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executive summary
In November 2006, the Mayors of Holyoke, Northampton and 
Springfield began a conversation about homelessness in the 
Pioneer Valley, which led to a regional symposium that 

launched the year-long process that produced this plan.  The 
planning group, co-chaired by Northampton Mayor Clare 
Higgins and Holyoke Mayor Michael Sullivan, ultimately drew 
on the knowledge and talents of more than 100 people 
throughout the Pioneer Valley, with input from Mayors or 
staff from four more towns and citiesτEasthampton, 
Greenfield, Springfield and West Springfieldτas well as from 
the offices of Senator John Kerry and Representative John 
Olver, and multiple state agencies, provider agencies, 
advocates, consumers, leaders of faith communities, 
educators, and business leaders.  The work was done by 
workgroups that focused on Homelessness Prevention; 
Housing; Mainstream Services; Chronic Homelessness; and 
Data and Research.  Additional consumer input was collected 
through interviews of homeless individuals and families.  One 
Family, Inc provided funding support for this plan.   
 
This plan reflects our collective commitment to end 
homelessness in our region in the next ten years.  It sets forth 
six broad strategies encompassing more than 80 discrete 
action steps.  We will ensure implementation of the plan 
through creation of the Pioneer Valley Committee to End 
Homelessness (PVCEH), a volunteer board reflecting 
community stakeholders, staffed with a full-time director.  At 
the January 2007 Symposium, our regional legislative 
delegation pledged its support for our agenda.

Specific benchmarks we will achieve include: 
 

PREVENTION:  Creation of a collaborative prevention and 

rapid rehouse network, in which local, state and federal funds 
are allocated in a coordinated and easy-to-access manner, and 
which is supported by at least $200,000 per year in flexible 
regional funds and $150,000 per year in new funds for the 
Tenancy Preservation Project. 

 

SUPPORTIVE HOUSING:  Creation of 260 supportive 

housing opportunities for individuals; 50 supportive housing 
opportunities for families; and 4 small Safe Havens housing 
projects for seriously mentally ill individuals throughout the 
region. 

  
AFFORDABLE HOUSING:  Creation of a regional affordable 

housing plan and agenda which leads to development of 300 
housing units throughout the Pioneer Valley which are 
affordable to households with incomes at or below 30% of 
area median income. 

 
EMPLOYMENT: Development of employment and training 

collaborations involving the Regional Employment Boards, 
One-Stop Career Centers, employers and homeless providers 
which will enable at least 100 homeless and at-risk persons to 
obtain employment each year.
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The principles that guide this plan:  

¶ hǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
understanding that it is less costly to end homelessness than to manage it, draws 
us together to share the responsibility of ending homelessness in our region. 

¶ Every community in our region needs to contribute and be a part of the solution 
for us to end homelessness.  

¶ Our region is enhanced by the diversity of people who live here, and we support 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ stable housing in the community of their choice. 

¶ Solutions to homelessness must be housing-focused.   

¶ Varied, flexible, and accessible supports must be available to help people retain 
their housing.  

¶ Prevention must be a key part of our strategy, because it is humane, cost-
effective, and critical to ending homelessness. 

¶ Strategies that increase the incomes and assets of our low-income neighbors 
provide long-term protection against risk of homelessness. 

¶ The level of support we provide to our neighbors should be matched to level of 
need, and we should create uniform ways to quickly assess level of need. 

¶ hǳǊ ǇƭŀƴΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ in increasing housing stability will be ensured through the 
setting of measurable goals; data collection & analysis; regular assessment of 
performance; and adjustment of strategies where necessary to achieve our 
goals. 

¶ Community education is necessary to broaden our ability to create policy 
change at the local, regional, state and federal levels. 

 
 
 

The Pioneer Valley  
 

The Pioneer Valley is defined by the 
Connecticut River, flowing through our 
three-county area from Vermont to 
Connecticut.  Throughout the region, we 
are connected by water, which begins in 
small tributaries and flows into our major 
river.  This interconnectedness is 
reinforced by the highways that join our 
region north to south and east to west, 
and by the farms that supply locally 
grown food to city tables. 
 
Our region is varied.  Franklin County, to 
the north, is predominantly rural, with 
open fields and space between towns.  
Hampshire County, in the middle, is 
defined by academics, containing five 
major colleges and universities.  And 
Hampden County, to the south, is 
predominantly urban, with a suburban 
ring around its cities.  The region is full of 
natural beauty and cultural amenities, 
and is cherished by those who live here.  
 
