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Executive Summary 
 

We Learn Backwards: Existing Conditionsé 

Homelessness is on the rise in Durango. The annual Point-in-Time count (PIT), mandated by the US 

Department of Housing and Development, found that people who are experiencing homelessness more 

than doubled in 2019 from the prior yearôs PIT count (from 91 to 192). And even with this increase in 

persons experiencing homelessness identified through this count, it is still widely considered an 

inadequate method for identifying and collecting data on households experiencing homelessness. This 

undercount can be verified when data is collected from major service provider partners such as Axis 

Health System who reported serving more than 1.5 times the number of people in the same year who 

self-identified as homeless when receiving services (300). Housing Solutions for the Southwest 

manages the PIT count annually and believes that part of the increase in the numbers can be attributed 

to better methods for collecting data; however, other data points and anecdotical evidence throughout 

the community points to myriad causes for the increase in persons experiencing homelessness in 

Durango and the surrounding area.  

  

Decreasing numbers elsewhere in the country indicate that recent strategies to get people who have 

been chronically homeless housed in supportive housing and to rapidly re-house others are helping to 

stem the tide and that additional steps need to be taken to address the root causes of homelessness in 

order to eliminate it. Furthermore, communities that are seeing a decrease in homelessness are doing so 

by implementing coordinated housing and services programs, collecting robust data and using the data 

to deploy limited resources to address homelessness at its root cause through the provision of 

permanent housing. 

 

Systematic causes of homelessness include: 1) the cost of living rising at a faster rate than income, 

generally; 2) a substantial rise in housing costs; 3) insufficient public support mechanisms for people 

struggling with mental illness and/or substance abuse; 4) a substantial rise in the cost of health care; 

and 5) isolation/disconnection from personal support. Housing and a network of related services must 

be strategically aligned to reverse the trend in Durango. Furthermore, the community should continue 

to look at ways to prevent homelessness through increasing affordable housing resources, increasing 

access to affordable health and behavioral health services, continued work to increase wages and other 

strategies to address the structural causes of homelessness.  

 

Local efforts to address homelessness are significant and offer a full range of critical services to 

address homelessness ï but they are limited:  

 Housing Limitations: New affordable housing, including 40 units of supportive housing, is 

being built but still wonôt meet demand for the foreseeable future, given nearly 200 people 

identified as unhoused in the 2019 Point-in-Time Count. Furthermore, access to existing 

housing units for persons with rental housing vouchers or rental support through rapid 

rehousing programming is limited; policy changes are needed to increase state and federal 

resource limits to increase the effectiveness of these existing housing programs. Upwards 

adjustments to existing rent subsidy levels would make a significant increase in the short-term 

by enabling deployment of existing resources to immediately house local community members 

experiencing homelessness.  

 Shelter Limitations: There arenôt enough shelter beds available at the existing shelters operated 

by Volunteers of America, and people who are using drugs or alcohol, have histories of 

violence or live with severe mental illness may not be permitted to use the shelter. No low 
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barrier shelters exist in the community. Volunteers of America is not able to expand their 

services currently, and there is no other local organization with existing capacity to develop and 

manage one. Interviews with unhoused community members also indicated that some unhoused 

community members would not choose to use shelter resources even if they were available due 

to a variety of reasons. 

 Mobility Limitations: Some transit services exist locally, but they are insufficient to meet needs. 

For instance, there is no regular service to the hospital. Services that are provided also have 

limited hours of operation and unhoused community members camping, or not living within the 

core of Durango, struggle not only with access to services but in getting to employment when it 

is secured, especially if the position requires nighttime hours. 

 Single-Provider Limitations: This is common in rural communities, even in hub communities 

like Durango. It is an asset that all critical services are provided in the community, but no 

single provider can work well for all people. Having only one provider to offer regular mental 

health services, for instance, can mean that some people forego accessing services they really 

need.   

 Local Government Funding Limitations (and Opportunities): While the number of people in 

need of housing, shelter and other services has been growing, resources had been decreasing ï 

particularly those from local government, primarily due to the decrease in oil and gas revenues 

in southwest Colorado. Local governments faced constrained spending as a result. However, 

revenues have recently stabilized. As Durango and La Plata County move forward to 

implement this strategic plan, some local investments will be critical for improving the system 

overall. Ideally, local funding would be used in part to leverage additional outside funding in 

order to implement the full range of system enhancements that are needed to successfully 

implement this plan.     

