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Rain Forever
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Shari Lapoff, HomesNow
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Brien Thane, Bellingham and Whatcom County Housing Authorities
Meeting Summary Prepared By: Cathy B. Halka, AICP, Legislative Analyst, Whatcom County Council

1.

Welcome and Introductions, HSW Chair, Whatcom County Councilmember Barry
Buchanan

Councilmember Buchanan called the meeting to order, and attendees introduced themselves.
The Meeting Summary from the January 3rd meeting (Meeting #18) were approved.
2.

Bellingham & Whatcom County Housing Authority, Brien Thane & Tony Casale

Brien Thane presented on the Bellingham & Whatcom County Housing Authority (BWCHA),
including its authority and the makeup of the commissioners and how they are appointed.
The organization has three programs: public housing, housing choice vouchers, and housing
developer. They’ve developed over 1,000 rental units throughout the county. They are not an
emergency housing provider; they provide permanent housing. Most funding comes from HUD
and they serve 3,500 families across a variety of programs
BWCHA runs 600 public housing units, 1,012 tax credit units, and is under construction with the
first phase at the Aloha Motel site, now called Samish Commons. BWCHA operates subsidized
housing, including Housing Choice Voucher (aka Section 8), includes 55 HUD-VASH (Veteran
Affairs Supportive Housing) vouchers, Low Income Public Housing (591 units), Continuum of
Care, Permanent Supportive Housing PSH (153 households), a combination of sponsor-based
and tenant-based rental assistance, HUD Multifamily Affordable (76 units), and USDA Rural
Development (35 units).
Brien Thane discussed that in the 1980s, the federal government walked away from public
housing. Nationally there are 1.2 million units, around 11,200 in Washington, and Whatcom
County has 591 units. The units serve 936 individuals including 234 under the age of 18.
The Housing Choice Voucher program has around 2.2 million participants nationally, including
54,000 households in Washington and 1,696 households in Whatcom County. In 2019
approximately 156 new households were assisted through various voucher programs. That total
does not include Continuum of Care Permanent Supportive Housing (Shelter Plus Care) which
had another 12 new admissions in 2019. BWCHA spent $1.04M in rental assistance for
Continuum of Care. BWCHA works with the Homeless Service Center’s Housing Pool
(Coordinated Entry) to fill vacancies. Local preference vouchers are not specifically dedicated to
households exiting homelessness but most (if not all) applicants are either homeless or at
imminent risk of becoming homeless. Project Based Vouchers play a critical role in making
LIHTC development feasible when targeting extremely low or no-income households.
BWCHA has frequently set-aside 20% of units in LIHTC projects for persons exiting
homelessness. While single site permanent supportive housing for formerly homeless
households is good fit for some, the value of integration into mixed-income communities is also
supported by extensive research.
Councilmember Lilliquist asked about capacity for more if there was another Samish Way site or
similar opportunity. Could BWCHA scale up or tap the same sources for tax credits? Brien
Thane discussed that they are in constant search for developable properties and buying existing
market rate properties. He further said that existing market rate units, set at the same rate over
time, could be significantly below market as market rental rates rise.
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Councilmember Hammill asked how many units they have outside the City of Bellingham. Brien
Thane discussed they have 63 public housing units outside the city. There are approximately
200 tax credit units from Ferndale to Sumas and down.
Riley Sweeney discussed the Ferndale HOME fund. Brien Thane discussed that if there were
resources, they would love to scale up in Ferndale. He discussed that they have Fernview
Apartments on Washington Street that they renovated a few years ago.
Dan Hammill discussed the tax credit properties on the slides including Laurel Village and Laube
Apartments. Brien Thane clarified that those are mostly 30% AMI and below units, and they
don’t have any tax credit units at 60% AMI. They are 50% AMI and below.
Dan Hammill asked if they coordinate with FPI management which operates a 60% AMI
property. Brien Thane discussed that a lot of voucher holders live in for profit rental properties
but BWCHA doesn’t have a specific plan to coordinate as residents transition to lower fixed
incomes in retirement.
Tara Sundin discussed the limiting factors of construction of new housing units with the Housing
Trust Fund and the Tax Credit Program, both of which are incredibly competitive. Phase 1 of
Aloha took 3 years, and they just got turned down on Phase 2. They are ready to build, but
they can’t get the money from the state to leverage the tax credits.
Brien Thane discussed that the 2019 Legislative Session appropriated $170M to the State
Housing Trust Fund, the largest single biennial appropriation. It doesn’t buy what the $200M
appropriation in 2001-2002 bought because construction costs are much higher than what they
were in 2001-2002. The appropriations are in no way keeping up with construction costs.
Jenn Daly thanked Brien and Tony and the BWCHA for working creatively with NWYS and for
being a good partner.
3.

