

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony for H.4732, An Act relative to
Economic Development in the Commonwealth on behalf of the On Solid Ground
Coalition.

The On Solid Ground Coalition is a cross-sector group of 40+ partners committed
to a research-based, family-centered approach to ensuring access to housing
stability and economic mobility for families living in Massachusetts. Our vision is
that Massachusetts families have safe, stable homes in communities of their
choice and opportunities for economic mobility and wellness.

On Solid Ground respectfully requests that the Committee include the language
for establishing the Economic Mobility Commission (language stated below) in
the bill H.4732, An Act relative to economic development in the Commonwealth.

Homelessness and Economic Insecurity in Massachusetts

Economic growth in Massachusetts has not reached all residents, worsening the
affordability struggle of low-wage workers and their families. In Massachusetts,
the median Fair Market Rent (FMR) for a two-bedroom apartment is $1,489. In
order to afford this level of rent and utilities — without being cost burdened, a
household must earn $4,964 monthly or $59,571 annually. Assuming a 40-hour
work week, this level of income translates into an hourly housing Wage of $28.64
per hour'. Such high prices can drive families struggling with housing stability to
homelessness. Family homelessness is a complex problem that arises from
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stagnating or decreasing wages, a severe shortage of affordable housing, and lack
of tools to help families obtain and maintain housing and economic stability.?

Barriers for Families Accessing Support Services

When recipients of support programs begin to work, they often experience an
economic penalty because of the steep decline in their benefits which leaves
them worse off than prior to getting a job or a raise. These setbacks, referred to
as “cliff effects”, are a barrier for families trying to achieve economic
independence and financial stability. The cliff effects are pronounced between
the wage of $14/hour - $22/hour, where families are worse off with loss of
supports even though their incomes are increasing.? Many state and federal
assistance programs use varying definitions of homelessness and assistance is
often tied to complicated eligibility criteria. The complex service delivery system
makes it difficult for families to access support across state agencies and makes
progress tracking difficult for the Commonwealth. These cliffs can also drive
families towards homelessness and hamper economic mobility. Employment and
economic mobility can offer a key pathway out of homelessness, and toward
housing stability.

Economic Mobility Programs for Economic Development

Numerous Self-Sufficiency and economic mobility programs administered on
federal, state and local levels provide households a path of economic mobility.
These programs help families get education, increase their incomes, and build
assets to attain financial self-sufficiency and reduce reliance on supports with
stable housing as the foundation. Each program offered across the state has a
different approach and varying program components with different outcomes.

Federal programs: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD)
Family Self Sufficiency (FSS) program is administered by the Dept. of Housing and
Community Development (DHCD) through the local Public Housing Authorities
(PHA). In addition to variations in program model, FSS programs also vary in terms
of the type of entity administering the program and the quality of local program
execution and thus have different outcomes. Although majority of FSS programs
are administered by local PHAs, programs like Compass FSS, are administered by
nonprofit organizations like Compass Working Capital, in partnership with local
PHAs. FSSis a voluntary program for federal public housing residents and Section

2 The Boston Foundation Report. (2017). The Growing Challenge of Family Homelessness. Homeless
Assistance for Families in Massachusetts: Trends in Use FY2008-FY2016.

3 Albelda R. and Carr M. Combining Earnings with Public Supports: Cliff Effects in Massachusetts.
Communities & Banking. The Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, Winter 2017.
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8 voucher recipients. As the participant's income and rent share increases, an
escrow account is established by the public housing agency to set aside funds for
the participant at the end of the program. The participant can use these funds for
any purpose, such as homeownership, starting a business, paying off loans, or
going back to school.

Moving to Work (MTW) is another demonstration program by HUD, administered
by the PHAs to design and test innovative, housing and self-sufficiency initiatives
in the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher and federal public housing programs.
This too, is

State & Local level Programs: The State Legislature, along with private
philanthropic dollars, has funded the Secure Jobs program. Secure Jobs offers
holistic support to help families with TANF as their sole source of income by
bridging the critical gap between housing and workforce development services.
In 2014, DHCD also launched Massachusetts Learning Employment and Asset
Program (MassLEAP) to help households receiving state rental assistance
increase their incomes and assets, thereby increasing their stability. This program
aimed at forging partnerships between Local Housing Authorities (LHAs),
Regional Administering Agencies (RAAs), and pre-qualified service providers
(Contractors) to provide Mass LEAP participants with comprehensive set of
services and asset development opportunities that will increase family economic
stability.

In addition to the state and federal funded programs, many non-profit entities like
EMPath and Project Hope administer effective programs like Mobility Mentoring
at the Workforce Development Program on the local level that help families
increase their incomes and attain financial security.

All of the above programs have the same goal of providing families, a path of
economic mobility. These programs help families struggling with housing stability
to increase incomes and build assets, but they are administered with diverse
approaches and have diverse outcomes. An effective, evidence based Economic
Mobility program can be a very effective tool for economic development. In order
to establish this evidence, there is a need to comprehensively study the diverse
approaches - the program components - and the outcomes to know what works
best for Massachusetts families.

Economic Mobility Commission
On Solid Ground respectfully requests that the Committee include the language

for establishing the Economic Mobility Commission (language stated below) in
the bill H.4732, An Act relative to economic development in the Commonwealth.
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The proposed commission will help identify the most effective components of
many self-sufficiency programs, examine the impact of cliff effects, provide
recommendations, and help shape programs that will better assist families reach
economic independence. The models that work best can be scaled to run
throughout the state. A legislative commission would provide the opportunity to
bring together stakeholders to examine these programs. The commission would
make recommendations to the Legislature and Administration for programs and
components that could be scaled to assist more families across the
Commonwealth towards a path of economic mobility.

Tied to increases in income, the Commission will also examine cliff effects and
determine ways to adjust assistance in response to changes in income, including
automatic adjustments tied to minimum wage increases. This will help more
households across the Commonwealth build assets, reduce their reliance on
public assistance, and attain financial stability. Establishing this commission will
ensure an evidence based approach to identify and expand, effective economic
development opportunities in Massachusetts.

A bill filed with similar language (H.3020) An Act Relative to Economic Mobility
and Stability programs was filed by Senator Forry. It was reported out favorably
by Joint Committee on Housing and is currently pending in the House Committee
on Rules.

As always, thank you for your leadership and for helping to make sure all
families in the Commonwealth have safe, stable homes in communities of their
choice and opportunities for economic mobility and wellness.

Please do not hesitate to contact me with any questions.

Sincerely,

@2

Abhidnya Kurve
Policy Coordinator
The On Solid Ground Coalition
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Economic Mobility and Stability Program

The following is proposed language to establish the commission.

SECTION XX. There is hereby established a special commission to study data
related to programs that provide joint support for stable housing and to
increase economic self-sufficiency. The commission will examine various
program components, program outcomes including changes in earned income,
education, and state and federally funded services, and the feedback of
participants and those not enrolled in programs, for the purpose of producing a
report with recommendations for criteria for economic mobility and financial
stability programs for families and individuals with extremely low incomes, as
defined by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, that can
be offered across the Commonwealth. The Commission shall examine the
impacts of cliff effects on households with low incomes and determine ways to
adjust assistance in response to changes in income, including automatic

adjustments tied to minimum wage increases.

SECTION XX. The commission shall be chaired by the House and Senate Chair
of the Joint Committee on Children, Families, and Persons with Disabilities. The
commission shall consist of, but not limited to, the following members or their
designees:

(@)  The secretary of administration and finance; secretary of education; the

secretary of the department of labor and workforce development; the
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