 State Funding Limitations (and Opportunities): State funding has been a challenge for years 

due to the limitations of TABOR which restricts the stateôs ability to retain tax revenues to fund 

critical programs including essential safety net programs, behavioral health services and 

affordable housing. However, over the last four years the state legislature has found creative 

ways to significantly increase affordable housing funding. The challenge with these new 

funding resources is that they do not fund staff for program implementation or organizational 

capacity for local communities. As a result, it will be critical for key housing providers in the 

community to find new sources of funding to increase capacity and successfully access and 

deploy new housing resources. Ideally, local funding would be used to leverage these timely 

housing and homeless program resources in order to maximize and grow the effectiveness of 

existing programs providing rental assistance and case management to persons experiencing 

homelessness. 

 

Leadership, coordination and mutual support are also limited in this communityôs current efforts to 

address homelessness, though recent collaborations offer a promising foundation for the future. 

Establishing a more reliable system of shared leadership and coordinated action is an important step 

toward making an impact ï by both reducing the occurrence of homelessness locally and the negative 

impacts of homelessness on the broader community. 

 

éand a Call for Action 
A large part of the reason individuals and organizations have been reluctant to lead is that the 

community has been divided on what to do ï ranging from pushing people who are unhoused out of 
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the community to shifting all local resources from things like community art to focus on building and 

getting people into housing as quickly as possible.  

 

After a man was found dead in his sleeping bag, covered in a dusting of snow, one February morning 

in 2019, and another man had to have his feet amputated after getting frost bite while sleeping in his 

car that same winter, compassionate community members expressed urgency for actions to address 

these inhumane conditions. Furthermore, housed community members insist that action must be taken 

now to stop scattered camping in the woods behind their homes and businesses, downtown and in 

neighborhoods, generating large amounts of trash in public spaces and causing safety concerns. 

Whatever the perspective, the call for action is clear, and it is now. 

 

Potential for actionable common ground was uncovered in this planning process. Generally, people 

who are unhoused and housed alike share interests in: 

¶ Enhancing coordination among community leaders, service providers and housed and 

unhoused community members, with dignity and respect for all involved;  

¶ Providing for a range of housing and shelter needs; 

¶ Ensuring that needed health and other support services are available, accessible, 

affordable; 

¶ Improving community safety, especially reducing incidents related to substance abuse, and 

keeping public spaces clean and free from human waste and other trash;  

¶ Creating more work opportunities that work for people struggling with mental and 

behavioral health challenges; and 

¶ Building sense of community in a way that is inclusive and connected. 

 

We Live Forward, Part 1: Strategic Implementation Plan 
The Strategic Implementation Plan is designed to serve as a framework for guiding and supporting 

successful implementation of strategic action items in the Actionable Management Plan (We Live 

Forward, Part 2) and allowing for nimble responses to challenges with implementation and emerging 

issues or new opportunities. Grounded in both best practices and community dynamics and needs, this 

plan seeks to:  

1. Provide for an array of strategies built on common ground and effectively balance the array of 

interests in the community. 

2. Establish a systematic approach that aims to keep people housed or get them into housing as 

quickly as possible, enabling a future in which homelessness is rare, brief and one time 

whenever it canôt be fully prevented. 

3. Leverage existing strengths in order to create a much greater chance of success in reaching that 

major goal of preventing or limiting the occurrence of homelessness. 
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4. Develop a system that is highly coordinated and supportive of 

more shared leadership, also to enhance chances of success. 

5. Promote dignity and respect for all involved throughout the 

system. 

6. Build community connections and understanding over time ï 

eventually as a part of all strategies that could include broader 

community involvement and/or learning opportunities. 

7. Whenever resources are insufficient to meet all needs at any 

given time, give priority access to those individuals and families 

who lost their housing while living in the area and/or who 

choose to continue living here for the foreseeable future.   

