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In nearly 40 years of service to people experiencing 
homelessness, I have never witnessed anything like the 
COVID-19 pandemic. It brought to startling reality the 
inadequacy of an emergency shelter response in the face of 
such a serious public health crisis. It also laid bare the truth that 
we at MHSA have long suspected: homelessness is a public 
health issue and we must treat it as such. It cannot be ignored.

In March, as public warnings to socially distance were put 
forward as the best strategy for slowing transmission of the 
virus, mass shelters across the Commonwealth immediately 
knew they had a big problem. No one could distance in these 
facilities. Most of us pushed for the resources to depopulate 
shelters and move the most vulnerable to sites where they 
would be less likely to contract the illness. Even with these 
efforts, shelter transmission rates averaged between 30 and 
50 percent. In some communities, swift action brought the 
homeless transmission rate down to single digits and protected 
at-risk persons from serious illness.

Moving forward, we face the new reality that we cannot return to pre-COVID shelter conditions. We need 
to maintain CDC standards for those persons who find themselves in need of shelter. We also want to 
be moving toward an earlier MHSA innovation of a non-congregate shelter model first pioneered in the 
1990s, in which every person has a room of their own – a space where they can close their door for a 
sense of privacy, dignity and safety. We are working with providers to spread this concept and develop the 
necessary resources to accomplish it.

Another thing we must recognize is the incredible people working in homeless services who did not 
abandon their posts in the midst of the virus surge. Despite long hours and many uncertain situations, they 
continued to work, often without personal protective equipment (PPE) and, in some cases, with nothing 
but a pair of gloves. They risked catching the illness themselves and they risked infecting their families, 
which meant sometimes being isolated from them for days. Many staff did become infected and ill. We 
heard little in the press or elsewhere of the courageous sacrifice of those staff who ensured that people 
experiencing homelessness had some place to go in the midst of this pandemic. At MHSA, we want to 
remember and honor such commitment.

There is one more thing we cannot afford to overlook: you. We could not have survived the crisis thus 
far without your support. Whether it is helping communities to find the resources necessary to safely 
depopulate their shelters, or helping individuals get a temporary room in a motel  when shelters are full, or 
helping our partners to sustain vulnerable people in housing during this crisis, none of it has been possible 
without your generosity and kindness. Thank you again, and I hope you stay with us as we find even better 
ways to overcome the social evil of homelessness.

Joe Finn
President & Executive Director

A LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT & EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR:
THINGS WE CAN NO LONGER OVERLOOK
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The COVID-19 crisis hit the homeless world like a perfect storm and 
laid bare the deficiencies of our emergency shelter system for adults 
experiencing homelessness. The Massachusetts Housing & Shelter 
Alliance (MHSA) addressed the pandemic and its impact on persons 
experiencing homelessness with our usual approach: a bias toward 
action with a focus on outcomes, not outputs. MHSA’s immediate 
response was to assist homeless shelter providers to depopulate – 
or reduce the number of individuals in the same shelter – to create 
space that met CDC social distancing standards so people would be 
safe in shelter. We worked with local communities and advocated 
for the resources necessary both to depopulate and to create 
quarantine space for individuals undergoing testing or with positive 
diagnoses who had nowhere else to go. We documented the existing 
deficiencies in shelter space and pushed for off-site locations for the 
vulnerable populations in shelters. 

MHSA worked closely with the Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency (MEMA) and advocated 
for the resources communities needed to depopulate or provide quarantine. We assisted in identifying 
space and bringing local jurisdictions together with shelters and community health organizations to meet 
their needs. Participation with MEMA meant we were on top of policies and information as they emerged 
and could act more quickly.

