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Meeting #16 Summary

Time:

8:30 – 10:00 a.m.

Location:

Whatcom County Civic Center Annex,
322 N. Commercial, Garden Room

Attendance:
Members
Ann Beck, Whatcom County Health Department
Karen Burke, Whatcom County Housing Advisory Committee Member
Barry Buchanan (HSW Chair), Whatcom County Councilmember
Carol Frazey (for Rud Browne), Whatcom County Councilmember
Dan Hammill, City of Bellingham Council Member
Emerson McCuin (for Emilio Vela, Jr.), Northwest Youth Services
Mike Hilley, Whatcom County EMS
Nick Lewis, Lummi Nation
Michael Lilliquist, City of Bellingham Council Member
Mike Parker, Opportunity Council
Markis D. Stidham, Homeless Advocate
Florence Simon, Deputy Chief. Bellingham Police
Riley Sweeney, City of Ferndale
Guests:
Lynette Allen, HNNL
Helen Campbell, citizen
John Campbell, citizen
Liz Coogan, City of Bellingham
Tom Cooke
David Fitzgerald
Sandra Felix, Sunrise Services
Mark Gardner, City of Bellingham, Legislative Analyst
Doug Gustafsen, Homes Now
Barbara Johnson-Vinna, Whatcom County Health Department
Shari Lapof, HomesNow
Emily O’Conner, Lydia Place
Rick Qualls, Fountain Community Church
Hope Sabiston, WWU Human Services
Sybil Sanchez, Bellingham Technical College
Rick Sepler, City of Bellingham
Ryan Simonis, Whatcom Community College
Lisa Sloan, Lighthouse Mission
Tara Sundin, City of Bellingham
Hather Woods
Alyssum Wyss
Denise Yorston, Sun Community
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 the HSW members approved the
November 1, 2019 meeting summary.
2.

