
   
   

 
 

 County of Santa Cruz Board of Supervisors 
 Agenda Item Submittal 
 From: County Administrative Office 

(831) 454-2100 
 Subject: Focus Strategies System Design and Action Plan Progress Report 
Meeting Date: June 16, 2020 

 
Recommended Actions 

1) Accept and file progress report and proposed revised project plan for 
development of a homelessness system improvement Strategic Action Plan, 
including Summary of Implementation Work Group Activities and 
Recommendations, System Performance Assessment, and homeless services 
funding matrix; and 

2) Direct staff to rebudget $20,000 in anticipated underutilized Homeward Bound 
Program funds, for provision of flexible funding that supports shelter residents 
leaving shelter to housing 

 
Executive Summary 
The County is contracting with homelessness technical assistance firm Focus 
Strategies for provision of homeless system assessment and strategic planning 
consulting services. The report provided today includes an update on work completed 
and a revised six-month project plan for June to December 2020 that will result in the 
completion of a three-year Strategic Action Plan. Additionally, Focus Strategies has 
prepared a System Performance Assessment Report, a summary of which was 
presented in the March 2020 study session. Per Board direction on May 18, 2020, the 
Homeless Services Coordination Office (HSCO) is submitting a funding matrix that 
outlines the different funding sources that support homeless services in our County. And 
finally, a report on the Homeward Bound program provides a performance update on 
service provision.  
 
Background 
On February 26, 2019, the Board approved a contract with homeless technical 
assistance firm Focus Strategies for provision of homeless system assessment and 
strategic planning consulting services. The project, managed by the HSCO, was 
initiated in April 2019 in partnership with the Human Services Department (HSD), the 
Health Services Agency (HSA) and the Planning Department (Planning). In October 
2019, Focus Strategies presented the Phase I deliverable, a Baseline System 
Assessment, which included the following initial short-term recommendations:  

1. Implementation of a systemwide diversion practice and re-tooling Smart Path 
coordinated entry.  

2. Building the capacity of emergency shelters to deliver housing-focused services 
and supports. 

3. Coordinating and standardizing outreach efforts to unsheltered people 
experiencing homelessness. 
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4. Relaunching and completing work on a new homeless response system 
governance structure. 

 
On February 25, 2020, in response to direction from the Board on December 10, 2019, 
staff provided a Homeward Bound Utilization Report to the Board and received 
additional direction to return in March 2020 with recommendations for maximizing 
appropriate utilization of homeward bound type programs as part of the progress report 
on implementation of the Focus Strategies short-term recommendations. A plan for 
increasing utilization of the homeward bound program was provided on March 10, 2020, 
that outlined steps for targeted engagement and data collection.  
 
The Board conducted a study session on March 10, 2020 that reviewed the Focus 
Strategies Phase 2 and Phase 3 deliverables including the Quantitative System 
Performance Assessment, a summary of the results of the Implementation Work 
Groups convened to implement the recommendations of the Baseline Assessment 
Report, and a preview of the action planning phase of the work planned to begin in late 
March. The Board directed staff to return on or before May 2020 with a progress report 
on Phase 4, the final phase of work - developing a Strategic Action Plan for 
homelessness system improvement, the next step of which was to hold community-wide 
convenings to launch the Strategic Action Planning process. Concurrently, Focus 
Strategies was collecting and refining data for the first round of predictive modeling to 
inform strategies for program and system improvements to be included in the Action 
Plan.  However, due to the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, the Action Planning 
process was effectively put on hold as efforts have been directed to the development 
and implementation of a County-wide prevention and response system.  The requested 
May report back to the Board was deferred to mid-June due to demands  of the 
emergency response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the unavoidable impacts it had on 
the continuity of county operations regarding the Focus Strategies work. 
 
