Testimony of Commissioner Evelyn Diaz
Chicago Department of Family and Support Services 
to the Illinois Human Services Commission

Co-Chairs Toni Irving and Ngoan Le, and members of the Commission:  

Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to submit this testimony on behalf of the City of Chicago and for your work in bringing a sustained focus on the impact of the State budget reductions. 

The Chicago Department of Family and Support Services, or DFSS, supports services that enhance the lives of Chicago residents, particularly those most in need, from birth through the senior years. A majority of DFSS services are provided at over 1,000 program sites across the city through our network of community-based organizations and other services are provided directly by our department. These programs serve Chicago residents across the lifespan and range from providing emergency supports in a crisis situation to the academic, career and life skills necessary for long-term independence and well-being.

The extent of the economic downturn, and the difficult budgetary decisions that our state now faces, are evident. Much of the discussion surrounding the budget reductions centerson preventing our state’s residents from becoming burdened with an increasing public debt over the years. While I agree with this sentiment, I fear that in working to reduce the current deficit, another may be created that is far more severe, costly and long-lasting.

In particular, I would like to focus on two programs offered by our department that rely on state funding and that target two of the more vulnerable populations that we serve: seniors and people experiencing homelessness.

Home Delivered Mealsand Community-Based Services are two fundamental components of the comprehensive support system available to Chicago seniors. 

Home Delivered Meals is a nutrition based program for the homebound elderly in greatest economic need and who have no support systems in place to help them shop or prepare meals. The program also provides daily well-being check-ups for seniors who might otherwise be isolated. In 2010, 11,550 Chicago homebound seniors received over 3.6 million meals. State funding for thisprogram has been reduced by 20 percent. While we hope to maintain 2011 levels, we are only able to do this by cutting back on other services, such as our Congregate Meal program which will reduce its meal service for more independent older adults by 110,300 meals.  We are also providing an additional meal program option that will deliver three days of meals per week instead of five days at a lower cost. The savings will help us maintain service for those who qualify.

We will also be forced to close community dining sites so that we will be able to maintain the needed services of community-based care providers and ombudsmen who advocate and investigate violations of the rights of residents in nursing homes. Community-Based Care offers a network of essential programs and services that support a higher quality of life while meeting the growing demands of an aging population including in-home services, assistance with legal issues, and financial planning. By providing in-home services and assistance, Community-Based Services help seniors who might otherwise be placed in nursing facilities remain in their homes. Specially trained Senior Information and Advocacy staff responded to over 135,000 requests for services from Chicago’s elderly and caregivers in 2010. State funding for thisprogram has been reduced by 21 percent.

The Emergency and Transitional Housing program is a fundamental component of the social safety net providing crucial services in crisis situations. The program funds the Emergency Services team and the Homeless Outreach and Prevention team, which provide an array of services requested through 3-1-1 including well-being checks, homeless outreach, transport to cooling/warming centers and shelters, and assistance to persons displaced by emergencies like home fires or natural disasters. The program also funds a shelter program that includes nearly 1,500 beds and supportive services for individuals and families delivered through 14 community-based partners. In addition, this resource supports key components of Chicago’s Plan to End Homelessness, which emphasizes stabilizing homeless individuals and families, and helping them move towards permanent housing.

[bookmark: _GoBack]State funding for this program has been reduced by 52 percent. The cut has resulted in the elimination of the midnight to 8am shift of the Emergency Service Division described above, including the elimination of 24 positions. By eliminating this shift, individuals in crisis who find themselves without shelter in the early hours of the morning have to wait for up to 8hours for assistance, which can be particularly challenging during Chicago’s extreme winters.

In addition, shelter programs saw a 20 percent reduction in funding. By re-assigning other funding, our department limited the cuts to programs to only 20 percent.  These cuts reduced funding for 295 shelter beds as well as a program that provides supportive services and case management to over 1,100 clients in homeless shelters and on the streets. Compounding these reductions, five of these agencies received additional funding directly from the State’s homeless program in addition to the 20 percent reduction from DFSS. Two agencies lost five direct service staff impairing their ability to provide quality services. 

As illustrated by these examples, no piece of our human service infrastructure can work successfully in isolation, particularly when funding is scarce. Reductions in one funding stream may hinder an agency’s ability to accept resources from another, or worse, may require an agency to shut down a program completely. And as we divert non-emergency funding to maintain emergency services, other programs that help maintain an individual or family’s stability will suffer and place clients at a higher risk of finding themselves in a crisis situation. 

In closing, I urge the state of Illinois to return the relatively small amount of funding – about $2 million – that it would take to immediately restore the Emergency and Transitional Housing Program to its prior level of service. And I thank you for your consideration, on behalf of our city’s homeless men, women and children.

