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Summary
Homelessness is often viewed as an urban issue since it

is easier to visualize a person needing assistance or
seeking shelter in urban areas. But homelessness is also a
rural issue.

To develop an understanding of homelessness as it
affects rural residents, the Center for Rural Pennsylvania
analyzed data from the Pennsylvania Department of
Public Welfare for fiscal years 1997 through 1999.

While the data did not include reliable estimates on
the number of rural homeless, it did include information
on the number of people who received homeless assis-
tance. From this information, it was possible to develop a
clearer profile of who received homeless assistance, where
many of those who received assistance were located, the
types of assistance received, and the associated costs.

In general, the analysis revealed that homelessness is
an issue throughout rural Pennsylvania. It also showed
that rural areas provide fewer services than most urban
areas; most rural assistance is limited to case management
services and assisted rental housing; few rural communi-
ties have emergency shelters; and most rural
homelessness is an issue among the working poor.

Method
To analyze the issue of rural homelessness, the Center

for Rural Pennsylvania used data from the Pennsylvania
Department of Public Welfare�s Homeless Assistance
Program (HAP). This data detailed the number of clients
by the types of services they received for fiscal years
1997, 1998, and 1999. It also provided some general
information on the economic and household characteris-
tics of the clients.

Within HAP, there were six basic homeless assistance
programs:

� Emergency Shelter: provides mass shelter, mass
shelter supplies, such as cots and blankets, and individual
shelter in hotels and motels through a voucher system.

� Bridge Housing: provides housing and case manage-
ment service to homeless individuals and families for up

to one year with the goal of returning clients to the most
independent and self-sufficient life situation possible.

� Rental Assistance: provides assistance in the form of
payments for rent, utilities, mortgage for home and
trailer owners, rent for trailers and trailer lots, and
security deposits to prevent homelessness when eviction
is imminent. This component also looks to expedite the
movement of people from shelters to available housing.
Clients also receive case management and counseling on
budgeting and management of household finances.

� Case Management: provides assistance to homeless
and near homeless individuals and families to work
towards permanent housing and self-sufficiency.

� Innovative Supportive Housing Service: provides
counties with the flexibility to design a supportive
housing service for homeless and near homeless persons
that is outside the scope of existing HAP components.
This component allows counties to address unique needs.

� PennFree Bridge Housing: Available only in Allegh-
eny and Philadelphia counties, this program provides
housing and case management services to homeless clients
with substance abuse problems. Contact with substance
abuse support services is emphasized in the program.

Pennsylvania�s Rural Homeless Reality

Types of Homeless Assistance Services
Provided To Rural Clients, FY 1998-1999
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Each of these programs is based on need, which means
that clients must be in or near poverty. In 1999, the
poverty rate for a family of three was $13,888. County
governments oversee the provision of assistance to the
clients through county personnel or a contracted organi-
zation. Ninety-three percent of the funds for these
programs come from HAP, with the remaining funding
coming from county and client contributions.

Information on the number of clients who received
assistance and total expenditures for each of these
programs was analyzed from a rural/urban perspective.
The analysis included any person who received assistance
in a rural county. A county was identified as rural if 50
percent or more of its population was defined as rural by
the U.S. Census Bureau. Counties that were less than 50
percent rural were considered urban.

It is important to note that there may be more rural
homeless than reported here. This analysis only included
those who requested assistance. Also, since assistance
programs do not have residency requirements, there is
no way to know if those who received assistance were
residents of the county in which they received assistance.

To make the analysis easier to read, the Center used
the last date of the fiscal year to represent the entire
calendar year. For example, the 1998-99 fiscal year is
shown throughout the analysis as 1999.

Findings
� In 1999, more than 21,700 clients received

homeless assistance in rural areas. The client to popula-
tion ratio in rural areas was 8.5 clients for every 1,000
residents. In urban areas, more than 94,000 clients
received assistance, with a client to population ratio of
10 clients for every 1,000 residents.

� Statewide, nearly 116,000 clients received home-
less assistance in 1999, or 9.6 clients for every 1,000
residents.

� Between 1997 and 1999, the number of clients
receiving homeless assistance in rural areas increased 20
percent. In urban areas, the increase was 28 percent.