On April 15 and May 14, 2020, the HSCO, with the support of Focus Strategies, re-
convened the Project Advisory Group that has been providing guidance throughout the 
course of this homeless system assessment and planning work.  The Advisory Group 
was asked to provide input on how to mostly effectively reinitiate the final phase of 
strategic planning in light of the public health emergency and the significant changes to 

the uncertainties that lie ahead as the economic impacts of the pandemic 
continue to be felt in Santa Cruz and across the country.  The Project Advisory group 
recommended restarting a modified Strategic Action Planning process in July 2020 and 
to integrate some new objectives for the Plan, including drawing on lessons learned 
from the COVID-19 emergency response system an

plans that will allow community leadership to focus on specific near term 
actions to reduce homelessness and improve the underlying response system in the 
face of fluid economic conditions and changing resources. The Advisory Group also 
recommended that moving forward with implementation of an improved system 
governance structure should be prioritized. 
 
 
Analysis 
This report includes specific updates as requested by the Board including: 

33

Packet Pg. 540



of the action planning phase of Focus Strategies work and a revised 
approach and schedule, given the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

of a Summary of Implementation Work Group Activities, a concluding 
report on the work of the interim work groups and how the work has been 
supported as part of the emergency response. 

of the Focus Strategies Santa Cruz County System Performance 
Assessment report, a key deliverable from Phase 3 that was not complete at the 
March study session. 

of a report on state and federal funding for homelessness related 
activities. 

on efforts to improve utilization of the Homeward Bound program.  
 
Re-initiation of the Strategic Action Plan (Phase 4) 
The response to the COVID-19 pandemic impacted planning for this final phase of work 
and a recalibration is needed to ensure that the Plan reflects the potential local impact 
of COVID-

homelessness, changes in the economy and housing market as well as changes in 
the planning process, given the inability to have community partners and stakeholders 
meet to engage in the planning work.     
 
As presented in March 2020, the engagement with Focus Strategies included a final 
planning phase (Phase 4) that would use the results of the baseline assessment and 
system performance assessment to inform the development of a Strategic Action Plan. 
Based on input and priorities generated in the community convenings, data from the 
performance assessment would be used to conduct predictive modeling to inform the 

and systematic response to homelessness, including a concrete set of 
implementation steps. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has necessitated a shift in the approach to developing the 
Strategic Action Plan for several reasons. Many of the operations that informed the 
development of the baseline understanding of the existing system have changed in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  The existing homelessness response system 
has been adapted quickly in the last three months and these new conditions need to be 
factored into the Action Planning work. COVID-19 is having significant and 
unpredictable impacts on the local, State and national economy. There are many 
unknown factors relating to availability of funding and condition of the housing market 
moving forward that make it more challenging to develop a long-range plan tied to 
resource investment. It is unknown at this time how the pandemic will impact the size 
and composition of the population of people experiencing homelessness given the 
potential for a deep and protracted recession. 
 
In recognition of these challenges, the HSCO and the Project Advisory Group have 
developed a proposed amended project plan that will produce a Three Year Strategic 
Action Plan building off the work completed to date and that includes six-month work 
plans that will adapt and adjust to changing conditions and integrate lessons learned 
along the way by implementing a rapid-cycle planning process.  The revised approach, 
A Revised Focus Strategies Project Plan: June to December 2020, is provided as 
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Attachment A to this report. 
 
The Project Advisory Group provided significant input that informed the revised 
approach to the final phase of Action planning and the goal was for the plan to address 
the original deliverables of the Action Planning phase and integrate some of the 
learnings to date from the HSD Shelter and Care Departmental Operations Command 
(DOC).  Instead of a Strategic Action Plan with embedded action steps for the next 
three years, the recommended approach is for Focus Strategies to support the County 
to concurrently develop an initial six-month work plan (to be followed by updated work 
plans every six months) and a three-year Strategic Action Plan to improve the 

an overall framework for its response to homelessness, including measurable 
goals and objectives for the next three years, but at the same time provide flexibility for 

as a result of the pandemic. 
 
Attachment A provides a proposed process to develop the initial 6- month work plan and 
3-year Action Plan and an overview of the scope of each.  Given the rapid changes 
being wrought by COVID-19 this approach will allow for the parallel development of a 
concrete and specific set of work tasks for the homeless system over the next six 
months as well as an overarching framework and specific goals for the next three years. 
Work plans will be developed at six month intervals that align with the overall three year 
framework but that adjust to and reflect lessons learned from COVID-19 response and 
are based on up to date information about the economy, housing market, and 
availability of resources to support homelessness response. 
 
