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WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE UNHOUSED IN CAMBRIDGE

AND HOW WE CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE



HOUSING FIRST: IN THEORY AND PRACTICE

WHAT WOULD YOU EXPECT IN THESE SCENARIOS?

Expectations Realities of being unhoused

You need to use the bathroom

Easy access to a private bathroom
Uninterrupted use of a bathroom
A clean and comfortable bathroom with
hygiene products

Denied access to bathrooms in establishments
Lack of access to sanitation products, especially
for people who menstruate
Made to feel “unworthy” of access to services
Uncomfortable options such as buckets

You are preparing for a job interview

Easy access to paperwork and technology
needed (printer, internet) for the job application
Facilities to clean and dress for the interview

No stable address for mailing purposes
Limited access to technology for job applications
Lack of private space to prepare comfortably

You are suffering from a stress fracture

Transportation and access to medical
services, including follow-up appointments
Comfortable, stable space to recover
Accomodations to modify your routine to
follow medical advice

Difficulty accessing quality care
Lack of access to shelter or housing options due
to limited mobility
Inability to safely prioritize recovery due to other
pressing basic needs

You are suffering from a mental health crisis

Ongoing access to mental health professionals,
therapists, and therapy resources
Private space to care for personal needs
A supportive and caring environment and
network of care
Consistent, stable housing unconditional on
one’s mental health

Inconsistent access to mental health resources
Continued crisis due to the stress of searching for
housing, living in congregate shelter
Lack of follow-up care due to unstable housing
Frequent police targeting
Access to shelter/housing resources being
sometimes conditional on ‘stable’ mental health

You have a concern about your living situation (eg. noise complaint or maintenance issue)

Being able to discuss issues with a landlord or
housing provider and have them addressed
Legal support to assert rights to a safe and
comfortable living situation

Shelter rights or housing potentially revoked if
concerns are raised, and if a disagreement
escalates, potential police involvement
Little or no support to defend one’s housing rights

All these scenarios illustrate how housing is the often invisible backbone of people’s lives.
Consider how things would look different if people were guaranteed housing.



UNHOUSED SERVICES IN CAMBRIDGE

According to the 2019 annual Point-in-Time (PIT) estimates of homelessness,1 Cambridge has
555 residents either unsheltered, in emergency shelter, or in transitional housing, a 15%
increase from 485 in 2012.1 The COVID-19 pandemic has only exacerbated this trend, with
local agencies estimating that the number of people sleeping outside had nearly doubled
between the fall of 2019 and 2020. Unhoused services in Cambridge fall into two primary
categories: (1) residential services, including night shelters, transitional housing, and permanent
rehousing;2 and (2) supportive services, including mental health counseling, legal advocacy,
and listing search assistance. Most service providers are private non-profits, although the City
of Cambridge helps coordinate and fund projects.

Individuals can access eight night shelters , each with restrictions including mealtimes and
curfews.3 Only one, CASPAR Emergency Services Center, does not have a sobriety
requirement.4 St. Patrick’s Women’s Shelter is only open to women and the Y2Y Shelter is only
open to individuals between the ages of 18 and 24. “Our House” is the only non-congregate
shelter, which is the best practice approach recommended by both HUD and the CDC to limit
infection and effectively connect people to long term stable housing. Overall shelter capacity is
approximately 200 beds, reduced from the standard capacity of 242 beds pre-pandemic.5

Families must apply for shelter through a central hub, the Massachusetts Department of
Housing and Community Development (DHCD). To qualify, they must meet income and
immigration status requirements.6 Of the 33 units for unhoused families in Cambridge, “very
few” are available for families that don’t qualify for EA.6 Eligible families are not guaranteed
support in Cambridge, and can be forced to move to access services.