Lydia Place, Emily O’Conner, Executive Director

Emily O’Conner distributed catalogues about Lydia Place (see attached). She serves on the
Whatcom Coalition to End Homeless Steering Committee and the Whatcom County Housing
Advisory Board. Lydia Place has been around for 30 years and started focusing on women with
children experiencing homelessness. Now they are not exclusive to single moms, but mostly
serve families still. This year Lydia Place served 225 households, entering through the
coordinated entry system. They prioritize those most vulnerable, and families with children.
Housing is the first entry point for Lydia Place. Case managers work to place families in housing.
Lydia Place owns several homes: Birchwood 7-unit apartment building, Puget communal living
home with 5 rented spaces. They are working on building an 11-unit building with childcare on
the ground floor (breaking ground this spring). Lydia Place also owns a former church building
downtown on North Garden and Ellis which has 5 units and offices for mental health
professionals. They work with the Housing Authority to provide support to residents in 79 units
of supportive housing.
Lydia Place provides wraparound services. They also do rapid rehousing working with any
property manager or landlord in the community and help clients pay their rent for any time.
They provide permanent housing support through a rapid rehousing model. The result is they
provide deeper longer rental subsidies. Lydia Place has 2 pillars of support:
1.
Parenting programs, which are all in-home visit models to make sure they focus on
parent/child bond and development and access to early health care;
2.
Clinical mental health program, which was launched in 2016. There is a team of 5 inhome clinicians that provide mental health support. A high number of families struggle with
one or more challenges with mental health and many have trauma experiences.
A community commitment has been to try to not leave children in cars. Three years ago Lydia
Place spent $40,000 emergency motel stays, last year they spent $70,000, and this year they
estimate $90,000. It’s an unfunded service Lydia Place provides. They can use part of the
funding allocated for rental subsidy. A lot of money is being spent on motel stays and it is not
anyone’s ideal situation. 31 households with children were put in motels this year. At Lydia
Place, they’ve had 4,600 bed nights for emergency stay nights for families with kids. If a parent
is in the car and a child is staying with a relative, they aren’t putting them in a hotel. Lydia
Place can’t sustain $90,000 a year from their general fund for motel stays.
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The outcomes are the same for children that experience homelessness and those that are couch
surfing or living out of a car. They have poor academic performance and experience health
impacts. As a community we need to ask what we want to achieve. If we shift to talking about
outcomes instead of numbers, then it’s going to require different actions about equity and
health (rather than a focus on the number of homeless in our community and if it’s going up or
down).
Emily O’Conner described that to reduce emergency motel stays, we need to increase case
management and rental subsidies. But that is for those that make it onto our coordinated entry
system list, those experiencing homeless status. That doesn’t include those people experiencing
housing instability which has the same impacts and outcomes for children.
Opportunity Council and Lydia Place are the main providers for families with children for those
using the coordinated entry system. Placements are being pushed farther into the county.
Distance requires extra time to provide the support services. Dan Hammill asked about Bridget
Collins. Emily said Lydia Place works closely with a lot of groups that provide services they
don’t.
Council Member Nick Lewis thanked Lydia Place for their work, and mentioned that he is not a
fan of [motel stays]. It houses them for a few days when you can spend that same amount for
an entire month of rental housing. Further he said that organizations need to make funds
available. Councilmember Hammill mentioned that voters passed the Home Fund, which is now
$4M a year. It goes towards building safe stable housing. Riley Sweeney added that Ferndale is
proposing a Ferndale Home Fund for next year. Markis Stidham agreed that motel stays are
very expensive. Emily O’Conner indicated that they pay around $1600 for a month-long motel
stay, which is more than when there is a rental property available. When people have high
barriers, it can take a long time to find a landlord willing to accept them. Lilliquist indicated that
no one likes motel stays. Further, he said he has been looking at shelters, but also safe parking
ideas. He asked Emily’s thoughts on spending time and energy on programs like safe parking,
bridging efforts. Emily O’Conner responded by saying those efforts are not worthwhile and the
community needs to do significantly better now. She indicated that there is a tension between
crisis response and the actual solutions, which have to start with conversations about equity in
our community.
Emily O’Conner said we know what the solutions are and we need to put in the dollars; we need
solutions, not band-aides. We know what the solutions are and we need to scale the solutions
up. If we don’t address housing, we are going to get stuck in a cycle of crisis response, which
has negative consequences for social services, criminal justice, and long-term health. First we
need to make sure kids aren’t being traumatized. We can convert savings to other supports in
the community.
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Councilmember Lilliquist said that we need to look at the 1406 funding to dedicate it to long
term brick and mortar projects. Ann Beck added that even with the 1406 dollars it would cover
the housing but not the case management services.
Council Member Nick Lewis says safe parking is helpful if you are on the run. It’s not popular,
but it helps some people. But anything we can do that helps people and is easy, let’s do it and
move on to the next things.
Markis Stidham agreed that we need stop gap solutions. There is a secular sheltering method in
Bellingham that is way cheaper than any other shelter, and it has a 37% rehousing rate. Last
year HomesNow was sheltering 150 people at one time, and they were all seeking secular
sheltering. Homes now spent $30,000 in 6 weeks on motel stays and street outreach – motel
stays are not the answer. Government should follow the HomesNow model. People are
stabilized, and they have a lock on their door.
Mike Parker indicated Lydia Place has some innovative partnerships with businesses and real
estate companies. Emily O’Conner indicated that we need to address the issue from the point of
equity. If we continue to enter the picture at a point of crisis, we won’t get to the more
sustainable solutions. Our faith community has stepped up in a huge way, especially this year.
There is more we can lean into in different areas in our community. We need to shift the
conversation to look at the prevention angles. We work in crisis response and that’s more
difficult to work in and see a return.
Further Emily O’Conner indicated that we have failed to communicate with the public about
homelessness and housing instability. The perspectives about people who are homeless and
the choices they make are eye opening. What are the strategies and how do we communicate
to the public so it’s easier to place a safe parking area. Karen Burke indicated there is a
subcommittee to address the general public’s perspective of the homelessness issue.
Councilmember Frazey asked about equity and where people are located and case management
and funding. What is an ideal? Emily O’Conner indicated that in an ideal world we don’t have
high income neighborhoods here and low income neighborhoods there. It’s a real structural
problem, an equity issue. Children that grow up in mixed income neighborhoods will
significantly increase their economic achievement and mobility over their lifetime. There is a role
for government to determine how and where we build. It translates down to working with
mom’s in recovery who can only find housing for families in recovery in neighborhoods where
they don’t need to be, right back where they were. If there was more money, there could be
more capacity for people on the waiting list for housing. We need to take risks to address
equity, so we aren’t entering the system at a point of crisis.
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3.