Apart from the shelter issue that was so readily apparent, we at MHSA were also concerned with the 
tenants in permanent supportive housing (PSH) units throughout Massachusetts. There are over 8,400 
PSH units for individuals scattered across the Commonwealth. MHSA held regular Zoom conferences for 
PSH providers to discuss their needs and address the additional challenges and costs they were facing 
as a result of the pandemic, such as declining staff due to infection, tenants’ lack of technical capacity 
to do telehealth sessions, or increasing costs associated with food delivery, security, deep cleaning, and 
additional staffing concerns. We successfully advocated for additional resources and provided participants 
with technical assistance as to how they could use public resources to cover these costs. We continue 
our advocacy for additional resources for this population. On June 16 and July 21, MHSA held webinars to 
address “Individual Homelessness in a COVID-19 World,” which drew hundreds of participants. (See article 
on page 5 for details about the presenters and where you can watch a recording.)

As we move forward, MHSA sees an opportunity for transformative change. We continue to meet with state 
leaders to move toward a more humane and effective shelter system and further development of housing 
solutions for people experiencing homelessness. We are strongly encouraging the state to move toward 
a non-congregate shelter model using existing buildings that could easily be converted to permanent 
supportive housing. We believe that a system where every person has, at a minimum, their own room, 
would be a much safer approach – not only for those experiencing homelessness, but for the broader 
public health as well.

The struggle continues for a more rational and reasonable approach to the homelessness of the poorest 
and most disabled people in our communities. We hope this crisis will force a much closer and more 
critical look at the systems of care creating this homeless problem, and generate wider support for 
permanent housing solutions. 

MHSA RESPONDS TO THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
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FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA!
View the latest updates about our work by following us on these platforms:

@MHSA_RevolutionMAHousingandShelterAlliance MHSA Revolution

Contact us at development@mhsa.net to receive e-mail notifications. 



Tom Collins has been a member of MHSA’s Board of Directors for 15 years. In 
addition to his leadership role with MHSA, he is also Principal and Managing 
Director at Avison Young, managing day-to-day operations in both the 
Boston and Hartford offices. Tom first learned about issues surrounding 
housing and homelessness through his involvement as a member of NAIOP 
Massachusetts, and that is where his story with MHSA began. 

In 1997, Tom organized NAOIP’s golf tournament in support of Shelter, Inc. 
(now Heading Home), which at the time was led by Joe Finn. The success of the tournament encouraged 
Tom to host it two more times, deepening his commitment to and his awareness of homelessness in 
Massachusetts.

But it wasn’t until Joe became the President and Executive Director of MHSA that Tom became even 
more active. Joe introduced Tom to the concept of Housing First and his vision of ending homelessness 
in Massachusetts. Tom joined the MHSA Board of Directors in 2005 and has since led Board initiatives to 
elevate MHSA’s profile and capacity to achieve our mission. 

When asked about his experience as a Board Member, Tom says “I am very proud of my association 
with MHSA, how MHSA has grown over the years and the work it has done. It is refreshing to be a part of 
an organization that is finding ways to lead the discussion about homelessness, always innovating and 
focusing on systemic change.”

We are grateful to Tom Collins for his dedication and commitment to supporting MHSA’s mission. Thank 
you, Tom! 

P H OTO G R A P H E D  A B O V E :  M H S A  P R E S I D E N T  &  E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C TO R  J O E  F I N N  W I T H  2 0 1 9  S P R I N G  E V E N T  H O N O R E E  M A R G OT  D AV I S  A N D  M H S A  B O A R D  C H A I R  TO M  C O L L I N S

FACES OF MHSA: TOM COLLINS, BOARD CHAIR

THE VALUE OF THE 2020 CENSUS FOR OUR COMMUNITIES
The 2020 U.S. Census will have a significant impact on federal funding and political representation for 
communities across Massachusetts. Supported by funding from the Secretary of the Commonwealth’s 
Complete Count Grant Program and the Massachusetts Census Equity Fund, MHSA is working with our 
partners across the state to ensure that people experiencing homelessness and those living in permanent 
supportive housing are counted.