Many unhoused services are coordinated through the Cambridge Continuum of Care (CoC), a
federally-funded partnership of local stakeholders and organizations that coordinate a
community response to homelessness.7 The CoC administers the Cambridge Coordinated
Access Network (C-CAN), a risk assessment system that assigns applicants to programs
based on their “demonstrated need.”8 Cambridge’s 469 transitional and permanent rehousing
units are assigned through this system, 75 of which are  reserved for families.9

WHAT ARE THE ISSUES IN CAMBRIDGE?

Cambridge’s current services are underfunded and inadequate. Some shelters only have the
resources to be open seasonally and the pandemic has led to reduced capacity. The
Cambridge Multi-Service Center, a central access point for C-CAN intake and assessments,
has been closed to in-person services since March of last year, opening only as of June 15,
2021, severely limiting access to resources.9 Even prior to the pandemic, it could take many
months to find transitional housing through C-CAN, and years on a long waiting list to find
public housing in Cambridge or receive a federal housing choice voucher.

Cambridge has received significant COVID-related funding from HUD to end homelessness,
including nearly $3 million of Community Development Block Grant CV funding , over $3 million



in Emergency Solution Grant funding , and more than 125 housing vouchers that must be used
by individuals accessing  Cambridge CoC and C-CAN.

However, Cambridge lacks permanent
housing solutions consistent with a
Housing First model. On its 2017 yearly
performance ranking of Continuums of
Care, the National Homeless Information
Project ranks Cambridge’s CoC 187th of
273 small cities10, giving a ‘Low’ rating for
the rate of successful exit from
homelessness into housing and for
increased income at exit into housing.

HOUSING FIRST WORKS!
NOT A NEW APPROACH IN THE US
OR ABROAD

Many countries and cities across the world
have already recognized the need for and
efficacy of a Housing First approach. These
include11 Finland,12 Canada,13 Czechia,14

Japan,15 Chile,16 Uruguay,17 the
Netherlands,18 India,19 Portugal,20 Spain,21

as well as Denver,22 Seattle,23 Austin,24 and
Charlotte25 in the United States, among
many others.

Throughout the 2000s, it was common to
see tent cities in parks around Helsinki, the
capital of Finland, one of the richest
countries in Europe.26 In 2008, the
government implemented a Housing First model, which gave unhoused community members
leased apartments and robust amounts of supportive services regardless of their job status or
experiences with substance abuse. Instead of paying non-profit organizations to run shelters,
they paid them to provide cheap rental housing to unhoused residents and to create a team of
people who worked with each resident to treat addiction, mental health disorders, and guide
their re-entry into the workforce or schooling. Finland’s unhoused population has fallen from
over 16,000 in 1987 to just over 4,000 in 2020, with a significant portion of this decline
occurring after the 2008 implementation of Housing First. Jyväskylä, a city similar in size to
Cambridge, has just 125 people experiencing homelessness, compared to Cambridge’s 555.
Further, Finland aims to fully eliminate homelessness by 2027. We could make this the reality in
Cambridge!





MASSACHUSETTS AND HOUSING FIRST

Housing First is established and effective in Massachusetts, too. Many nonprofits, shelters, and
associated networks have activated a Housing First approach, including Friends of Boston’s
Homeless (FOBH), Father Bill’s Place in Quincy, Action Inc., and the Western Massachusetts
Network to End Homelessness.27 FOBH has helped over 2000 people move into permanent
housing since 2009, with over 90% retaining their housing, with estimated cost savings of over
$11,000 per person annually.