This plan recognizes that among our 
neighbors are people who live with the 
crisis of losing their housing.  In the same 
way that we are connected and enhanced 
by our geography, we are connected and 
enhanced by community.  Our region is 
strengthened when we see and address 
need within our community. 
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Homelessness in the Pioneer Valley  
 
On a single night, January 30, 2007, there were more than 1000 of 
our neighbors in Franklin, Hampshire and Hampden counties 
staying on the streets and in shelters.1   Of these, 349 were single 
individuals and 636 were persons in families.  
 
Homelessness is a surprisingly frequent occurrence for people living 
in poverty: almost one in ten experience some homelessness each 
year.  Most of these people fall into homelessness and get back 
out of it relatively quickly.  Usually, homelessness is caused by 
economic hardship or crisis and is a one-time event. 
 
Over the course of a single year, almost 5000 people in the 
Pioneer Valley region experience some period of homelessness.2  
Close to half of these are families with children.3 
 

Homelessness Is Regional  
 

The causes of homelessness are complex, and include both societal 
factorsτsuch as housing costs that have outpaced income growth 
and the loss of manufacturing jobsτand individual factors.  At the 
individual level, the causes of homelessness are most often 
associated with poverty and disability.   

 
No community in our region is immune from these problems.  Your 
town likely has poverty in its midst if it includes child care and retail 
workers, elderly people on fixed incomes, parenting college 
students, one-income families split apart by divorce, or young adults 

                                                           
1  These numbers refer to the entire region, including Springfield.    
2   Number calculations are provided in Appendix B. 
3
 These are people in the three-county area who experience άƭƛǘŜǊŀƭέ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜƴŘ 

time in shelters.  It does not include the very large number of households that are doubled-
ǳǇΣ ƻǊ ŀǊŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ǇǊŜŎŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƘƻǳǎŜŘΤ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΦέ   

with limited education.  Your community is also likely to have 
people with disabilities that are severe enough to limit their ability 
to support themselves.  These include people with chronic health 
problems, people with serious and persistent mental illness, and 
people with alcohol or drug dependencies. 
 

 

 
Photo by Heather Brandon 

 

 
All of these people throughout our region are 
at risk of homelessness. 
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Homelessness Is Not Just an Urban Condition   
 
Homelessness occurs in the rural landscape of Franklin County, amidst the college towns of 
Hampshire County, and in the urban downtowns of Hampden County.  
Homelessness in rural and semi-rural communities, like those in Franklin or Hampshire 
County, is partly defined by the landscape.  Unlike urban communities, where homelessness 
requires living in public spaces, being homeless in Franklin or Hampshire County might include 
living in old tobacco barns or garden sheds, living in small encampments in the woods, or 
living in the floodplains and fields along the Connecticut River.   
 
{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άƘƛŘŘŜƴ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎέ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅτand  accompanying lack 
of awarenessτnon-urban homelessness has been on the rise in communities across the 
county.  Research indicates that the rural hidden homeless are two to four times more likely 
ǘƻ ōŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ άŘƻǳōƭŜŘ ǳǇέ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳǊōŀƴ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ от҈ ƻŦ 
people entering shelter in Franklin County have come from a doubled-up situation that could 
not continue. 

Think homelessness is just in Springfield and Holyoke?  Think again.  

Families and individuals from all these villages and towns spent time in shelters in our region in 2006-07: 

Agawam 
Amherst 
Ashfield 

Athol 
Belchertown 

Brimfield 
Charlemont 
Chesterfield 

Chicopee 
Colrain 

Deerfield 
East Longmeadow 

Easthampton 
Florence 

Gill 
Granville 
Hampden 
Hatfield 
Hawley 
Heath 

Holyoke 
Huntington 

Ludlow 
Millers Falls 

Monson  
Montague 

Northampton 
Northfield 
Orange 
Palmer 

Pelham 
Rowe 

Shelburne 
Shelburne Falls 

Shutesbury 
South Deerfield 
Southampton 
South Hadley 

Southwick 
Springfield 

Sunderland 
Turners Falls 

Ware 
Warwick 
Wendell 
Westfield 

Westhampton 
West Springfield 

Wilbraham 
Williamsburg 
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Homelessness Knows No Boundaries  

 

People who are homeless or at risk of homelessness come from every community, but they are 
unable to access services they need in some communities.  Just as many of us who are not poor 
move to other places for education, jobs, or other opportunities, people in poverty go to places 
where they can access the services and supports they need.   
 

