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Since November 2015, King County has been under a homelessness state of emergency.i The 2020 Point-

in-Time count for the region found that a total of 11,751 people were experiencing homelessness (53% 

sheltered, 47% unsheltered), which represents an increase of about 5% from 2019.ii As the homeless 

population has continued to increase, policymakers have begun to look at the upstream causes of 

homelessness, including the affordable housing crisis, the criminal justice system, and the health care 

system.iii King County’s Homelessness Management Information Systemiv has worked to provide specific 

information on people engaged in the homeless service system, so that each person can get the services 

they need.  

 

People living with acute or chronic mental and physical disabilities are extremely overrepresented in 

homeless populations. During the 2019 Point-In-Time-Count, 37% of survey respondents reported living 

with at least one disabling health condition.v In Seattle, 58% of adults experiencing homelessness were 

severely mentally ill.vi There are several factors that contribute to the connection between disability and 

homelessness. Disabilities often reduce an individuals’ access to employment, people with disabilities 

often experience barriers to accessing health care, and the instability, insecurity, fear and trauma of 

homelessness often exacerbate existing conditions. Furthermore, there are countless stereotypes and 

discriminatory practices that people without homes and people with disabilities face. Some shelters 

aren’t accessible for those with disabilities, and some rental programs discourage those with disabilities 

from applying.vii 

  

Rises in homelessness haven’t gone unnoticed in King County, but there are many ways programs can be 

improved to better help those with disabilities. In 2016, the Healthcare for the Homeless Network 

conducted a community needs survey and report and concluded that there are many barriers to 

accessing health care in King County. Some key recommendations and goals were “fewer patients being 

lost to follow-up because of fragmented information systems,” “expanded low barrier substance abuse 

services,” and “further integration of public health, health care, and housing services.”viii  

 

These recommendations are in line with what has worked for other cities and counties experiencing 

similar issues. For example, New Orleans reduced homelessness by 80% from 2011 to 2018 by 



implementing a Housing First policy, expanding health care clinics for the homeless, conducting weekly 

check-ins to connect more people to counseling and other services, and launching a homeless consult 

program that involved doctors and social workers tracking homeless people admitted to the ER and 

getting them the services they need after the ER.ix Another model that has been proven successful is 

supportive housing which combines affordable housing assistance with support services for individuals 

living with disabilities. A study conducted in New York City found that new individuals placed in 

supportive housing spent 115 days fewer per person in homeless shelters, and eight fewer days in 

prisons or in jails in the two years after entering supportive housing compared to a similar group 

without supportive housing.x 

 

Overall, to combat homelessness in King County, especially for those with disabilities, more focus should 

be put on continuous care, housing, and connecting people with long-term resources after the 

emergency room. King County should also expand their use of the HMIS to locate those with disabilities 

and connect them with supportive housing and other services. Finally, to create more affordable units, 

King County should implement more incentivizing programs xi and reform some of the zoning laws that 

make it very hard to build affordable housing in Seattle and other parts of the county.xii  
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