Massachusetts is also a Right to Shelter state for families with children. This means there is a
mandate requiring the state to provide temporary emergency shelter for eligible families.28 This
mandate is carried out through the Emergency Assistance (EA) program, operated by the
Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD). Once sheltered, several programs
offer families pathways to affordable housing, however the current processes must be streamlined
and sped up to align with housing first principles. However, the EA system has several critical
flaws. While families no longer have to prove that they were forced to stay in a place “unfit for
human habitation” to qualify for shelter since the recent repeal of a much criticized 2012 law,
families are still burdened by extensive documentation requirements and strict eligibility criteria.
Families that make >115% of the federal poverty line, and families in which no member has
legal immigration status are notably ineligible for EA, leaving only temporary rental assistance.
Ultimately, only ~50% of families who apply for EA are placed. Once sheltered, families can
easily be terminated for minor infractions.29 This shifts the burden of assistance onto already
overwhelmed healthcare systems and legal clinics. Finally many families are forced to accept
shelter placement > 20 miles from their community often leading to significant disruptions in
schooling and loss of employment.30 These conditions inhibit families from transition into
long-term residential stability.31

Despite the EA system’s limitations, it provides a framework for a Housing First approach.
Massachusetts could expand its shelter mandate to individuals and not just families, and
mandate provision of adequate housing that meets the clients’ needs. The existing EA system
demonstrates that a public mandate to provide shelter, temporary housing, or permanent
housing is possible, at a city and state-wide level. Worcester is one of the first Massachusetts
cities to take up this challenge, convening a task force from March-June 201832 that drafted a
five-pronged Housing First approach to achieve a “‘functional zero’ of adult chronic
homelesness.”33 Worcester aims to create 103 new units of permanent supportive housing by
the end of 2020.34 Outside of Massachusetts, the city of Austin has taken actions in line with a
Housing First approach by investing in supportive services and purchasing hotels to create
permanent supportive housing units, partially using the $20 million dollars reallocated from the
city’s police budget, with plans to create 3,000 affordable housing units within 3 years.
Cambridge could take up the same challenge, implementing a Housing First vision that works
for unhoused Cantabridgians and aims to end chronic homelessness, starting today.



ALIGNING TOWARDS HOUSING FIRST

Every unhoused person in Cambridge deserves a home. Housing First interventions are less costly per person
than maintaining our current shelter-based approach. Housing First initiatives improve mental and physical
health, abet management of chronic disease, facilitate connection to quality care, and reduce emergency
department usage, all additional cost-saving benefits.37 Most importantly, Housing First ameliorates human
suffering. It is an evidence based intervention with a proven track record of ending homelessness.

In addition to advocating for implementation of a Housing First approach in Cambridge, several intermediate
steps can align us towards this vision starting today:

● Meet HUD and CDC guidance and implement non-congregate shelters year round:
○ Congregate shelters cannot sufficiently prevent community spread of COVID-19.38

Non-congregate shelter reduces disease transmission and emergency calls, improves mental
health, and increases transition to housing.39

○ New non-congregate shelter program costs can currently be reimbursed by FEMA at a 100%
Federal cost share.40

● Address systemic racism and other structural drivers of homelessness:
○ Unhoused people are disproportionately targeted by police, often for simply trying to meet

basic needs.42 Cambridge must decriminalize poverty and pass measures that allow unhoused
people to protect their important possessions.

○ Cambridge should lead by embracing the homeless bill of rights.43

● Embrace a person-centered approach to serving the unhoused community:
○ Unhoused people are often not afforded agency in the most basic aspects of their lives. A

Housing First approach centers a person’s needs, as voiced by the person themself, and aligns
them with the services and housing provided.44

○ Cambridge should adopt a person-centered C-CAN intake, where service providers work with
an unhoused person to understand their needs and their ideal housing solution, rather than
deciding for them. Steps should be taken to increase unhoused membership/attendance at the
committees and working groups of the Cambridge Continuum of Care (CoC).45

● Extend and expand on existing systems that incorporate Housing First principles:
○ Massachusetts has a shelter mandate for families experiencing homelessness, meaning that

families have the right to access safe shelter,46 and are plugged into services that help them
transition into housing. This demonstrates the viability of a housing mandate, and should be
extended to cover all unhoused persons.

○ Housing First models are already established in Boston,47 Worcester,48 and other communities.
Cambridge can learn from these projects and take lessons from their challenges and
successes to produce its own Housing First initiatives.