Updates on GRACE Program, Mike Hilley

Mike Hilley discussed the GRACE Program, including 95 active participants, 15 of which are with
law enforcement.
He further discussed that of all the GRACE clients, 41% of 95 are homeless. The 59% are not
described as homeless but may be living in substandard housing or food insufficient.
Mike Hilley reported on information from local fire chiefs on stressors. Fire District 17
(Reservation area) noticed small RVs and people camping. Others are an older population in
homes that have gone into disrepair over time, and these people are typically in their 70s. In
the Glacier fire district, families are stressed and couch surfing. There are 3-4 people the Glacier
fire department takes care of, including one oxygen dependent, elderly person who regularly
needs help changing out an oxygen tank.
Anne Deacon discussed the 4 direct service providers in GRACE each carrying 20 cases. Half are
focused on EMS cases and the other half on law enforcement. Mike Hilley is capturing the EMS
side. There are 22 law enforcement clients that have comorbidity factors. Anne Deacon
indicated they are working on better data reporting to drive decisions.
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Anne Deacon said the County Prosecutor’s office received a grant for Law Enforcement Assisted
Diversion (LEAD), which will operate under GRACE.
4.

Status Updates on Shelters
Ann Beck provided a graph on shelter data.
She discussed Fountain Community Church will
host one more night tonight even though
temperatures will be over 28 degrees. She
thanked the partners providing shelter: Christ
the King, Fountain Community Church, Seventh
Day Adventist, and Garden Street Methodist.
She thanked Lighthouse Mission who has been
willing to coordinate with partners for check in
and space.
Ann Beck discussed shelter numbers in the
past week, the highest being 212 among all
the shelters and severe weather shelters.
Garden Street United Methodist family shelter
was open for three nights with no families.
Two families of 3 checked in but didn’t show
up to stay the night.
At Seventh Day Adventist, there was one man
who stayed 2 nights in a row. It was a lot of
man power to stay open for one guest. They
hosted only 2 nights.