The schedule for development of the Three-Year Strategic Action Plan is: 

and July 2020 - Focus Strategies, HSCO and Project Advisory Group will 
draft mission, vision, principles, goals and strategies 

and August 2020 - Web-based input sessions, including with homeless 
system leadership, providers, other community stakeholders and people with 
lived experience of homelessness 

and August 2020 - Focus Strategies will conduct data analysis to support 
development of action plan, building off the System Performance baseline 
already completed 

2020 - Focus Strategies, HSCO and Project Advisory Group will draft 
Strategic Action Plan, including measurable objectives 

2020 - Web-based opportunities for input on draft Plan 
2020 - Plan finalized and adopted 

 
In parallel with the development of the Strategic Action Plan, Focus Strategies will 
support the development of an initial six-month work plan laying out the work of 
addressing homelessness in Santa Cruz County from July to December 2020, building 
off the work already happening through the Shelter and Care DOC.  Results and 
lessons learned from this initial six-month work plan will be evaluated in 
November/December 2020 and will information the creation of the next six-month work 
plan, which will align to the Three-Year Plan. 
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Inventory of Funding Sources for Homelessness Services 
full 

accounting of the various state, federal and local funding streams that can be brought to 
bear on homelessness, including which agency controls those funds and whether there 
are eligibility limitations

funding streams are discretionary and provide for local control of how the funds 
are programmed.  Staff developed a funding matrix in consultation with Board staff and 
have provided County departments with a comprehensive list of Federal 
<https://www.usich.gov/tools-for-action/federal-programs-that-support-individuals-
experiencing-homelessness> and State 
<https://www.bcsh.ca.gov/hcfc/documents/heap_funding_matrix.pdf> funding sources 
that support persons experiencing homelessness (PEH).  The comprehensive list, 
developed from State and Federal guidance, provides visibility into both the funding 
sources the County is receiving and those not being accessed.  The requested 
Homeless Funding Matrix, developed in consultation with Board staff, constitutes a 
high-level preliminary look at the total funding portfolio that exists within the County and 
Continuum of Care (CoC) and is included as Attachment B to this report.   
 
As summarized in Attachment B, the County portfolio includes $66.7 million in grants 
from sources that are identified as eligible for supporting persons experiencing 
homelessness.  Of those funds, $28.3 million are allocated to homelessness.  The 
portfolio includes one-time block grants, multi-year allocations, and ongoing annual 
renewals.  The Continuum of Care portfolio includes $20.6 million in funds, 100% of 
which are allocated to homelessness.   State funds allocated to the CoC are distributed 
at the local level under the authority of the joint CoC Governing Board and Executive 
Committee, which includes executive-level representation from the County 
Administrative Office, Health Services Agency, and the Human Services and Planning 

serves as the Administrative Entity for the CoC for purposes of the Stat
of homeless funding to the CoC.  Together, County and CoC portfolios total 

$87.4 million, of which $48.9 million is allocated to homelessness.   
 
In addition to the portfolio of grants, departments reported two sources of funds held in 
trust: (1) Probation reported AB109 funds totaling $154,551 programmed for homeless 
services; (2) Planning reported Low and Moderate Income Housing Asset Funds 
totaling $7,934,000, of which $250,000 per year can be programmed for homeless 
services.   
 
Provision of the final Quantitative System and Project Performance Analysis (Phase 2) 
At the March 10, 2020 study session, the Board reviewed the Quantitative System 
Performance Assessment prepared by Focus Strategies.  The final data report was not 
available at the time of the study session and is included as Attachment C to this report. 
Focus Strategies Santa Cruz County System Performance Assessment contains the 
complete data and analysis provided in that study session and is now available to the 
BOS and the public as a project deliverable.  
Provision of the System Design and Implementation Work Groups Recommendations 
and implementation update (Phase 3) 
Board direction from the March study session directed staff to return with an update on 
the internal work groups in advance of the completion of the action planning phase.  
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The intent of the Phase 3 deliverable, Summary of Implementation Work Group 
Activities and Recommendations, was to take the initial findings and recommendations 
from the Baseline System Assessme

and implementing system improvements. From September 2019 through 
February 2020, Focus Strategies facilitated a set of working groups to focus on targeted 
system improvements.  
 