In our region, many of the supports are located in Springfield and Holyoke, and, to a lesser 
degree, Northampton, Westfield and Greenfield.   If you are disabled, you go to Springfield or 
Holyoke for disability benefits.  If you need welfare or food stamps, you go to Springfield, 
Holyoke or Greenfield.  And if you or your family becomes homeless, you most likely go to a 
shelter in Springfield or Holyoke.  
 

There are a few small shelters in other towns: family shelter units in South Hadley, Amherst, 
DǊŜŜƴŦƛŜƭŘ ŀƴŘ hǊŀƴƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƛƴ ²ŜǎǘŦƛŜƭŘΣ ¢ǳǊƴŜǊΩǎ CŀƭƭǎΣ 
Northampton, and Easthampton.  But the overwhelming majority of shelter beds are in 
Springfield and Holyoke. 
 
Our towns attract people beyond the three-county area for services and other reasons.  The VA 
Hospital in Northampton and some substance abuse facilities in Springfield and Holyoke serve a 
broad region that may extend beyond state borders.  Northampton is believed to be a particular 
draw for homeless youth.   
    
Wherever you start your homeless journey, you are likely to moveτeither for additional services 
or because you cannot or do not want to stay at the shelter you started in.  Local data shows a 
regular ongoing movement of homeless people from one shelter to another, up and down the I-
91 corridor.  This movement extends homelessness because it interferes with efforts to achieve 
housing stability: caseworkers start over at each new shelter admission, homeless people lose 
ties to family and friends who may provide support, address changes mean lost mail, and health 
care and mental health services are interrupted.

 

 

 

What Causes Homelessness? 
Staff notes from interviews 
of people entering shelter 

 
άWas abused by father, in state custody to age 18, 
Ŏŀƴϥǘ ǎǘŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦέ 
 
ϦCŀƳƛƭȅ ƪƛŎƪŜŘ ƘƛƳ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ƘƻƳƻǎŜȄǳŀƭΦέ 
 
άIŜ Ǝƻǘ ƭŀƛŘ ƻŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ deaths in family. Wife 
wanted a divorce. His drinking and drugs got out of 
ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦέ 
 
άCŀǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǿŜŘ ǘŀȄŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ--so he 
ǿŀǎ ŜǾƛŎǘŜŘΦέ 
 
άIƻǳǎŜ ŦƻǊŜŎƭƻǎŜŘ ƛƴ нллнΦ IŀŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦ  IƻƳŜƭŜǎǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƴΦέ 
 
ά²ŀǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ²ŜƴŘȅϥǎ and the store closed 
ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƴƻǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 
 
άwƻƻƳƳŀǘŜǎ ǘƘǊŜǿ ƘŜǊ ƻǳǘ--they were 
ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ōƛǇƻƭŀǊ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦέ  
 
ά[ƻǎǘ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǳƴǇŀƛŘ ŦƛƴŜǎΦ /ƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΦ   !ƭǎƻΣ Ƙŀǎ ōŀŎƪ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦέ 
 
άaƻƳ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΦ ²ŀǎ ƭiving with 
grandparents-- they didn't want anything to do with 
him after he graduated high school--asked him to 
ƭŜŀǾŜΦ  bƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΦέ 
 
άaȅ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ Ƴȅ ǊŜƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ Ƴȅ 
ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ ŜƴŘŜŘ Ƴȅ ƭƻƴƎ ǘŜǊƳ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ 
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Concen trated Poverty  

While homelessness touches virtually every community, some 
communities are more heavily impacted than others.  The state has 
tracked last addresses for people entering shelter, and has identified 
ΨƘƻǘǎǇƻǘǎΩ--communities in which large numbers of families become 
homeless.  Springfield and Holyoke are two of seven hotspots statewide.  
 

Our existing housing options are structured in a way that concentrate 
poverty and disability.  Our core cities, with their older housing stock and 
strained infrastructure and services, tend to provide housing to those with 
the least options.   

The concentrated poverty of Springfield and Holyoke is a critical issue for 
the entire Pioneer Valley.  Research indicates that, within metropolitan 
regions, the economic fortunes of one municipality are linked to the fate of 
the entire metropolis.4    
 

It is beyond the scope of this plan to end poverty.  But this plan does aim to 
end homelessness, the most shameful and visible face of poverty.  
Achievement of this goal throughout all of our cities and towns would 
stabilize troubled neighborhoods, improve the lives of our very poorest 
neighbors, and likely provide an economic boost for our region. 

                                                           
44  Rusk, Inside Game/Outside Game: Winning Strategies for Saving Urban America, Brookings 
Institution Press, Washington, DC (1999). 