Fountain Community Church is hosting the men’s shelter and they are also able to
accommodate families as well. Rick Qualls discussed the 4 families with hotel stays since
Thanksgiving, a cost funded through donations.
Ann Beck discussed the community’s priority on shelter for families with children.
Riley Sweeney discussed the good job they’ve done on communications efforts.
Markis Stidham discussed outreach indicating that some are still not aware there are extra
shelters in Bellingham at all. It’s an observation from Homes Now citizens that are doing
outreach. Markis Stidham and JC Mansfield started a street outreach program last year. This
year their work showed 60% of people they talked to didn’t know about extra shelter spaces.
Shari Lapoff discussed evening outreach where she between 5pm-7pm she drives around. Of
the 60 to 80 people she talked with only 40 people knew about the extra shelters. After a few
days more people knew about it, after 6 days people knew about them. She asked for succinct
signage, sandwich boards changed daily, even if it’s only at the drop-in center it would help.
Markis Stidham discussed the lack of transportation to Seventh Day Adventist. HomesNow is
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trying to help but funds are tight and they prioritize maintenance and operations at Unity
Village.
Bridget Reeves provided an update about the Mission, including check in running smoothly for
other shelter locations. She noted there were 188 people between all the shelters one night and
everyone checked in at the Mission. She also said that people are coming to the Mission and
specifically asking for the severe weather shelters.
Shari Lapoff discussed shelter check in and availability as working smoother, and further
discussed the death in the community and a chance to prevent any more deaths.
Markis Stidham discussed lengthening the small window of check in time.
Bridget Reeves discussed check in times, with each partner shelter deciding on check in times
because they provide transportation and can’t do trips all night. Check in starts at 6:00pm, and
6:45pm is the cut off time. Around 7:15/30 they run the last bus to severe weather shelters.
After the check in times, the Mission has beds available all night. The Mission hasn’t turned
anyone away, and last night there were 24 beds available. Ann Beck discussed that people are
made aware via phone hotline, emails, word of mouth, flyers and signs throughout the
community. Police and EMS know they can bring people to the Mission. Riley Sweeney
mentioned that the flyer is posted at Ferndale Resource Center and the Chamber of Commerce.
Markis Stidham discussed that the Mission has turned people away before. He further advocated
for service check-in at the shelter locations and for a kiosk or reader type notice that indicates
space available. Anne Deacon discussed access to shelters as a goal shared by everyone. She
further discussed the benefit of a centralized check in location and the challenges with multiple
check in locations causing people to travel from one shelter to another trying to find a bed.
5.
Communications Subcommittee
Councilmember Buchanan provided an update on his meeting with County IT staff regarding
feasibility of a display for shelter information. He discussed next steps as looking at other
jurisdictions and identifying what we want, who does it, and how do we do it.
Markis Stidham asked to look into European models. Riley Sweeney added that the City of
Ferndale has a reader board that they update weekly. They can still have good public service
messages with shelter information and dehydration information in summer, even if it isn’t
updated daily.
Markis Stidham and Bridget Reeves discussed whether people can be banned from the Mission,
and it was confirmed that no one is ever banned from the Mission.
Councilmember Frazey discussed that the City of Bellingham and Whatcom County are
communicating about shelters and asked that partners also work together on the messaging.
She asked that partners not perpetuate negative statements.
Bridget Reeves discussed the recent death of a homeless person, and further described that
agencies are bound by confidentiality to not share personal information or details of services
that may or may not have been provided to that person. She asked that partners be careful and
sensitive to not perpetuate myths because we don’t know the person’s story.
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6.
Action Items
Councilmember Buchanan asked Council Member Lilliquist to discuss the state allocated funding
for affordable housing and homeless services. Councilmember Lilliquist discussed Gov. Inslee’s
requested $318M in the supplemental budget for shelters, homeless clean ups, transitional
housing, housing vouchers, and the funding is focused on more services provided at existing
shelters. Council Member Lilliquist asked that the HSW consider a focus on specialized shelters
and that the HSW be ready with an idea or an ask.
Anne Deacon advocated for letting each community maintain flexibility to meet their local
needs. She further recommended that we bring the Plan to End Homelessness back to the HSW
for review and identify where we should focus our resources. Anne Deacon added that she is
meeting with people in Olympia next week to discuss.
Dan Hammill discussed his presentation in Olympia on the Low-Income Housing Task Force,
and why 1590 is needed. It operationalizes 2263, making it councilmanic to pass the 1/10 of
1%.
7.
Public Comment
Rain Forever Spoke discussed the need for shelters for people experiencing homelessness that
do not have any problems with substance use disorders or other issues. She further described
that people are living outside for 2-3 years, and there nowhere for people who don’t have
serious problems to go.
Doug Gustafson provided an update on the HomesNow search sites where they can move Unity
Village when the permit expires. He mentioned a private land owner has offered land, but it will
not be ready by April when they have to move. Mayor Seth Fleetwood discussed his request to
staff to review potential city-owned sites for consideration. Councilmember Buchanan added
that he’s asked the County Executive to do the very same thing
Shari Lapoff discussed a volunteer opportunity to ride with her from 5-7pm, and further
discussed a request for donations of warm clothing items at the next meeting.
Markis Stidham asked for a show of hands for those who know the name of the man who died,
and noted that the man died within blocks of a shelter.
Ann Beck discussed the Point-In-Time count at the end of January and related volunteer
opportunities. John Campbell discussed training at the County health department at noon today.
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Bellingham Whatcom County Housing Authority – Presentation (Brien Thane)
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GRACE Upate - Presentation (Mike Hilley, Whatcom County EMS)
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