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KEY ISSUE ADDRESSED

In 2000, Florida convened a statewide Commission on the Homeless to review the problems associated with homelessness and propose solutions. One of the solutions proposed was to advance the continuum of care planning model through an enhanced state-local partnership. At that time, there were 23 local continuums of care plans, covering only 31 of Florida’s 67 counties. There were just two existing state funded programs targeted to serve the homeless or those at imminent risk of homelessness. Neither of these were linked to or channeled through the continuum of care plans. Resources to support the implementation of the local plan for homeless assistance were limited to the three competitive HUD homeless assistance programs. The Challenge Grant Program was created in response to the need for additional support of local plans.

SUMMARY
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Type of Project/Program:  Planning - Homelessness
Agency/Contact Link: Office on Homelessness, Florida Department of Children and Families
Project/Program Staffing: The program is administered by two staff persons in the Office on Homelessness and receives some additional support from district staff with the Department of Children and Families.
When Project/Program Began: The program was created by the Legislature in 2001. The first grants were awarded in April, 2002.

Project/Program Description: The purpose of the Challenge Grant program is to encourage the development of local homeless assistance continuum of care plans and to help implement them. 
Eligible grantees are the lead agencies for the local continuum of care plan, as designated by the Office on Homelessness, in consultation with HUD. Funding may assist any activity, project or services contained within the local continuum of care plan, and are awarded through a competitive process with applications ranked on the basis of the following three preference factors: 

1. Ability to provide quality services to homeless persons

2. Ability to leverage federal homeless assistance funding under the McKinney-Vento Act and private funding for the provision of services to homeless persons

3. Need for the provision of housing and services to the homeless, relative to the population of the planning area. 

The Challenge Grant has been used for a wide array of programs and services, including emergency housing assistance, emergency shelters, purchase of land for and construction of new homeless facilities, health and mental health services and literacy training. Florida’s lead agencies have also used the Challenge Grant to support the creation and operation of Homeless Management Information Systems.
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Project/Program Cost: The program was funded at $3.8 million for fiscal years 2002 and 2003 and at $2.1 million for fiscal years 2004, 2005 and 2006.

Percentage of Funding Federal, State and Other: The program is completely funded by state

general revenue funds and does not require a local match. 
EVALUATION
Lessons Learned:
The program is simple in design and operation. It required no additional administrative rules in order to be implemented. The program provides maximum flexibility to the local service network. There are no state priorities or directives on the use of Challenge Grant funds. The program 

is competitive, so it rewards those local continuums that have undertaken the most comprehensive planning effort, which, at times can be a problem.

In the first four years of the program, geographic coverage of the local Continuum plans expanded from 31 to 61 of Florida’s 67 counties. The local continuums have provided services to over 93,700 persons through grant supported activities. The Challenge Grant program has been successful in encouraging local planning for serving the homeless and promoting the continuum of care model. More importantly, through the program the state has demonstrated its commitment to be a strong partner in helping to implement these models and in serving residents in critical need. 
Evaluation Framework/Performance Measures: Florida has been developing a series of performance outcome measures. A university research team has created customer level outcome measures, working directly with all of the continuum lead agencies in the state. Central to these measures is the ability to generate the information needed to measure customer changes over time from the local HMIS. The outcomes to be measured include: whether the person attains good/stable health; attains economic sufficiency with stable employment and is able to secure stable, permanent housing on exit from the continuum of care.