These are among many important intermediate steps to align towards a better future. The bedrock of
addressing homelessness, however, is universal access to housing through a Housing First approach. We
must fight for this future.



WHO WE ARE

We are a group of housing justice organizers who believe that in a city
as wealthy as Cambridge, no individual should experience
homelessness or housing insecurity.

We believe that Cambridge can become a true Housing First city.
However, charity, non-profits, and the housing market alone will not
make this vision a reality.

That's why we have embarked on a political mission to raise public
awareness and hold our elected city council officials and the unelected
and all-powerful City Manager accountable to the unhoused,
under-housed, displaced, evicted, and struggling residents of
Cambridge. Our work has been endorsed by Boston DSA, Boston
Sunrise, Cambridge DSA and MAMAS.

WHAT WE’VE DONE

● Literature drops on Housing First and non-congregate shelts to 1200+ households
● Engage 100+ speakers & unhoused community members in public comment on Housing First
● Host solidarity dinners & enrichment programming at the non-congregate Green Street Shelter
● Been featured on local media, including the Harvard Crimson, Cambridge Day, the Register Forum
● and much more!

TAKE ACTION

Donate to our fundraiser to support our solidarity
dinners, mutual aid efforts and community events:
gofund.me/c376599f

Read our full proposal for Cambridge as a
Housing First City:
righttohousing.com/our-proposal

Subscribe to our newsletter:
righttohousing.com/take-action

FOLLOW US ON

Instagram | @righttohousing

Facebook | @Right2housingCambridge

Website | www.righttohousing.com

Twitter | @right_housing

Email | projectrighttoshelter@gmail.com



ADDENDUM

1. https://cambridgecf.org/the-cambridge-community-foundation-distributes-45000-in-grants
-to-nine-shelters-helping-the-housing-insecure-in-cambridge-ma/

2. http://ceoccambridge.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/CEOC-Strategic-Plan.pdf (page
16)

3. https://www.cambridgema.gov/~/media/Files/DHSP/MSC/ResDirectory.pdf
4. https://www.baycovehumanservices.org/caspar-emergency-services-centershelter
5. https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2020/12/24/coronavirus-cambridge-shelters-adapt/
6. https://www.cambridgema.gov/~/media/Files/DHSP/MSC/ResDirectory.pdf (page 9)
7. https://www.cambridgecoc.org/who-we-are
8. https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fb554c6bcf4c950ed250c4f/t/6050f2d86ea5387a8

c64c4c7/1615917784991/C-CAN+P%2BP+v2.0.pdf
9. https://www.cambridgecoc.org/cambridge-can
10. https://www.nhipdata.org/local/upload/file/Performance%20Ranking%20of%20CoCs%20

-%20NHIP%20-%20Feb%202019%20-%20reduced%20size.pdf .  Note that Cambridge
CoC has improved as of 2019 to 100th on NHIP’s ranking,
https://www.nhipdata.org/local/upload/file/Success%20Formula%20-%20by%20CoC%20
2019.pdf; we reference the 2017 ranking because it more clearly identifies Cambridge’s
shortcomings that led to its lower ranking.

11. Many of these examples are taken from Padgett, D., & Tsemberis, S. J. (2015). Housing
first: Ending homelessness, transforming systems, and changing lives. Oxford University
Press, USA.

12. https://ysaatio.fi/en/housing-first-finland; this example is described in more detail in the
text.

13. https://www.homelesshub.ca/solutions/housing-first/homechez-soi,
https://www.shhc.ca/streets-to-homes. At Home/Chez Soi is a four-year, five-site study of
Housing First, “which has provided opportunities for extensive research into
homelessness and has proven, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Housing First solves
homelessness.”

14. https://www.sozialmarie.org/en/projects/7488, an initiative in Brno with a retention rate of
96%!

