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Portland Housing Authority and John T. Gorman Foundation 
Celebrate Successful Launch of Foster Youth to Independence Program
Voucher program secures supportive housing for dozens of Maine youth in less than a year

PORTLAND, Maine (March 9, 2020) – The Portland Housing Authority (PHA) and the John T. Gorman Foundation are marking a successful first year for Portland’s new Foster Youth to Independence (FYI) program, a federally-funded housing voucher program designed to house and stabilize former foster youth who have aged out of care and who are experiencing, or who are at risk of, homelessness. 

Since formally launching in 2020, Portland’s FYI program has secured permanent housing and support services for 30 young individuals, representing nearly 15 households headed by former foster youth. The FYI program is administered locally by the Portland Housing Authority, with support from the John T. Gorman Foundation and a cadre of community partners all working toward the shared goal of housing and stabilizing youth-led households. 

Funding for traditional FYI modes focuses on access to stable housing through vouchers. While access to housing is a crucial first step, research suggests that housing alone is not enough to stabilize, support, and improve outcomes for these youth. Recognizing this, PHA partnered with the John T. Gorman Foundation to pilot a phased, supportive FYI model designed to simultaneously address two drivers of negative youth outcomes (housing and financial instability) and create pathways for economic mobility. To guide and support youth through the process, the Foundation awarded PHA a three-year, $390,000 grant to hire two dedicated FYI program staff, who are responsible for coordinating services for youth through existing community programs already serving this population.

“The support that the Portland Housing Authority has received from the John T. Gorman Foundation in launching this program has proven absolutely essential to the success of the FYI model, and has yielded positive results beyond our expectations,” said Cheryl Sessions, Executive Director of the Portland Housing Authority. “While FYI vouchers cover rent payments, youths face many other barriers during the leasing process, such as background checks and security deposits, and after lease-up, like obtaining furniture and kitchenware. Meghan and Chelsea, our FYI staff members, have done an exceptional job of getting out into the community to ensure these youths’ needs are met and they are housed quickly, in some cases as soon as three months.”

The program works in phases extended over three years, focusing initially on connecting youth with services to ensure their basic needs are met and shifting their focus from survival to stability and planning for the future. During this period, participants are enrolled in the Portland Housing Authority’s Family Self-Sufficiency Program (FSS) to learn personal and financial life skills, while building savings in an escrowed account. Later phases focus on helping participants take the necessary steps to achieve their educational, employment, and financial goals. At the end of the FYI voucher’s 36-month term, youths in good standing can be eligible to have their housing assistance extended through a traditional Housing Choice Voucher provided by the Portland Housing Authority.

“To make a successful transition to adulthood, all young people need stability, support, and help navigating who they want to be and how they are going to get there. But youth coming out foster care, who face much steeper paths to well-being, all too often do not have access to the kind of resources and guidance their peers can rely on,” said Alexis Mann, Program Associate with the John T. Gorman Foundation. “Portland Housing’s FYI program is a promising model for creating that support structure, so these young people don’t have to make this difficult transition on their own. We are pleased to be able to partner with Portland Housing as they support this incredibly important population of young Mainers.”

“Independence to me is such a weight off my back,” said a youth currently participating in the FYI program in Portland. “I would much rather be taking care of myself and have my own privacy and my own sense of self. FYI has granted me the blessing of having my own apartment.”

Among its many valued collaborators, PHA has found its relationship with the Quality Housing Coalition’s (QHC) Project HOME to be particularly indispensable. The extremely low vacancy rate in the Greater Portland area (<1%) creates a significant and frequently insurmountable barrier for voucher holders seeking housing. By bringing together landlords, housing readiness programs, and housing mentors, the Project HOME team supports tenants who would otherwise be screened out of the tenant application process due to application fees, credit scores, tenant histories, and move-in costs. Nearly 90 percent of all FYI participants in Portland are residing in QHC-partnered units.

Background
According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, more than 20,000 youth age out of foster care every year. An estimated 25 percent of those youth experience homelessness, according to the National Center for Housing and Child Welfare. In Maine, more than 2,100 children live in foster care, including 131 between ages 17-20. In Portland alone, the Joe Kreisler Teen Shelter at Preble Street provides a safe space for an estimated 25 youth each night. By collaborating directly with the Maine Department of Health and Human Services and the Preble Street Teen Center, the FYI program has been able to successfully locate and engage with eligible youth who have declined any further DHHS involvement or services. Through this process, between 1-4 youth are referred for FYI vouchers each month.

A 2018–2019 survey of youth experiencing homelessness, conducted by MaineHousing and the Maine Continuum of Care, found 35 percent of respondents had previously been in foster care or a group home.  This same study cites involvement with child welfare as a significant risk factor for prolonged homelessness, which has been shown to correlate with increased involvement with the criminal justice system, substance use disorders, mental health challenges, limited educational achievement, employment challenges, and continued housing instability. To help address these types of challenges, in 2019 the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) created Foster Youth to Independence vouchers, designed to cover the monthly rent payment for qualified youth between the ages of 18-24 for 36 months.

Portland’s FYI program is an initiative assisted by City of Portland Community Development (CDBG). CDBG funding from the City provides youth with internet connectivity so they can utilize a variety of online vocational, educational, and case management services that have shifted to a virtual format during the pandemic. 

The Portland Housing Authority wishes to sincerely thank all of the community partners involved in helping to launch and sustain FYI, including but by no means limited to the City of Portland, the Maine Department of Health and Human Services, the Quality Housing Coalition’s Project HOME, The Preble Street Teen Center, The Maine Needs Program, Portland Furniture Friends, Goodwill Industries of Northern New England, Port Properties, BJB Realty, and the Maine Department of Corrections. 

Organizations interested in partnering with the Portland Housing Authority should contact FYI Coordinator Chelsea Monzel at cmonzel@porthouse.org or (207) 650-1504. For more information about Portland Housing Authority assistance programs, visit www.porthouse.org or call (207) 773-4753.

About Portland Housing Authority
Established in 1943, the Portland Housing Authority and its affiliated corporations provide long-term, affordable fair rental housing and related assistance to more than 3,000 low-income families, seniors, and disabled individuals. It does this primarily through federally funded and regulated programs, including the Foster Youth to Independence Program (FYI) and the Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) Program. In collaboration with community partners and fellow housing authorities like South Portland and Westbrook, PHA strives to improve quality of life, build community, enhance safety, and promote personal success for the people it serves and the neighborhoods in which they reside. For more information, visit www.porthouse.org.

About the John T. Gorman Foundation
The John T. Gorman Foundation is a private foundation based in Portland, Maine. Its mission is to advance and invest in innovative ideas and opportunities that improve the lives of Maine’s most vulnerable people. In particular, the Foundation is focused on improving educational achievement for young children; promoting successful transitions to adulthood for vulnerable older youth; helping struggling parents support their families and enabling low-income seniors to age in place. For more information, visit www.jtgfoundation.org. 
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