Sun House, Denise Yorston

Denise, Vice-President of the Board of Sun House, said that Sun Community Service operates
programs for people with significant mental health diagnoses. They don’t serve families with
children. They run two properties: Sun House (9 units, emergency shelter) and Greggie’s House
(6 semi-permanent units).
Denise indicated they used to support people in individual apartments having staff visit them in
their apartment, but their population is better housed together and they are more stable for
longer periods over time. Don Yorston said that many of the people he sees near the drop in
center are people Sun House can help. At emergency shelters they’ve noticed more elderly
people with oxygen tanks.
Denise Yorston said residents have 90 days at Sun House. There is improvement and success
happening with people coming through. Some are disoriented, they spend time at Sun House,
case management starts to work for them, and they get stable. The problem is taking in 9
people, when there are hundreds on the street. They are serving a population of single people,
who are older, and not attractive for fundraising. Sun House is a filter before they go into
permanent housing.
Council Member Dan Hammill asked about what happens to people after Sun House? Denise
Yorston indicated that this year 75% transitioned into safe permanent housing. Usually it’s
50%, but this year has been better. Two clients decided they would rather go to Unity Village
than wait for Francis Place.
Mike Parker said when you mention partnership, we have a private property owner, a master
lease with HUD, and Sun House provides services. It’s outstanding. When people are stabilized
they don’t move. There is a challenge because there aren’t enough spots for people. Denise
said there’s a lot of resistance to moving from Sun House, residents want to stay but it’s a
temporary service.
Denise Yorston said she has found that people don’t do well in large shelters. Housing 3 or 6 at
a time works. Scattered site smaller permanent supportive housing, shared housing is the
model that works best for this type of population. She further described they considered
expanding, but serving 9 with one set of staff is what works.
Council Member Lilliquist asked Denise Yorston to describe for a typical client what has their
previous life been, how long have they circulated the system and how long had that been going
on. She responded by describing most come through coordinated entry, and we are taking the
5

highest vulnerable population. Most of them are chronically homeless. People have been
through the drop in center, or kicked out. Some have convictions. Some are homeless living
outside in the cold, chronically for at least 12 months. When we ask, they don’t know where
they used to live.
Council Member Nick Lewis thanked Denise Yorston for her work and said he has to turn people
away because he can’t help them. People out in Lummi can’t get services because of mental
health or criminality. He is glad to know there is a non-profit that doesn’t turn people away.
Mike Hilley indicated that he’s seen a lot more people over 65 that are out there homeless. It’s
hard to extricate people to a higher level of care. On the street, they are scared to lose their
independence. We can’t legally extract them off the street if they aren’t willing. We need a way
to engage people to help navigate them through the system to make better choices.
Markis indicated there is a big change this year. This is a housing crisis. We have to reach
farther out into the county to reach housing. There are people on fixed incomes with prices
going up in Bellingham. Riley Sweeney said there is need in the communities out in the County
for families to stay in their communities and keep their kids in the same schools.
Council Member Hammill asked about people qualifying for assisted living and where they get
money for it. Denise indicated that people have social security and somehow it works to house
them in assisted living.
Barbara Johnson-Vinna mentioned that Sun House works with the GRACE program to prioritize
GRACE clients for entry into Sun House.
4.