15. https://www.mdm.or.jp/project-en/4262/; the Housing First Tokyo Project, grown out of
an existing partnership of service organizations. One of its unique characteristics are
so-called ‘Macaroni,’ “places for people to come together where they can feel a sense of
belonging, for those who once lived on the streets in isolation as well as those in society
living with disabilities,” right now a bakery in the Toshima Ward of Tokyo. As an example,
one part of daytime activities is a bread-making workshop.

16. https://bonosdelgobierno.com/programa-vivienda-primero-ayuda-habitacional-a-persona
s-en-situacion-de-calle/. This program in Chile has housed 161 individuals in 77 small
2-3 person homes, focusing on those older than 50 years and on the streets for more
than 5 years.

17.
https://www.gub.uy/ministerio-desarrollo-social/comunicacion/noticias/nuevos-proyectos-
mayor-autonomia-para-personas-situacion-calle.  This program in Uruguay
encompasses two projects, one the Alzáibar Center that houses about 40 single

https://cambridgecf.org/the-cambridge-community-foundation-distributes-45000-in-grants-to-nine-shelters-helping-the-housing-insecure-in-cambridge-ma/
https://cambridgecf.org/the-cambridge-community-foundation-distributes-45000-in-grants-to-nine-shelters-helping-the-housing-insecure-in-cambridge-ma/
http://ceoccambridge.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/CEOC-Strategic-Plan.pdf
https://www.cambridgema.gov/~/media/Files/DHSP/MSC/ResDirectory.pdf
https://www.baycovehumanservices.org/caspar-emergency-services-centershelter
https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2020/12/24/coronavirus-cambridge-shelters-adapt/
https://www.cambridgema.gov/~/media/Files/DHSP/MSC/ResDirectory.pdf
https://www.cambridgecoc.org/who-we-are
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fb554c6bcf4c950ed250c4f/t/6050f2d86ea5387a8c64c4c7/1615917784991/C-CAN+P%2BP+v2.0.pdf
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https://www.homelesshub.ca/solutions/housing-first/homechez-soi
https://www.shhc.ca/streets-to-homes
https://www.sozialmarie.org/en/projects/7488
https://www.mdm.or.jp/project-en/4262/
https://bonosdelgobierno.com/programa-vivienda-primero-ayuda-habitacional-a-personas-en-situacion-de-calle/
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individuals over 50, and the second Project Incubar, which houses 3 families, single
mothers and their children.

18. https://www.housingevolutions.eu/project/discus-housing-first/; one of the oldest
European examples of Housing First, over 1000 individuals have found housing through
Discus Housing First units as of 2019, and as of 2013 it had a one-year retention rate of
97%:
https://housingfirsteurope.eu/guide/what-is-housing-first/the-evidence-for-housing-first/.

19.
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/in-kerala-homeless-move-into-own-flats-5687483/;
a bold new initiative in Kerala involving the purchase of flats for unhoused/landless
persons in Kerala.

20. http://www.aeips.pt/habitacao/casas-primeiro/; a Housing First initiative in Lisbon
funded through the Lisbon City Council, prioritizing those in Lisbon suffering from mental
health problems.

21. https://hogarsi.org/, a Housing First Initiative throughout Spain with a 96% retention rate
after 2 years.

22. https://www.csh.org/resources/denver-housing-first-collaborative-dhfc/, part of a
program that administers over 1,500 affordable and supportive housing units in
Colorado,
https://d155kunxf1aozz.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Colorado-Coalition1.
pdf.

23. https://www.desc.org/, provided supportive housing to over 1400 tenants as of 2019,
and opening on or beginning new construction on 497 new units by 2020 and 2021.

24. https://theappeal.org/austin-cut-police-budget-supportive-housing-homelessness/,
https://citymonitor.ai/housing/austin-is-funding-homelessness-services-by-defunding-poli
ce#:~:text=Austin%2C%20Texas%2C%20is%20making%20early,second%20one%20a
%20week%20later.  This new initiative is discussed later in the literature.