 

 

Springfield and Holyoke have among the most entrenched poverty 
problems in the country, with 34 and 51 percent of their poor living in 
high-poverty neighborhoods.  By comparison, New Orleans had a 
concentrated poverty rate of 38 percent on the eve of Hurricane Katrina.  

[Reconnecting Mass Gateway Cities, MassInc. 2007] 
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Changing the Response  
 

Homelessness presents as an immediate crisis.  Locally and 
throughout the country, service providers and government agencies 
have responded admirably to the immediate needs of people on the 
streets with emergency shelter beds and services, saving many lives 
by doing so.  Once people are in shelter, providers have focused on 
providing assistance to help move households from crisis state to 
ΨƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǊŜŀŘȅΣΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎΦ   
 
While this emergency response has eased some of the worst 
impacts of homelessness, it was not meant to and does not address 
the systemic causes of homelessness.  This regional plan is a 
commitment to a significant shift in our approach, in which we will 
focus on the root causes of homelessness.   
 
Instead of focusing all of our resources on crisis management, we 
will prevent homelessness in the first place.  Instead of building our 
response around shelters, we will build it around permanent 
housing.  And instead of assisting homeless households to a 
ΨƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǊŜŀŘȅΩ ǎǘŀǘŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ  

 

             Photo by Heather Brandon 

permanent housing, we will employ a Housing First strategy that 
starts with housing and provides wrap-around services as needed.   

Our new approach is based on a detailed understanding of the 
categories of people who become homeless, and the strategies that 
work for each category, as set forth in the table below.  We will 
carefully target interventions to need. 

 

Category Type Definition Characteristics Number Strategies 

Economic 
homelessness 

Crisis 
One relatively short-
term, spell of 
homelessness 

Individuals and families with 
job loss or primarily economic 
crises. 

75% of homeless individuals 
and 75% of homeless families 

Prevention; Rapid Rehouse 

Short- or 
long-term 
economic 

Unable to afford 
market housing  

Families with limited skills & 
education; may remain in 
shelter for long periods 

20% of homeless families 
Rapid rehouse; Short- or 
long-term housing subsidy, 
plus tools to increase income 

Chronic 
homelessness 

Episodic 
Multiple episodes of 
homelessness 

Individuals & families with 
multiple needs; often with 
substance abuse problems. 

9-16% of homeless individuals, 
5-8% of homeless families Housing First; Supportive 

housing; Discharge planning 

Long-term 
Homeless for a year or 
longer 

Usually older individuals with 
multiple disabilities 

4-10% of homeless individuals. 
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Crisis & Economic Homelessness  

Homelessness is strongly correlated with extreme poverty.  Households with 
incomes at or below 30% of the area median income are at highest risk.  In our region, 
these extremely low-income households have monthly incomes below $1300 in Hampshire 
and Franklin Counties, or $1100 in Hampden County.  These households include all families 
on welfare, individuals whose sole source of income is Social Security disability payments, 
and full-time minimum wage earners.  Earning just above the 30% markτif they are able 
to get full-time hoursτare child care workers, personal care attendants, short-order cooks, 
crossing guards, pharmacy aides, housekeepers, retail workers and gas station attendants.5 

Our region has 19,500 
extremely-low-income 
households that are paying 
more than 50% of their 
income for rent, an indication 
that they do not have a housing 
subsidy.   The mismatch between 
income and housing cost makes 
these households one crisis away 
from homelessness. 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo by Heather Brandon 

Prevention and Rapid ReHouse 

For those who experience homelessness as an economic issue, the most cost-effective response is prevention, such as cash assistance 
for rent or utility arrears.  A related strategy, when homelessness cannot be prevented, is rapid rehouse, a collection of strategies 
designed to move households quickly to new housing.  

          

                                                           
5
  Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2006 Metropolitan and Nonmetropolitan Area Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates, Spring field Metropolitan Area  

Housing-Income Mismatch 

At 30% of area median income, market rents are 
not affordable.  In the Pioneer Valley region, the 
HUD-established Fair Market rent is $844 per 
month for a two-bedroom unit.  Exacerbating 
the problem, there are few communities with 
rents in this range, which is based upon a 
regional median rent.  Two-bedroom 
apartments in Northampton and Amherst rent 
for more than $1000, and many communities 
are made up almost entirely of detached 
houses, which typically rent for more.  Without 
a housing subsidy, extremely low-income 
households must spend virtually all their income 
for housing; live in substandard housing; or 
double-up with other households in 
overcrowded housing. 
 
 
 
 


