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Utah, like much of the USA, faces the ugly specter of a homeless population of women, children, and men, 

folks who represent a vulnerable portion of poverty-stricken people. What are some aspects of this crisis? Here 

are a few about Americans living in poverty and at the mercy of the streets. 

Homeless citizens total over half a million according to U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD). Some 20 percent suffer from mental illness, substance abuse, and previous incarceration. Many struggle 

with physical disabilities. Utah has its problems, but East Coast cities have the highest rate of homelessness. 

Nearly half (47 percent) of all unsheltered homeless people in the country seek survival in California. 

Considerable research suggests that weak social ties and/or lacking connection to a religious community 

increases homelessness. We like to think Utah is better in that respect. But the state’s home ownership prices, 

rental rates and poverty levels suggest we face tough issues in reducing this problem.  

However, there are new, potentially helpful strategies we should consider. The Salt Lake Valley Coalition to 

End Homelessness has requested 450 new units of permanent supportive housing, along with 300 new overflow 

shelter beds for the coming winter. Some local officials seek to convert some of the city’s motel rooms into 

permanent supportive housing. These are both well and good. 

 

A recent Denver innovation offers other options. It’s a case of convincing and successful initiatives. Our 

neighbors there launched a four-year venture, the “Denver Supportive Housing Social Impact Bond 

Initiative (Denver SIB), that’s had considerable success in reducing homelessness. The pro-active strategy, 

“Housing First,” does not require participants to meet any preconditions for obtaining a place to live off the 

streets. It is based on the idea that affordable, secure, and permanent housing must be available before homeless 

people can address and fix their other challenges, such as mental health or substance use disorders. The 2016-

2020 research study of 724 homeless Coloradans showed convincing evidence that secure housing 

opportunities first actually ends chronic homelessness and helps people find stability for better lives. 

 

For us as CORC religious leaders, an important factor from this research dispels the popular, but wrong, myth 

that people living on the streets prefer that kind of lifestyle. It’s simply not true. As the data from Denver 

reveals, with supportive housing, people experiencing chronic homelessness have a strong desire for permanent 

housing, just like most Americans.  

 

Utah, and Salt Lake County in particular, can and must do better to address our growing crisis. It’s our problem 

and we have the means to pro-actively fix it. Do we also have the will and moral commitment? 

   

We write representing the Coalition of Religious Communities (CORC), a network of faith leaders sponsored 

by the Crossroads Urban Center. We’ve been working to combat Utah’s homelessness problem for years. Now 

is the time to fix the crisis so all citizens in our communities may enjoy a better quality of life. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/metropolitan-housing-and-communities-policy-center/projects/denver-supportive-housing-social-impact-bond-initiative
https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/metropolitan-housing-and-communities-policy-center/projects/denver-supportive-housing-social-impact-bond-initiative
https://www.urban.org/features/homelessness-solvable-problem