25. https://www.mecknc.gov/CommunitySupportServices/HomelessServices/Pages/MoorePl
ace.aspx, https://mecklenburghousingdata.org/housing-first-charlotte-mecklenburg/, a
public-private partnership started in 2014, that has housed over 1000 individuals by
January 2020, with over 80% housing retention.

26. This section is drawn largely from
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/jun/03/its-a-miracle-helsinkis-radical-solution-to
-homelessness
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-46891392,
https://scoop.me/housing-first-finland-homelessness/#:~:text=In%20Finland%2C%20the
%20number%20of,and%20counselling%20%E2%80%93%20without%20any%20precon
ditions, and
https://www.ara.fi/en-US/Materials/Homelessness_reports/Report_2021_Homelessness_
in_Finland_2020

27. https://mhsa.net/how-we-help/housing-first/,
https://www.fobh.org/what-we-support/housing-first/,
https://helpfbms.org/services/housing/,
https://actioninc.org/client-housing-services/housing/,
https://www.westernmasshousingfirst.org/about/.

28. https://www.tbf.org/old-blog/2017/february/massachusetts-family-homelessness-system
29. https://www.mlri.org/publications/out-in-the-cold/

https://www.housingevolutions.eu/project/discus-housing-first/
https://housingfirsteurope.eu/guide/what-is-housing-first/the-evidence-for-housing-first/
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https://citymonitor.ai/housing/austin-is-funding-homelessness-services-by-defunding-police#:~:text=Austin%2C%20Texas%2C%20is%20making%20early,second%20one%20a%20week%20later
https://www.mecknc.gov/CommunitySupportServices/HomelessServices/Pages/MoorePlace.aspx
https://www.mecknc.gov/CommunitySupportServices/HomelessServices/Pages/MoorePlace.aspx
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https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/jun/03/its-a-miracle-helsinkis-radical-solution-to-homelessness
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/jun/03/its-a-miracle-helsinkis-radical-solution-to-homelessness
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-46891392
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https://www.westernmasshousingfirst.org/about/
https://www.tbf.org/old-blog/2017/february/massachusetts-family-homelessness-system
https://www.mlri.org/publications/out-in-the-cold/


30. https://www.masslegalhelp.org/homelessness/emergency-assistance/advocacy-guide/14
-dta-placements

31. Some criticisms in this vein can be found in
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/76388445.pdf and
https://www.issuelab.org/resources/27476/27476.pdf. Note that a throughline through all
of these articles is an overreliance on the shelter system at the expense of transitional or
permanent housing options; the former criticizes this especially for families that could
easily be rehoused, and in sense advises stricter eligibility criteria, but only with a
simultaneous significant reallocation towards rehousing programs for those families no
longer served.  This push, especially in light of growing unaffordability across the state,
is absolutely necessary.

32. http://www.worcesterma.gov/hhs/housing-first
33. http://www.worcesterma.gov/uploads/29/9b/299b7fd91b3240237b678cea00811476/hous

ing-first-draft-recommendations.pdf
34. https://www.wbur.org/news/2020/02/07/massachusetts-homeless-help-health-support.

Note that we could not confirm as of yet if this target was reached, but even so the
stated goal is a huge step.

35. https://www.wamc.org/post/emergency-homeless-shelters-seek-more-state-funding-0
36. https://www.wbur.org/news/2020/02/07/homeless-shelters-costs-rising-state-help
37. https://endhomelessness.org/study-data-show-that-housing-chronically-homeless-people

-saves-money-lives/, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4679128/,
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2748596

38. https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.09.28.20203166v3,
https://www.bluecrossmafoundation.org/sites/g/files/csphws2101/files/2020-12/Housing
%20First_summary_Final.pdf

39. https://regionalhomelesssystem.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Impact-of-Hotels-as-ES
-Study_Full-Report_Final-11302020.pdf, https://jech.bmj.com/content/73/5/379,
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4545239/
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