In March 2020, COVID-19 was declared a pandemic and an Internal Command 
Structure (ICS) was formed that included the creation of an HSD DOC to oversee 
Shelter and Care emergency response for persons experiencing homelessness. The 
Shelter and Care DOC, as it is called, was tasked with the responsibility of stabilizing 
shelter services, and decreasing the risk of outbreak among the homeless population. 
Members of the DOC include a cross-departmental group of County staff from HSCO, 
HSD and HSA, and staff from the City of Santa Cruz and Watsonville. The final 
recommendations from each work group are presented below, as well as progress to 
date on implementation advanced by the Shelter and Care DOC. Attachment D: 
Summary of Implementation Work Group Activities and Recommendations includes a 
more detailed summary of the workgroups, recommendations and current update on 
progress. 
 

1. Systemwide Diversion and Coordinated Entry (CE) Refinement 
This group was convened by the HSD Smart Path Team to develop an 
implementation plan for provision of diversion and problem-solving practices 
systemwide, in conjunction with refinements to Coordinated Entry (CE) 
processes and policies. CE is a system of conducting uniform assessments for 
all people experiencing homelessness to streamline access to appropriate 
housing assistance and services. This group recommended: (1) integrating 
diversion as a step in the Smart Path process, with the goal of helping more 
people to identify housing solutions and prevent entry into the homeless system 
and (2) refining the Smart Path prioritization process to better target available 
housing resources to those with the greatest needs.   

2020 - The Shelter and Care DOC implements a shelter referral 
system for those seeking shelter in our County. This represents an 

and provides an opportunity to implement diversion as 
a step in the process of managing entries into shelter. 

2020 - The Homeward Bound program is being incorporated as a 
diversion tool and problem-solving element of the coordinated care pilot 
initiated by the Shelter and Care. 

 
2. Housing-Focused Emergency Shelter 

This group was convened by HSCO and co-facilitated by Focus Strategies, 
HSCO and Housing Matters with the goal of developing strategies to improve the 
ability of existing emergency shelters to help residents secure housing. 
Participants included representatives from almost 100% of emergency shelters in 
the community. They conducted a survey of shelter providers and helped 
organize focus groups with shelter residents facilitated by Focus Strategies. This 
group has identified three priorities for implementation: (1) expanded availability 
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of housing-focused case management/advocacy in shelters; (2) availability of 
flexible funding to help residents exit shelter to housing, and;  (3) capacity 
building and training for shelter staff.  

- June 2020 - 
Persons Health Project and Behavioral Health Division to 

provided training to shelter staff to build their capacity for addressing 
mental health needs of shelter guests and strength shelter connection to 
behavioral health clinicians.  

2020 - The Shelter and Care DOC begins development of pilot 
program for case management, housing navigation and rapid rehousing 
model building on HSD housing programs including Bring Families Homes 

and other best practices in select shelters. Once the model is 
tested it will be expanded to the entire shelter system as resources allow.  
 

3. Outreach Services 
This group was co-convened by HSCO and HSA, with facilitation support from 
Focus Strategies. The focus was on sharing information about how different 
programs approach outreach, brainstorming what could make outreach more 
effective and coordinated, and identifying training needs. The group has also 
developed a matrix describing all the outreach efforts currently in place in the 

are: (1) developing quality standards 
to define and standardize the purpose of outreach, skills outreach workers should 
have, and services outreach teams should be equipped to provide; (2) address 
the need for better data and information sharing, and common outcomes 
measures for outreach, and; (3) addressing gaps in the system, including the 
need for lower-barrier shelter and more case management services. 

- May 2020 - The Shelter and Care DOC institutes a work group to 
develop a plan for outreach teams to collect basic information and COVID-
19 data and enter it into HMIS. 

- June 2020 - The Shelter and Care DOC coordinates outreach 
services throughout the County, aligning the services of HSA and HSD to 
improve outreach to unsheltered persons experiencing homelessness in 
shelters as well as those sheltered. The resources available to respond to 
the epidemic (expanded shelter beds, including Project RoomKey beds, 
safe camping supplies, etc.) have made outreach and engagement much 
more productive and better integrated with a coordinated shelter referral 
process. 
 