Status Update on Shelters

Ann Beck said they just finished their second round of volunteer trainings. She watches the
weather and gets numbers from Mission daily. There are two additional trainings in December.
Ann gets numbers from the Lighthouse Mission every morning and is tracking the weather daily.
She will be giving an update to Council on November 19th.
Mike Parker said the Opportunity Council has set a date of 11/29 for opening the shelter at Civic
Field. They’ve held a volunteer training and had good interest from volunteers. Any shelter
volunteer training (County or Opportunity Council) you’ve received we will honor because we’ve
reviewed the trainings and confirmed the material is similar. A second training will occur soon.
More information is available at the Whatcom Volunteer Center.
Council Member Nick Lewis invited Ann Beck to provide an update to the Lummi Tribal Business
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Council. There are three newly elected in Lummi representatives, and he would like to have an
official. There is a new Chairman, Lawrence Sullivan.
Tara Sundin provided an update that the City of Bellingham is supporting Civic Field and
Northwest Youth Services.
Emerson McCuin, Northwest Youth Services, indicated they are moving ahead with a youth
winter shelter in Ground Floor day center. It will be a 35 bed shelter for youth 13-24 years old
open every night in December, January, and February. Their program is hosted by First
Congregational Church, which showed impressive show of support for hosting the shelter with
122/2 saying yes to the shelter.
Markis Stidham said that HomesNow is taking in new clients and just accepted 3 new residents.
They have room for more and are working from a list. The investigation has concluded with the
City. They are trying to identify other locations for putting up another tiny home village. Doug
Gustafson, chairman of the Board for HomesNow said that 22 tiny home can house 28 people
and costs $1,200/month to operate. Tiny homes are portable and can be moved around. They
can be set up on a site, and can be moved so it’s not forever. HomesNow is looking at the Clean
Green site near the graveyard. They need a ¼ acre or more with electric. They have a 36%
rehousing rate. This is the least expensive, highest-standard sheltering option in Bellingham.
The biggest problem isn’t money or staff – HomesNow has volunteers and donations. The main
issue has been land to put it on. It’s our biggest challenge. It’s not a money issue.
Council Member Nick Lewis said that the HomesNow Board took a strong stance to report
wrongdoing. It’s hard what happened. He said he is glad things are winding down. He joined
their board because he’s committed to their vision. If it’s a solution for someone then it’s a
solution worth supporting. A lot of people in the community can downplay what HomesNow has
done, but people would rather move into HomesNow. People would rather be in a tiny home
than in a house because when you are out struggling you don’t trust people. It’s the nature of
being homeless. As long as you have a facility (bathrooms, shower, cooking space). Riley
Sweeney said he’s discussed HomesNow with the Poverty Task Force.
Doug Gustafson said that tiny homes cost $4,000 to build. They are insulated and have
electrical. Hather Woods commented that she’s slept in them. They are warm, too warm. I hear
from people that they felt safe and they slept. Council Member Nick Lewis said the Homeless
Strategies Workgroup has a lot of influence and ability to help with a solution. I propose to this
group that this model works, and how can we get a recommendation or discussion on a place
HomesNow can use for land? April will be the end of their current site without renewal
opportunities. How can we have a discussion about a place we can support for HomesNow.
Markis Stidham said the Clean Green site is 7+ acres and could have 2 villages with 20 houses
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each. Ideally we could stay in place longer. As soon as we can get it set up and move [Unity
Village], it would be less hectic and the move would be easier. Further, HomesNow has a new
member, Sandra Felix with Sunrise Services. She is a mental health professional that will help
with difficult social working issues. Currently she has 5 homeless clients, some with mental
illness, and a veteran with severe PTSD that lives off $145 a month and prefers the tiny homes.
Markis Stidham clarified that HomesNow residents sign a residential agreement. Doug
Gustafson said that tiny homes have a shared cooking area and community area. Their model is
a private house for each resident, but a sense of community in sharing the facilities. The
community helps stabilize each other. Markis indicated that HomesNow doesn’t just house
people in tiny homes, they help them find jobs and reintegrate into society.
Rick Sepler said that while the city is very supportive, he would like to see the numbers. Going
to detox is not going into housing. Regarding duration, it seems clear, but we have to get
approval from the neighbors. It’s got an end date. HomesNow honored a commitment for a
specific duration. I’m encouraged you’ve been able to establish a program. It’s been going since
June. We don’t have a track record. You are on track, you are getting good people. I can’t be
convinced it’s a perfect model, but I am supportive and encouraged.
Ann Beck clarified that governments are partners with HomesNow in land and staff time.
Markis Stidham said they have had many successes since January, and there was a problem
with financial issues and personal problems. The City is a great partner in using land and staff.
Do we need such tight oversight from the government, no. We exposed it and insisted it be
dealt with. We have been leaders in partnership with the City.
Mike Parker said that having alternate solutions while people work towards permanent solutions
is what this group is about. For perspective, in 2019, 2,281 people were housed. Everyone that
is rapidly housed doesn’t need temporary shelter. He said he is eager to partner with anyone
and everyone. The scale is thousands of people vs smaller projects, and they all go towards
making a total solution.
Council Member Nick Lewis asked what is the process to get support or endorsements. This
body has some influence. The women’s shelter isn’t perfect. No single program is perfect.
Council Member Lilliquist clarified that we are sub-entities to state rules. Money comes with
rules. What is the process to get recommendations. Councilmember Buchanan said that a
request goes to the executive branch or mayor, who lays out something for the Council to
consider, and there’s a thorough review. Mike Parker said that they respond to a city’s Notice of
Funding Availability. This leads towards funding or a project. Whatcom County also does this
when they have funds. Additionally, Mike Parker indicated that he tracks those and federal
opportunities. Karen Burke asked if there is a mechanism for this body to recommend or
endorse a project.
8

