The Role of Housing in Improving Health Outcomes

and HIV Care Continuity for People Who Use Drugs

Next Steps in Addressing
Drug User Health and Housing

Direct service outreach teams had a positive impact on Jim’s life, and he believes that improving
and increasing services that reach unsheltered people directly is one of the most effective
interventions available to address chronic homelessness and improve health.” “We need more
outreach caseworkers from different agencies—housing, HIV, mental healthcare, things like that—
to team up and do outreach where homeless folks are,” says Jim. “Some people are out there
because they want to be, but most people out there are there because they don't know what else
todo.”

Based on his experiences, Jim also shares that data collection and screening processes could be
more streamlined, deadlines should be more flexible, and programs should hire caseworkers with
lived experience and compassion for the people they serve. He has found that transportation and
lack of phone access are significant barriers to productively engaging with care regimens and
service providers. Increasing access to transportation and enabling communication are essential
to maintaining HIV care.?3 Policies that require a person to enter a homeless shelter before being
accepted into a housing program also create unnecessary risks and delays - especially when they
can mean being separated from needed medications or safer drug use supplies.

George similarly feels that his path has come full circle. Reflecting on potential barriers to receiving
permanent supportive housing, he says that:

Having the homeless certification being a requirement is a real barrier. If you'd told me

that because | was HIV-positive, | could be eligible for housing assistance, | wouldn’t have
believed you. | think of the people that have different issues that may contribute to their
housing situation, but for them to get housing is so much harder, and their barriers are
greater. Robust housing programs should be available to everyone in need of housing, even
if they aren’t HIV-positive.

He also wishes that “unconditional support” were available to everyone who needed it, saying:

“I saw who | wanted to be because of the support | received, and I'm grateful | had that. Not
everyone does. Now I'm trying to do that with the people | work with. That's powerful. That's letting
barriers down and sharing. That keeps me going.”4

Funding for this initiative was made possible (in part) by grant no. TH79TI085588 from SAMHSA. The views expressed in written conference materials
or publications and by speakers and moderators do not necessarily reflect the official policies of the Department of Health and Human Services; nor does
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George and Jim’s stories demonstrate the value of and necessity for interdisciplinary and
interagency programming that leverages experience across drug user health and harm reduction,
housing, comprehensive preventative and clinical care, and other areas to co-locate services

and reduce barriers to care. Successful collaboration will require that agencies develop a shared
understanding of how housing infrastructure, housing policy landscape, and drug policy affect
people who use drugs and people with HIV.557 Effective responses will be informed by local
community input and include bolstering networks of care, care retention and sustainability of
services, co-located care, low-threshold service provision, and community reinvestment. Syringe
Services Programs and other harm reduction organizations may become eligible for new and
different funding sources through partnerships with housing service providers—and vice versa.®
Health departments can support service integration by convening stakeholders and providing or
facilitating funding opportunities, training, or technical assistance. Beyond service level integration,
drug user health and harm reduction programs and housing service providers can work together
to advance policy and advocacy for increased resources that facilitate coordination and
wraparound care within the service landscape.®™°
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