Historically marginalized subpopulations are overrepresented among people experiencing homelessness 
– including people of color, those who identify as LGBTQ, and people living with disabilities. The U.S. 
Census is a critical opportunity to ensure that our communities receive federal resources for housing 
and other essential services. Yet locating and counting people living in shelters and outdoor locations 
is challenging, and those living in permanent supportive housing – often with serious mental illness or 
substance use disorders – may be resistant to traditional means of Census data collection or hesitant to 
give information about themselves.

The COVID-19 crisis has also made Census outreach particularly challenging this year, resulting in delays 
in the shelter and outdoor location counts and challenging service providers to develop new ways of 
reaching out to those they serve. But MHSA members have stepped up. MHSA partner agencies have 
spoken about the Census with tenants over the phone, developed paid social media campaigns to target 
specific hard-to-count subpopulations, and distributed flyers to clients in multiple languages with step-by-
step instructions on completing the Census online. MHSA continues to serve as a link between the Census 
Bureau and our member agencies, working through questions about the logistics of the service-based and 
outdoor counts that will occur in September.

There is still time to be counted! Please visit 2020census.gov to respond to the Census online or find out 
more about phone and mail options. If you have any questions about how you can help “get out the count,” 
please contact MHSA Director of Public Policy Caitlin Golden at cgolden@mhsa.net. Everyone needs to be 
counted – our communities depend on it.
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As the COVID-19 crisis hit communities across Massachusetts, local leaders were faced with the 
challenge of how to respond to the urgent threat to extremely vulnerable populations, including people 
experiencing homelessness on the streets and in emergency shelters. On June 16, MHSA hosted a virtual 
panel discussion, moderated by WBUR’s Lynn Jolicoeur, about lessons learned from the COVID-19 
crisis and the urgent need for Massachusetts to transform the way we address homelessness among 
individuals as we move forward. The panel was hosted by MHSA President & Executive Director Joe Finn 
and welcomed the insights of Lyndia Downie, President of Pine Street Inn; John Yazwinski, CEO of Father 
Bill’s & MainSpring; Joyce Tavon, MHSA Senior Director of Policy & Programs; and Senator Paul Feeney (D 
– Foxborough), Bristol & Norfolk District. 

MHSA held a second virtual panel on July 21 to discuss local responses to individual homelessness in 
the midst of COVID-19 and the need for housing solutions to address this public health crisis. The panel 
included City Manager Edward M. Augustus, Jr. from the City of Worcester; City of Salem Mayor Kim 
Driscoll; Senator Brendan P. Crighton (D – Lynn), Third Essex District, Chair of the Joint Committee on 
Housing; and MHSA’s Joyce Tavon. Joe Finn served as the webinar's moderator. 

Thank you to Lynn Jolicoeur, the panelists, Rasky Partners, and the hundreds of public officials, member 
agencies, and community members who participated in the webinars.

To listen to the webinar recordings visit our YouTube Channel: youtube.com/user/MHSARevolution
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INDIVIDUAL HOMELESSNESS IN A COVID-19 WORLD
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P.O. Box 8638 | Boston, MA 02114

YOU CAN MULTIPLY YOUR IMPACT TO END HOMELESSNESS!

Your support for MHSA goes a long way!  It helps us enhance our programmatic efforts to end 
homelessness and develop new solutions to support individuals in crisis. Please consider becoming a 
monthly donor; a monthly commitment helps us maintain the tenancy of formerly homeless individuals 
and the supportive services they need to succeed.

You can also support us via your donor-advised fund. You can set the terms of your gift, and its tax 
benefits, with your financial advisors on your own time. 

Your investment in our mission will help us get one step closer to ending homelessness in 
Massachusetts and finding all in need a place to live.

You can donate to MHSA safely, and at any time, online by visiting our website at: 
www.mhsa.net/donate or sending us donations via mail to our address: PO Box 8638, Boston, MA 02114