Councilmember Buchanan said that the Homeless Strategies Workgroup was created by the
County Council. That’s why there’s an update next week at County Council. This group can
make recommendations to the County Council.
Rick Sepler clarified that Mayor Linville has said the City has stepped up with 3 sites for
HomesNow and is looking for others come forward. The HSW is a good place to discuss
opportunities because it includes representatives of many agencies.
Markis Stidham said that HomesNow has used leases on sites. If this body were to buy a
property for a non-profit to use for a tiny home village or safe parking toward this solution, this
body could buy a location. Markis Stidham said they have looked at surplus properties in
Bellingham and a lot of sites are too small.
Council Member Lilliquist said the City doesn’t just go out and buy property. They contribute
funds towards the housing authority buying a site, for example. The City paid a portion of
DVSAS’ shelter. It’s usually with combined sources. Mike Parker said this group can bring up an
item or a motion for the county to look at property, for example. Council Member Nick Lewis
asked to make a motion to ask stakeholders to explore opportunities for expansion of services.
Ann Beck said there is a process for people to ask for things. A list of surplus properties can be
requested of staff. Karen Burke said the HSW can consider the conversation about a motion to
recommend to county council. A motion to honor and recognize the importance of multiple
styles of housing and approaches to housing solutions, and that there is a need for preventative
efforts and immediate alternative housing. Councilmember Buchanan indicated that the timing
is good because there is a Council briefing on November 19th and there is a new city and county
administration in the new year. Council Member Nick Lewis requested a future agenda item for
a future HSW meeting.
Council Member Lilliquist mentioned that this is version 2 of the HSW. He clarified that in the
first version, the HSW was tasked with finding a location for a new permanent shelter. The HSW
recommended sites and ranked them. They presented them to the County and the County
administration was not interested. We are now talking about things we can do short of a
permanent shelter. I’m frustrated that we went down this road before and it didn’t work. The
big shelter was probably a bad idea. He said he still thinks we need a secular shelter particularly
with elderly, disabled, and people with mental health issues. I’ve asked several times, to move
the idea of permanent special need shelters. It needs to be on the agenda.
5.

Communications Subcommittee

Councilmember Buchanan said the Communications Subcommittee is meeting next Wednesday.
Riley Sweeney, Councilmember Buchanan, and Mayor Linville worked on an op-ed to address
communications to the general public about homelessness in our community.
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6.

Action Items

Councilmember Buchanan updated the group that a request was submitted to Council to reappropriate money from 2019 to 2020 for the purchase of the lockers.
Regarding funding for 1406 sales tax rebate, the City and the County approved resolutions as
required. The County [began the approval process] for an ordinance and is in the process of
creating the project fund for that, working with the city to determine how to spend the money.
7.

8.

Public Comment

-

Lynette Allen – A lot of what came up today, the picture is prettier than it has been. I like
what Emily O’Conner was saying about prevention, more focus on prevention. Keep that
in mind. It’s a priority. I’ve noticed that with HomesNow community has made such an
amazing difference. A lot of people that were residents and now have housing they go
back for community. There they learn they can find their skills and offer them, like
building. It has been amazing. They have volunteered with other places where they are
building tiny homes. They build wherever there is an opportunity to do it. I like the idea
being the age I am of finding what your gifts are, any age, all ages, that’s a part of
prevention. If you can identify your gifts, it will do wonders for your quality of life and for
what you can do in services.

-

David Fitzgerald – The main cause for homelessness is they are evicted because they
can’t afford higher rent. The solution is rent control, a fallen concept on the west coast.
That political solution is rent control for families. The growth management act of WA is
preventing the construction of low cost housing on farmland. There was a breakfast
presentation he saw that indicated that farmers’ families and kids can’t afford to live in
the area where they grew up. GMA prevents new housing. There are technical solutions
to building and developing land that does not have existing sewer and water service.
Using a membrane bioreactor, if you are on an agricultural area you can use that. If we
don’t address the cause of homelessness we are

-

Alyssum Wyss – mainly you are meeting for emergency shelter in winter. What Emily
O’Conner shared with you highlights the need to dedicate time to long term solutions.
This group should focus a certain amount of time looking at long term solutions and not
just emergency solutions.
Discussion of Next Steps

HSW members unanimously approved the dates for the first 4 meetings in 2020, continuing to
meet every two weeks. (1/3, 1/17, 1/31, 2/14)
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Brochure distributed by Emily O’Conner, Lydia Place
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Presentation by Denise Yorston, Sun House:
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Additional Comments received after the meeting:
November 16, 2019 (via Markis Stidham)
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