NAMI PA, Main Line Speaker Meeting

Housing for the Mentally Disabled

Monday, March 14, 2005
The presenter for the evening was Nadine Hoch MSSA, LSW, of Planned Lifetime Assistance Network (PLAN of PA) which is a private non-profit organization working with disabled adults and their families to provide three services – private case management, special needs trust, and representative paid services.  Housing is one of the most time-consuming issues at PLAN of PA.

Definitions
Nadine defined the following terms that relate to housing:  

· Independent living means living at home or in an apartment “on one’s own”.

· Independent living with supports means living alone but with the ongoing help of a family member, a community mental health worker, a job coach, etc.

· Supervised apartments are managed by the counties such as New Foundations through Montgomery County.

· Community Residential Rehabilitation (CRR) provides different levels of care, i.e. staffing, such as intensive care, moderate care, etc.  A CRR is a step program toward independent living.  CRRs are managed through the county.

·  Personal care boarding homes can range from luxurious to unlikable. 
· Specialized personal care boarding homes were established to care for residents of the state mental hospitals.  Tory House and Sylvan House are examples.  Staff is trained to treat chronic, serious mental illness.

· Assisted living varies in range from retirement homes to assistance specifically for people with mental illness.  An example of the latter is St. James where medical care is available weekly and nursing care is on site.

· Residential Treatment Center (RTC) is an institutional setting such as Mount Trexlor Manor or Project Transition.  These are long-term placements with an ongoing growth toward independence.
Federal Housing Subsidies
Section 8 housing can be a win/win situation.  It is means tested which means that its availability is dependent upon the person’s income level.  Section 8 housing is currently closed in Philadelphia, Montgomery, and Delaware counties because of high demand and limited slots.  
The process of getting this type of housing is difficult.  It includes, in incremental steps, applying for an application, completing the application, and waiting for an interview.  Following approval the person gets a voucher to look for an apartment whose owner agrees to Section 8 housing terms; this is a process in itself.  However, the payoff is good.  Both the tenant and the landlord must keep the place in good shape for the yearly licensing inspections by the Section 8 administrators. Those already in the system should be careful to protect their status.
1260 housing is another type of federal housing program specifically for people with mental disabilities.  To get 1260 housing, a county case manager must make a referral.  A person with a mental disability is entitled to free services from the county and a county case manager is provided by this entitlement.   The person presenting with the most needs gets first access to the county case manager.
Planning
Knowing the needs of the person will yield best chance of success in placing him/her.  For example, does the person take medicine on schedule, work, drive, stay alone or socialize?  Is the person involved in the community or looking for volunteer work?  Can s/he cook and clean?  Can the person live independently, semi-independently, or does s/he need attention 24 hours a day?

Nadine characterized CRRs as a wonderful system that offers great opportunity.  It is a group home, not a boarding home.  To get in, you must go through the county by referral, and the slots are limited.  But it is great care at a low cost, based solely on the resident’s income.  CRRs take 73% of the resident’s income.

There are, however, rules and expectations: the resident must take medication; must have structure to the day; and must change unacceptable behavior--or leave.  A CRR is meant to be temporary as a step program.  The expectation is about a two year stay although some live in CRRs longer.  
The impact of SSI and SSDI on housing
For 2005 recipients of Supplemental Security Income (SSI) receive $604 per month.  This would entitle the recipient to Section 8 housing.  The person in this situation can not receive any outside financial help to pay for food, rent, or clothing, and life at this income level without Section 8 housing can be very rough.  Places to live can be found but there are very few and possibly in poor neighborhoods.  It’s important to make a realistic budget for people on SSDI and to be creative in solutions, such as finding roommates.  
Medicaid and food stamps are means tested, too.

Social Security Disability Income (SSDI) is not means tested and the recipient can have outside financial help.

Shelters

Finally, Nadine mentioned shelters, which are not ideal places to live, but they are available for those mentally disabled people in the community who can not follow the rules and do not want to follow rules.  For those who do not want to interact with people but need a roof over their heads  and food to eat, shelters and low cost personal care boarding homes can provide these essentials.  Thus, need for these low end places, although they can be difficult to run.  Nadine specified that shelter staffs are trained to connect people to benefits.  For example, Project H.O.M.E., in Philadelphia, is more than just a shelter.  It was started as part of the shelter system but has become very successful in identifying the reasons for homelessness and helping residents move forward.  
Conclusions
Overall, housing can cost from $600 per month to thousands of dollars per month.  No housing is perfect and finding satisfactory housing is difficult, but there are many resources available. 
First the person’s needs must be assessed; there is the process of determining for which housing and other benefits the person is eligible.  This can require both research and advocacy.  None of this is easy.  In addition to getting the right situation, it’s important to monitor the situation so that things do not go wrong.  Things do go wrong sometimes.

It is difficult to place someone in a short time frame.  The time frame could be over a year or, for CRRs, two or three years.  Thus it is important to plan ahead, if possible.  There is a benefit to being in the public system, which means the necessary referrals must be initiated through the county office.  If public housing is ultimately not needed, this path can always be rejected later.

Submitted by James R. McAlpine
Additional information on specific housing options is available at www.nami.org/sites/NAMIPAMainLine or by e-mailing patsykoning@msn.com

