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Who We Are 

•	 The Senate Office of Oversight and Outcomes 
was created in November 2008 by Senate 
President pro Tem Darrell Steinberg to bolster 
the Senate’s ability to scrutinize government 
programs. 

•	 We apply journalistic techniques – 
interviewing people, gathering facts – and 
publish reports. 
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Genesis of the Report 

Senate President pro Tem Darrell Steinberg – a 
co-author of Proposition 63 -- requested an 
assessment of the $400 million program. 

Methodology 
•	 The Senate oversight office called or e-mailed the 

mental health departments in each of the 50 
counties populous enough to receive a share of 
the housing program’s $400 million. 

•	 We asked about county experiences with the 
program. 

•	 We tracked the status of county housing projects 
with data from the California Housing Finance 
Agency (CalHFA) and the Department of Mental 
Health (DMH). 
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Findings 
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•	 As of April 2011, counties had created or were on 
track to create 1,480 units of housing at a cost of 
$229.5 million, which includes money to subsidize 
rent and cover maintenance for at least 15 years. 

•	 At this rate of investment, the $400 million will 
ultimately house 2,500 people.  For comparison’s 
sake, there are an estimated 33,800 chronically 
homeless Californians. 

•	 Urban, populous counties moved most quickly 
to build or renovate housing.  (Los Angeles 
County is home to 571 of the 1,480 units 
finished or under way.) 

•	 As of April 2011, 32 of 50 counties had at 
least applied to CalHFA to use their MHSA 
housing funds for a specific project. 

•	 Of the 18 counties yet to apply, most are small 
(fewer than 100,000 residents). 

7 

8 



County Perspectives 

•	 Many county mental health officials praise the 
housing program as a rare source of badly-
needed funds for both housing construction 
and rental subsidies. 

•	 Many mental health officials in rural counties 
said they struggle to find non-profit developer 
partners, master the nuances of housing 
development and prepare a CalHFA project 
application. 

•	 County officials split on whether CalHFA 
involvement helps or hinders housing 
development. 

•	 At least seven counties have built permanent 
supportive housing on their own with MHSA 
funds, outside the housing program overseen 
by CalHFA and DMH. 
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Folsom Oaks Apartments --
5 of 19 units for MHSA clients 
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Common Complaints 
Complaints heard from many county officials: 
•The rule that counties must spend no more than 
one-third of their allocation on operating 
subsidies is too restrictive. 
•Mental health officials lack the training and 
expertise to spearhead housing development. 
•It is difficult to invest in housing development 
in the face of shrinking budgets and high demand 
for services. 
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Recommendations 

The SOOO recommends: 
•Give the 11 counties that each got less than $1 
million under the MHSA housing program the 
option – not the mandate– to work with CalHFA.  
Require the counties to use their funds to house 
homeless clients, but allow counties to pay rent 
long-term rather than build or renovate. 

•	 CalHFA and the DMH should continue to 
grant waivers on a case-by-case basis from the 
rule that no more than one-third of a county’s 
housing funds be spent on operating subsidies. 

•	 CalHFA and DMH should inform all counties 
that such waivers are possible. 

•	 The state should consider waiving the rule for 
counties that have spent at least 80 percent of 
their funds. 
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Conclusion 

• Individual counties may choose to work with 
CalHFA to build more housing.  But the 
California Mental Health Directors 
Association is unlikely to agree to continue the 
housing program as structured. 

• Ideally, relationships forged among developers 
and county housing and mental health officials 
will foster construction of more permanent 
supportive housing. 
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Folsom Oaks Tenants Kenny and Judi 
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Contact Information 

Nancy Vogel, Principal 
Consultant 

Senate Office of Oversight and 
Outcomes 
1020 N Street, Suite 560 
Sacramento, CA 95814 

nancy.vogel@sen.ca.gov 

916-651-1658 

http://www.sen.ca.gov/oversight 
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