 

With these objectives and principles as a guide, the Strategic 

Implementation Plan is focused on a core set of strategies that build a 

more coordinated system within the 12 months following adoption of 

this plan. It focuses on systems and resources needed to evaluate short-

term action items, sustain and scale strategies that work (achieve 

desired impact), eliminate or adjust strategies that are not working, and 

maximize efficiencies and impact through coordination.  

SYSTEM COORDINATION RECOMMENDATIONS 

Setting up an effective system of coordination is considered a foundational step toward success. To be 

effective, major objectives in the design of this system include:  

1. Build and expand on productive collaborations among service providers that are 

currently in place. This objective is achieved by a) formally developing coordinated access to 

services for people in need, which is reflected in the System Coordination Recommendation 
(SCR) 1 to develop a formal resource navigation center, and b) creating a structure for 

coordinated decision-making as the plan is implemented and requires updates, which is 

reflected in SCR 2 to organize a Coordinating Council that capitalizes on the collaborative 

planning efforts of the PATH.     

2. Identify an appropriate funding source that supports rapid as well as sustainable 

implementation. This is reflected in SCR 3 to leverage local government funding for up to 
three years until another long-term source can be sufficiently vetted and allocated for this 

purpose. Note that additional outside resources may not completely eliminate the need for local 

funding support but should decrease resources needed for this coordination system over time. 

3. Be efficient, effective and accountable in the use of public funds to manage the 

coordination system. This objective is achieved by:  

o SCR 4, integrating a coordinated data collection system into the resource navigation 

center that is linked to the Coordinated Entry System (CES) for housing and annual 

counts of people who are unhoused and for use with center intakes and check-ins;  

o SCR 5, establishing a new Systems Navigation and Coordination Director position 

(referred to as Director throughout this document) to both manage the resource 

navigation center and support the Coordinating Council in its responsibilities, including 

facilitating priority resource acquisition; and 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES AND 

OBJECTIVES: 

1. BALANCE ALL INTERESTS. 

2. ENABLE FUTURE IN WHICH 

HOMELESSNESS IS RARE, 

BRIEF AND ONE-TIME. 

3. SUPPORT AND/OR BUILD 

ON EXISTING STRENGTHS. 

4. PROMOTE DIGNITY AND 

RESPECT FOR ALL. 

5. BE COORDINATED. 

6. BUILD COMMUNITY 

CONNECTIONS AND 

UNDERSTANDING. 

7. PRIORITIZE ACCESS TO 

SCARCE RESOURCES FOR 

òLOCALSó.  
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o SCR 6, evaluating and reporting on progress toward reaching desired outcomes for 

each Tier 1 Strategy, with a focus on how well they individually and collectively help to 

meet the planôs ultimate objective of making homelessness rare, brief, and one-time. 

Furthermore, evaluation will provide critical information to guide when it is important 

to adapt the plan to increase or decrease strategies based on their effectiveness. 

 

This new coordination system is anticipated to be funded jointly by the City and the County and that a 

lead agency locally would be selected to manage all elements of this system through a competitive 

RFP process in the first quarter of 2020. 

 

We Live Forward, Part 2: Actionable Management Plan 
The Actionable Management Plan, describes the array of strategies planned in each strategic theme 

identified for viable action during the planning process, including Housing and Shelter, Health and 

Other Support Services, Safe and Clean Community, Connected Community and Work that Works. 

Strategies that are ready for implementation within 12 months of plan adoption are considered Tier 1 

strategies. These are displayed in Figure 1, the Tier 1 Strategy Map, and details about each strategy can 

be found in the Actionable Management Plan chapter, including identification of strategy leads and 

their partners, new funding needs and planned sources, and SMART goals and measures.     

 

Tier 2 strategies, those that have been identified as highly desirable strategies but either need to wait 

for other strategies to be implemented first or need more development, are listed at the end of each 

strategic theme section. They are slated for consideration to be advanced as a Tier 1 Strategy during 

each annual review or in response to an emerging need or new opportunity to implement. A template 

community report card is provided in Appendix E to help with evaluating and reporting on the 

systemôs and its component partsô effectiveness in reaching the overall goal making the occurrence of 

homelessness rare, brief and one-time, whenever it canôt be prevented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: 

Tier 1 Strategy Map 

Key: Tier 1 Strategy Leads 




































































































































































