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KEY ISSUE ADDRESSED

For many years, there has been a tremendous, unmet need in the State of Alabama for affordable housing for persons with mental disabilities, particularly those who are capable of living independently with limited supportive services. These citizens traditionally have been required to be admitted unnecessarily to hospitals, group homes or other mental health institutions in order to obtain support. A landmark class action lawsuit, filed in 1970 and settled in 2000, challenged that practice and the settlement, announced in January 2000, mandated that the Alabama Department of Mental Health/Mental Retardation (DMH/MR) move approximately 600 mentally disabled persons from existing institutions to private housing by September 30, 2003. Former Alabama governor Don Siegelman then asked the Alabama Housing Finance Agency (AHFA) to develop a plan to use HOME funds for this purpose.

SUMMARY

Type of Project/Program:   Housing Development - Special Needs
Agency/Contact Person: Alabama Housing Finance Authority
Project/Program Staffing: Eleven AHFA staff persons are assigned to the program

When Project/Program Began:  2001

Project/Program Description: In response to the settlement outlined in the Wyatt v. Sawyer case and at the request of Alabama’s governor, AHFA committed half of its 2001 and 2002 HOME program allocations for construction of residential rental units for persons with mental illness and mental retardation.

The basic requirements of the program were that the developments be single-family homes, duplexes or low-density developments, be located in counties selected by DMH/MR as having the greatest need, and offer supportive services. In HOME-financed residential rental projects of 5 or more units, 20 percent of the units had to be occupied by households with incomes at or below 50 percent of the median family income.

The remaining units had to be occupied with households with incomes at or below 60 percent of the median family income. In projects with four or fewer units, 100 percent of the units had to be occupied by households with incomes at or below 60 percent of the median family income. To ensure that the units would be affordable to individuals with minimal incomes, a minimum rent limit was established. Development owners were encouraged to establish project-based rental assistance and/or seek sources of public and private rental assistance such as Section 8.

DMH/MR directly provided or contracted with local service providers to provide mental health treatment, rehabilitation services, and supportive services. Supportive services were provided under a planned program of services designed to enable special needs residents of a residential rental property to remain independent and avoid placement in a hospital, nursing home, group home or intermediate care facility for the mentally or physically handicapped.

To make the idea of supportive housing units more marketable to the development community, AHFA’s
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HOME Action Plan included additional points for rental assistance, additional subsidies, supportive services, extra amenities, and proximity to grocery stores or pharmacies. In addition, the supportive housing units could be rented to an otherwise income-eligible tenant if a mentally disabled resident is not available.

Project/Program Cost: The program cost $7 million in 2001 and $6.6 million in 2002 for a total of $13.6 million over the life of the program. 
Percentage of Funding Federal, State and Other: 100 percent of funding comes from the federal HOME program. AHFA used half of the HOME funding it received in both 2001 and 2002 for this program.

EVALUATION

Lessons Learned:

Utilizing the inherent flexibility of the HOME program, AHFA, in cooperation with private developers and community-based health service providers, has been able to meet a desperate need in Alabama through the construction of affordable rental housing for persons with mental disabilities. As a result, the more than 600 individuals being moved from hospitals to community settings will be able to live in safe, decent housing.

Education about the process and about the needs of the MI/MR tenants was critical for developers who had little experience with special needs residents. However, construction and management of completed developments has proven to be very similar to that of other affordable housing developments.

During the course of the two-year initiative, AHFA financed 500 special needs units for people with disabilities--more than meeting the requirements of the Wyatt settlement. The program has been so successful that the Alabama Department of Mental Health and Mental Retardation will not need to continue the program.
Evaluation Framework/Performance Measures: Developers applied for funding through AHFA’s competitive annual HOME and Housing Credit application cycle. The applications for supportive housing developments were subjected to the standards outlined in the HOME and Housing Credit allocation plans.
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