5. Governance, Planning and Communication 
This group was convened by HSCO with facilitation by Focus Strategies, and 
was tasked with developing a proposed plan to create a systemwide governance 
body that will design, direct and evaluate the response to homelessness in Santa 
Cruz County, including a proposed scope for its decision-making, structure, and 
input processes. Planning was informed by the work of the Governance Study 
Committee that convened in 2017. This group drafted a proposal for a new 
governance entity and the primary recommendations included are: (1) to 
establish a governance structure to design, direct and evaluate and effective 
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regional homelessness response system; (2) empower the new governance 
structure to set investment priorities informed by data and allocate funding to 
maximize results; and (3) authorize the new structure to take input, make 
decisions, hold accountability and communicate about the regional 
homelessness response. 

- June 2020 - The operation of the Shelter and Care DOC provides 
an opportunity to try a different approach to homeless system operations 
through the incident command structure management system. 

- June 2020 - In an effort to provider stronger administration support 
and coordinate County-wide efforts, the Board of Supervisors approved 
the recommendation to move the HSCO to the Human Services 
Department and merge with the Housing Unit at HSD to create a new 
Division that includes policy, program oversight, evaluation, contract 
development and fiscal management. The projected start date for this 
Division is October 2020 and in anticipation of that merge, staff from 
HSCO and HSD began to collaborate on joint projects that will carry into 
the new division.  

 
Homeward Bound Program Utilization 
As reported to the Board on March 10, 2020, there are opportunities within the current 
fiscal year and the years ahead to optimize appropriate utilization of Homeward Bound 
Program within the County. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Homeward Bound 
Purchase order with The Salvation Army (TSA) was projected to spend down 
approximately $15,000 of its $35,000 allocation in Fiscal Year (FY) 2019-20. Staff had 
taken steps to increase program awareness and utilization, including outreach to 
agencies countywide that work with persons experiencing homelessness, revising 
program information sheets, and relaying information to staff from homeless service 
providers of all types at in-person meetings. HSD also coordinated with TSA to create a 
more streamlined process for community-based agencies to refer clients to the 
program.  
 
The FY 2019-20 contract goal was to provide Homeward Bound assistance to 75 
persons; to date the program has served 23 people, and the program is not expected to 
reach its performance goals. TSA has continued to operate the program and also 
partnered with other community-based organizations to improve utilization, but the 
onset of the COVID-19 Public Health Emergency has been a significant contributing 
factor to underutilization and has created several unanticipated barriers. Due to COVID-
19 related concerns, despite continued outreach, fewer people have been interested in 
traveling, opting instead to shelter-in-place when possible. Those persons who have 
expressed a desire to travel have been unable to find someone to take them, for 
common reasons, but also due to COVID-

often most economical transportation mode is the Greyhound bus service. The 
Greyhound bus schedule has been sporadic, changing, and not going to all locations. 
Additionally, Greyhound is restricting the number of tickets available per trip to maintain 
physical distancing.  
 
Staff recommends that the approximately $20,000 in anticipated underutilized funds be 
rebudgeted to fund diversion and problem solving elements of the coordinated care pilot 
initiated by the Shelter and Care DOC to seed a fund which would provide flexible 
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funding to support shelter residents leaving shelter to housing through diversion tools 
such as Homeward Bound type programs, funds for short-term rental assistance, and 
other more flexible expenditures that support a housing resolution, as recommended in 
the Focus Strategies report. 
 
 
Strategic Plan Element(s) 
2.D Attainable Housing: Homelessness - Assessing the performance of the current system to 
address homelessness and obtaining technical assistance for system planning and 
improvements directly supports the goal to expand homelessness services to reduce 
homelessness and increase housing stability. 
 
 
Submitted by: 
Carlos J. Palacios, County Administrative Officer 
 
Recommended by: 
Carlos J. Palacios, County Administrative Officer 

 

Attachments: 

a Revised Focus Strategies Project Plan, June to December 2020 
b County of CA and CA-508 Continuum of Care Funding Sources Matrix - June 
2020 
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