� Regionally, in 1999, south central Pennsylvania had
the highest client to population ratio in the state with 15
clients for every 1,000 residents. The northeast region
has the state�s lowest ratio of 6.6 clients for every 1,000
residents.

� At the county level, in 1999, every county pro-
vided some type of homeless assistance. Philadelphia,
Allegheny, and Cumberland counties had the greatest
number of clients, while Montour, Cameron, and Forest
counties had the least number.

� Examining the client to population ratio by county in
1999, the analysis revealed that Lycoming, Cumberland,
Fayette, Armstrong, and Blair counties each had more
than 20 clients per 1,000 residents, which was double

the statewide ratio. The counties with the lowest ratios
were Adams, Chester, and Montgomery. Each of these
counties had less than 1.5 clients per 1,000 residents.

� In 1999, rural areas had almost 20,000 emergency
shelter units, or one unit for every 130 residents. Urban
areas had more than 544,000 emergency shelter units,
or one unit for every 17 people. The counties with the
most units per capita were Philadelphia, Dauphin, and
Allegheny. Twenty-two counties, most of which were
predominately rural, had no emergency shelters.

Homeless Assistance Programs
� In 1999, the most common type of assistance

provided in rural areas was rental assistance at 51
percent, followed by case management at 37 percent.
Less than 10 percent of the 21,700 rural clients used
emergency shelters in rural areas.

� In urban areas, slightly more than 33 percent of
clients received rental assistance and 30 percent received
case management assistance. Combined, over 31 percent
of the clients in urban areas used the PennFree and
emergency shelter program. In both rural and urban
areas, roughly the same percentage of clients received
bridge housing assistance and innovative housing services.

� In rural areas, the largest programmatic increase was
in case management assistance. Between fiscal years1997
and 1999, the number of rural clients who received this
type of assistance increased 100 percent.

� Another program component that had a large increase
between fiscal years 1997 and 1999 was rental assistance,
where the number of rural clients increased 43 percent.

� The number of clients receiving emergency shelter
assistance in rural areas declined nearly 65 percent.  In
urban areas, there was only a 16 percent drop in the
number of clients in this program.

Who Received Services
� Among the more than 21,700 rural clients who

received homeless assistance in 1999, 44 percent were
children who were part of families that became homeless.

� Of the nearly 5,000 rural families that received
homeless assistance, 46 percent were also receiving
welfare payments, or TANF (Temporary Assistance to
Needy Families). The most common type of assistance
provided to these families was rental assistance. In urban
areas, only 32 percent of the families that received
homeless assistance also received TANF payments.

� Seven percent of the rural families that received
homeless assistance had lost TANF benefits within the
last 12 months.

� More than 33 percent of the rural adult clients were
employed when they first received homeless assistance.
In urban areas, excluding those enrolled in PennFree, 27
percent of the adults were employed.

� In rural areas, more than 3,200 persons did not
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receive service because of a lack of funding, or one
person in every 790 residents. In urban areas,
more than 4,200 persons were turned away
because of a lack of funding, or one person in
every 2,200 residents. Thirty-six of  Pennsylvania�s
67 counties turned away clients because of a lack
of funding. Regionally, the highest number of
persons who did not receive service because of
funding was in the northwest.

Cost of Services
� In 1999, more than $23.2 million was spent

statewide on assistance to the homeless, or roughly
$200 per client. In rural areas, $3.3 million was
spent, or $153 per client. The urban average was
$212 per client, or a total $19.9 million.

� Regionally, central Pennsylvania had the lowest
expenditures at $108 per client, while the south-
east had the highest at $280 per client. At the
county level, Tioga, Adams, and Montgomery had
the highest expenditures, each spending more than
$750 per client. Counties with the lowest expendi-
tures were Elk, Cumberland, and Lycoming, each
spending less than $75 per client.

� Within rural areas, more than half of the
expenditures was used for the assisted housing
program. Again, this program provides funds to
clients when eviction is imminent and to help
clients move out of shelters and into available
housing. The average rural client in this program
received less than $145. In urban areas, the
average was $185 per client.

� Between 1998 and 1999, total funding for
homeless assistance in rural areas declined more
than $400,000, or 11 percent. The main cause of
the decline was an 8 percent decrease in funding to
HAP. Urban areas saw a nearly 15 percent decrease
in HAP funding during this period.

