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What is the HEARTH Act?
In May of 2009, President Obama signed The Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing 
(HEARTH) Act of 2009 into law. The bill was previously known as the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act. The 
main purpose of this bill was to re-authorize the US Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) McKinney-
Vento Homeless Assistance Program(s). In addition to re-authorizing these programs, the legislation makes several changes 
to the Homeless Assistance Program(s), including changes that:

•	 Consolidates HUD’s competitive grant program
•	 Continues attention to chronic homelessness
•	 Changes the process for applying for HUD funding
•	 Increases the focus on prevention
•	 Improves homeless assistance in rural communities
•	 Introduces a performance-based focus
•	 Puts more focus on rapid re-housing and prevention
•	 Redefines	HUD’s	definition	of	homelessness
•	 Simplifies	the	HUD	match	requirements	for	funding
Now that the bill is enacted, HUD will have until October 20, 2011 to develop regulations to implement the new McKinney-
Vento program.

To read the Homeless Emergency and Rapid Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act of 2009 go to http://www.hudhre.info/
documents/HomelessAssistanceActAmendedbyHEARTH.pdf.

What does the HEARTH Act do?
The HEARTH Act implements new nationwide goals, makes changes to current policies and introduces new policies. Most 
importantly, the HEARTH Act sets a goal of ensuring that no one is homeless for more than 30 days. In addition, the 
HEARTH Act expands Homelessness prevention, gives rural communities an option of applying under a different set of 
guidelines	that	offer	more	flexibility	and	more	assistance	with	capacity	building.	The	HEARTH	act	continues	the	emphasis	on	
creating permanent supportive housing for people experiencing chronic homeless and introduces a policy that allows families 
to	also	be	considered	chronically	homeless.	Finally,	the	HEARTH	Act	redefines	HUD’s	existing	definition	of	homelessness

How does the HEARTH Act define homelessness?
The	HEARTH	act	changes	HUD’s	existing	definition	of	homelessness	by	including	people	who	are	at	imminent	risk	of	home-
lessness or where a family or unaccompanied youth is living unstably. Imminent risk includes situations where a person must 
leave his or her current housing within the next 14 days with no other place to go and no resources or support networks to 
obtain	housing.	Instability	is	defined	as	families	with	children	and	unaccompanied	youth	who:	

•	 Are	defined	as	homeless	under	other	federal	programs	
•	 Have lived for a long period without living independently in permanent housing
•	 Have	moved	frequently
•	 And will continue to experience instability because of disability, history of domestic violence or abuse, or multiple barriers to 

employment. 
On April 20, 2010, HUD published the proposed rule for the definition of homelessness (http://www.hudhre.info/
documents/ProposedHomelessDefinition.pdf). The publication of the proposed rule commences HUD’s regulatory process 
of the implementation of the Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing Act of 2009 (HEARTH Act), 
enacted	into	law	on	May	20,	2009.	This	proposed	rule	only	addresses	the	definition	of	the	following	terms:	“homeless,”	
“homeless	individual,”	“homeless	person,”	and	“homeless	individual	with	a	disability.”

http://www.hudhre.info/documents/HomelessAssistanceActAmendedbyHEARTH.pdf
http://www.hudhre.info/documents/HomelessAssistanceActAmendedbyHEARTH.pdf
http://www.hudhre.info/documents/ProposedHomelessDefinition.pdf
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The	proposed	rule	clarifies	that	individuals	and	families	may	qualify	as	homeless	under	four	possible	categories,	correspond-
ing	to	the	broad	categories	established	by	the	statutory	language	of	the	definition	in	section	103	of	the	McKinney-Vento	Act	
as amended by the HEARTH Act. Comments on this proposed rule are no longer being accepted.

Changes to the funding process and additional changes from the HEARTH Act
If you receive funding from HUD, you should pay close attention to the extensive changes that have been made to the way 
HUD funds are awarded, these changes include:

•	 A research program has been authorized to compare the effectiveness for homeless families at three sites.
•	 Additional	privacy	considerations	are	made	for	programs	that	offer	services	to	survivors	of	domestic	violence,	human	traffick-

ing, etc.
•	 Funding for the Emergency Shelter Grant (ESG) will be distributed by the same formula currently used, however it will be 
renamed	“Emergency	Solutions	Grant”,	more	prevention	and	re-housing	activities	will	be	funded,	anyone	considered	home-
less by other federal statutes can also be served with prevention or re-housing assistance and funding for ESG increases to 20 
percent of the amount available for homeless assistance.

•	 Beginning in 2012, McKinney-Vento funded programs will no longer be allowed to deny admission to families based on the 
age of their children. Transitional Living Programs are exempt from this change if they are able to provide comparable ser-
vices	for	the	family	elsewhere,	and	only	if	the	they	are	implementing	a	best	practice	that	requires	that	it	accept	families	with	
children	of	a	specific	age.

•	 People who are homeless under other statutes can be served if they meet the following conditions:
 – Having experienced a long term period without living independently in a permanent house,
 – Having	experienced	persistent	instability	as	measured	by	frequent	moves	over	such	period,

 – And being expected to continue in such status for an extended period of time.

•	 The U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness is also reauthorized with several changes:
 – The council must develop a National Strategic Plan to End Homelessness and update it annually.
 – The council will encourage the creation of State Interagency Councils on Homelessness, encourage agencies to improve ac-
cess	to	benefits,	conduct	research	and	evaluations,	develop	joint	federal	agency	initiatives,	develop	constructive	alternatives	
to	criminalization,	and	convene	a	public	meeting	to	discuss	definitions	of	homelessness.

Technical Assistance and Resources on Making the Transition to HEARTH
HUD will be providing a wide range of assistance to help communities plan their transition to the HEARTH Act including 
training conferences, sample tools and templates, guidebooks and white papers, webinars, FAQs, and a Virtual Help Desk.

•	 HUD Homeless Assistance Funding Information
The National Alliance to End Homelessness has created a document summarizing the changes to funding allocations made 
by the HEARTH Act.

•	 Highlights of the HEARTH Act
The National Alliance to End Homelessness has created a document which highlights the changes introduced by the 
HEARTH Act. 

•	 HRE HEARTH page
The HRE HEARTH page will keep you informed about all HUD guidance and other assistance related to transitioning to the 
new programs.  It will be updated as new information becomes available.  Listserv communication will also help keep you 
informed as new information or resources become available.

•	 HEARTH Academy
This program is offered by Center for Capacity Building and includes a set of webinars, trainings, and a Homeless System 
Evaluator tool that will help communities determine how well they are preventing and ending homelessness based on data 
from their system.

For more information or to request technical assistance on the HEARTH Act:
Call: (800) 806-2711 
E-mail: rhytechnicalassistance@ou.edu 
Visit us on the web: www.rhyttac.ou.edu

http://www.endhomelessness.org/files/2591_file_Hearth_Funding_Scenarios_Aug_2010.pdf
http://www.endhomelessness.org/content/general/detail/2241
http://www.hudhre.info/hearth/
http://www.endhomelessness.org/section/training/hearthacademy
http://www.rhyttac.ou.edu

