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Seattle homeless deaths hit new high

VERNAL COLEMAN
Detroit Free Press

SEATTLE — The toll of the Se-
attle area’s homelessness crisis
grew steadily in 2017.

By April, the list of people who
died while homeless or without a
verifiable address reached 48. In
September, it passed 93, the pre-
vious year’s total.

By the end of November, the
King County medical examiner’s
list reached 133, surpassing the
previous high of 111in 2006.

The list is a grim indicator of
what many people living without
shelter and those involved in the
region’s fight against homeless-
ness both acknowledge: For all the
progress made toward the goal of
making homelessness “rare, brief
and one-time,” the reality on the
streets remains stubbornly un-
changed.

With an estimated count of
11,643 — more than 5,000 of
whom were living outdoors during
the annual survey—XKing County
has the third-largest concentra-
tion of homeless people.

Major cities in the western
states have similar problems, with
yearly increases in Portland, Los
Angeles and San Diego.

But despite the rise in deaths
and overall number of homeless
people, other figures show that

Seattle and King County were able
to deliver in 2017 on the progress
promised two years ago, when
bothgovernments declared a state
of emergency over homelessness.

From October 2016 to Sep-
tember 2017, more than 6,000
single adults and families moved
from homelessness to some form
of stable housing, according to
recent data from All Home, the
county’s coordinating agency
for homeless services. The rate
of people returning to the streets
within a year of receiving services
was cut in half.

Kira Zylstra, deputy director
of All Home, said those strides
are evidence that efforts to ease
access to shelter and housing
programs and make perfor-
mance-based funding decisions
is working.

“At the highest levels, what
we've all come to agree on is that
we cannot continue to do things
as we always have” Zylstra said.

It remains to be seen how local
elected officials handle the home-
lessness problem in 2018 will fall
under scrutiny. In a recent inter-
view, Seattle Mayor Jenny Durkan
tried to strike a balance between
confidence in the city’s current
approach — using data to deter-
mine which programs are working
and which aren’t — and a prag-

matic outlook on when the crisis
might end.

“We need to stop treating this
asif there’s anunrealistic political
deadline,” Durkan said. To make
progress “we need to make sure
we have strategies in place that
demonstrably help people.”

Still, the departments that
Durkan’s still-young administra-
tion oversees have set what may
be lofty goals — with deadlines
— based on the new strategies. In
November, when Seattle rebid $34
million in contracts to providers
of homelessness services, Seattle
Human Services said it planned to
more than double the number of
people moved out of homeless-
ness and into stable housing by
the end of 2018 — from 3,026 in
2017 t07,399in2018.

Toreachthat target, Seattle has
pushed through a long-planned
pivot from emergency shelters
where people can sleep overnight
to one-stop “enhanced” facilities
that give them 24-hour access
and counseling to help transition
into housing.

Two such shelters opened to
clients this year, both with sig-
nificant new funding from the
city. The results so far are mixed.
Moving people who sometimes
have spent years on the streets
is difficult work, and the shelters

have not been able to move clients
into housing as quickly as hoped.

For the strategy to succeed,
the city’s new investments in
short-term rental subsidy and
prevention programs designed to
keep people from ever becoming
homeless will also have to pan out.
Durkan said the city will continue
to monitor its contracted provid-
ers to ensure they do succeed.

King County Executive Dow
Constantine said reducing home-
lessness will require local leaders
to continue tolook at what’s caus-
ing the issue.

“That means looking upstream
at preventing people from ever
falling into homelessness and
rapidly helping them back into
stability when they do,” he said.

As the medical examiner’s list
grows, the urgency to find solu-
tions mounts.

The list itself comes with cave-
ats. It includes people who died
in hotels or hospital emergency
rooms whose addresses could
not be verified. Others who died
while living on the street may not
be included because their deaths
weren’t handled by the medical
examiner.

Still, some of the people on the
list did die on the streets. Disease
and drug overdoses claimed some.
Several others died by homicides

and suicide.

What the statistics don’t reveal
is the complexity of the lives they
represent.

Robert Kiffe would have turned
47 Dec. 19. A month earlier, a Se-
attle police officer found him dead
at an office park. County medical
examiners later determined that
he died from hypothermia.

Reached last week, Paul and
Shari Kiffe remembered their
son as a loving man. The news of
his death hit them hard, but they
weren’t surprised. He had eycled
in and out of homelessness for
decades, never finding a place
that could meet his physical and
mental-health treatment needs,
which the Kiffes said were sub-
stantial.

The couple adopted Robert at
age 3 after he was removed from
anabusive home. As ababy he was
diagnosed with fetal alcohol syn-
drome. In years following, doctors
diagnosed him with schizophre-
nia and other mental problems,
his parents said.

When he turned 14, Shari said,
Robert began running away from
home. Over the next 30 years, he’d
bounce between their home in the
Puget Sound area, to Seattle, to
California and back again, accu-
mulating arrests and a worsening
habit of self-medicating.
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