Issues
Homelessness is a statewide problem that is not

unique to any particular area of rural or urban
Pennsylvania. According to the results of the Center
for Rural Pennsylvania�s analysis, rural Pennsylvania
has a homeless population and the population is
growing. Assistance was provided to clients located in
all regions of the state. People who requested
assistance were located in fast growing areas as well as
regions that have seen economic stagnation.

Because of conventional definitions, however,
rural homelessness may go under-reported. Ac-
cording to a 1996 U.S. Department of Agriculture
report on rural homelessness1, conventional
definitions of homelessness, developed for urban
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areas, do not fit well with rural realities. For example, the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) requires people to be �literally homeless� �
sleeping in a shelter or on the street � to qualify for
targeted assistance. In rural areas, however, because of the
lack of shelters, the rural homeless are more likely to live in
a vehicle, or with relatives in overcrowded or substandard
housing. As a result, many of the rural homeless may not
be identified as homeless by the current definition.

Homelessness also appears to be a symptom of other
social problems. According to the National Coalition for
the Homeless2, the causes of rural homelessness nation-
wide are poverty, housing costs, distance from low-
income housing and employment opportunities, lack of
transportation, restrictive housing codes and landuse
regulations, and changing real estate markets. Causes also
include persons fleeing abusive relationships, migrant/
seasonal workers who exhaust their resources and have
nowhere to go, and prolonged substance abuse.

To varying degrees, every rural community in Pennsyl-
vania is plagued with some or all of these social prob-
lems. For example, over the last 30 years, rural areas
have had higher than average poverty and unemploy-
ment rates, fewer low-income housing units, and a
limited public transportation network. In addition, many
growing rural communities are struggling to provide
affordable, safe housing and job opportunities for current
and incoming residents.

In some cases, new housing is targeted to upper-
income families and low-to-moderate income families are
finding affordable housing to be an overwhelming issue.
In other rural regions of the state, the lack of economic
growth has meant less jobs, especially for less skilled
workers. As a result, these workers are forced to take
low-paying jobs, which means that housing in these
communities becomes an even more formidable issue.

In three counties in the rural northeast, for example,
there was a 30 percent increase in population between
1990 and 1999. In 1998, the average cost of a new
home was nearly five times the average salary. This
region also had only 3.9 assisted rental units for every
1,000 residents, and between 1997 and 1999, the
number of people receiving homeless assistance increased
9 percent. In the rural southwest, however, the popula-
tion did not increase between 1990 and 1999, and the
unemployment rate was 2 percentage points above the
statewide average. This region had 17.8 assisted rental
units for every 1,000 residents and the cost of a new
home was three times the average salary. Between 1997
and 1999, the region experienced a 56 percent increase
in the number of people receiving homeless assistance.

For the foreseeable future, housing availability and
affordability will continue to be issues in many rural
communities and will continue to affect the number and
nature of homeless people in rural Pennsylvania. To
address these issues, traditionally divergent groups will
need to increase outreach, education, and coordination
of services.

Critical to dealing with homelessness is the very accep-
tance of its existence. According to the U.S. Department
of Agriculture, there is an attitude among rural citizens
that homelessness is an urban problem, or that when
homelessness exists in rural areas, it affects only tran-
sients. For those rural residents facing homelessness as the
result of domestic violence or substance abuse, the social
stigma attached to these situations or conditions can be
overwhelming. Education is an important first step in laying
the foundation for an effective service delivery system.

For those agencies that form a community safety net,
a review may be needed to determine how the current
social service delivery system is meeting actual need.
While most rural service providers recognize that there is
a homeless population needing services, few operate
emergency shelters. On a per capita basis, almost three
times as many people are turned away in rural areas than
in urban areas because of a lack of funding.

The limited resources for social service agencies are
nothing new in rural Pennsylvania. And additional
funding, regardless of the source, will not, in and of
itself, provide an instant solution.

1 U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, Rural Economic and Community Development. Rural Homelessness: Focusing on the Needs of Rural Homeless, 1996.
2 National Coalition for the Homeless, NCH Fact Sheet #13: Rural Homelessness, March 1999, www.hch.ari.net/rural.html
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