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February 7, 2012 
 
Regulations Division  
Office of General Counsel  
451 7th Street SW., Room 10276  
Department of Housing and Urban Development  
Washington, DC 20410–0500  
 
Re: Docket No.  FR–5475–P–01, Homeless Management and Information Systems 
Requirements  
 
On behalf of the National Network to End Domestic Violence and our 56 state and territorial domestic 
violence member coalitions, the nation’s 2,000 local domestic violence programs, and the millions of victims 
they serve each year, I respectfully submit the following comments regarding the proposed rule, Homeless 
Management Information Systems Requirements.   
 
The domestic violence field is heavily invested in the rulemaking around HMIS and the provision of 
homelessness services to victims of violence.  Our field welcomes clarity around these issues and 
continues to advocate for improvements within HMIS to meet the critical safety needs of victims.  We 
commend the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) for addressing the very serious 
concerns about privacy, safety and confidentiality in the proposed rule on HMIS.  Abusers, perpetrators and 
stalkers often use personal information to find and further harm their victims.  Victim advocates have long 
prioritized the safe keeping victims’ personally identifying information.  Recognizing the often life-
threatening dangers posed by abusers accessing information in shared databases, Congress exempted 
victim service providers from entering victim data into HMIS in the Violence Against Women Act of 2005.  
This exemption is absolutely crucial to the safety of victims but further clarity is needed.   
 
We appreciate the guidance reiterating the fact that “victim service providers” are exempt from entering 
data into HMIS (§ 580.25(d)) (VAWA 2005) and the guidance that defines a “comparable database.”  We 
have concerns, however, about the underlying standards of a comparable database, the storage of victim 
information in non-victim service providers databases, and the collection and storage of documentation 
regarding eligibility (as it pertains to victims fleeing domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault or 
stalking) for homelessness services.  The recommendations below address these concerns.    
 
Standards for a comparable database § 580.25  
 
Victim advocates appreciate the clarity provided in the proposed rule that information entered into a 
comparable database must not be entered directly into or provided to an HMIS, as directed by the Violence 
Against Women Act (2005) and the Family Violence Prevention and Services Act (2010), and in order to 
ensure an unduplicated count of homelessness data.   
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We understand the justification provided in the preamble about the need for victim service providers to use 
a comparable database.  We agree that participating victim service providers should provide relevant 
information so that a collaborative applicant can effectively carry out its required duties and the Continuum 
of Care can evaluate the system-wide performance.  We support the use of a comparable database to 
allow the collaborative applicant and Continuum to obtain the aggregate data needed while respecting the 
sensitive nature of the client-level information.  Our concern remains with the standards, referenced by but 
not explicitly stated in the proposed rule, with which a comparable database must comply,   
 
The HPRP guidance for a comparable database referenced in the preamble requires that such a database 
use universal data fields and comply with the technical standards of a typical HMIS database.  While many 
of the universal data fields are necessary to produce aggregate reports, others data fields are not 
necessary for these reports.  For instance, the collection and storage of social security numbers and dates 
of birth is not needed to produce an aggregate, client-level report.  This additional data is not necessary for 
the function of victim service provision and does help in producing the reports.  Victim service providers 
should not be required to collect more information than is necessary for the reports, merely to have 
uniformity in data fields.  We recommend that the rule clarify this underlying guidance to exempt victim 
service providers from entering data into unnecessary data fields (including social security number and 
date of birth).   
 
We also recommend that HUD amend the rule to provide an exemption for victim service providers’ 
comparable databases from the overly burdensome technical requirements of a full HMIS program.  Many 
victim service providers have databases that will allow them to collect the relevant data to produce the 
needed reports but may struggle to fulfill some the higher technical requirements needed for a full HMIS 
system.  We support the usage of simple databases already in use to collect the appropriate data and 
generate the appropriate reports.  We think that guidance should clarify that victim service providers do not 
need to purchase and operate complex systems to meet their basic reporting requirements.  We encourage 
HUD to allow victim service providers to be fiscally responsible in terms of “comparable database” by 
adapting current databases or using low-cost alternatives like MS Access or Excel to gather the data.  
 
We believe victim service providers would also benefit from additional guidance on suppression of 
potentially identifying data when the “provider staff reasonably believe that the inclusion of such information 
may constitute a threat to a client by allowing a victim’s stalker or abuser to identify the location of a client 
with an uncommon demographic profile.” While the example provided in the HPRP guidance is helpful (ex. 
a victim service provider that serves only one Asian client in a jurisdiction with a small Asian subpopulation 
may report that client as having an unknown or unreported race) it is worth expanding the guidance to 
consider other scenarios where the provision of aggregate data could reveal the identity of an individual or 
family.  In fact, 87% of the population in the United States has characteristics that likely make them unique 
based only on 5-digit ZIP, gender and date of birth (Sweeney., L. (2000). Uniqueness of Simple 
Demographics in the U.S. Population, LIDAP-WP4. Carnegie Mellon University, Laboratory for International 
Date Privacy, Pittsburgh, PA).  The victim service provider, in consultation with the victim, would have the 
best understanding of the risk of information identifying the victim.    
 
Victim information in non-victim service providers’ databases/record keeping  
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Domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault, and stalking victims are at a high risk of homelessness 
due to safety issues that often force them to leave their homes and economic issues which decrease their 
ability to access and maintain housing.  Accessing safe housing for these victims can mean the difference 
between life and death.  Recognizing the connection between experiencing these crimes and 
homelessness, the HEARTH Act provides that individuals “fleeing or attempting to flee domestic violence, 
dating violence, sexual assault or stalking” are considered homeless and eligible for homelessness 
services.  The domestic violence field has grave concerns with how victim information has been and will 
continue to be obtained, collected and stored by non-victim service providers.  These non-victim service 
providers will have access to information which is just as sensitive, without the protections afforded to 
individuals who access victim services.   
 
Therefore, HUD must guide service providers in creating safe ways to obtain and store documentation 
when individuals are accessing services based on this eligibility.  These issues were not sufficiently 
addressed in the rule and require further guidance.  Service providers need very concrete guidance on how 
to handle victim information.  Below, we provide some specific recommendations that are not exhaustive as 
we recommend that HUD work closely with victim service providers nationally and locally to develop 
policies and procedures to safe guard victim information.    
 
We strongly recommend that all agencies, not just victim service agencies, be prohibited from entering 
identifying information about individuals and families who are eligible for services as victims of domestic 
violence, dating violence, sexual assault, or stalking into their databases.  In terms of record keeping and 
reporting requirements ((§ 576.500; §582.301; and §583.301) at a minimum, victims should be given the 
explicit option to not have their information entered into HMIS and they should be fully informed of the risks 
of providing such information.  Regarding the certificate or other appropriate service transaction recorded in 
HMIS, we strongly recommend that such sharing of information is done with the individual’s consent 
through time-limited dual authorized consent forms.  The proof of eligibility/homeless status in this category 
is inherently private and very often dangerous for victims of domestic violence, dating violence, sexual 
assault, and stalking, and should not be undertaken lightly.  We recommend that the rule clarify that 
eligibility documentation for victims focus on self-certification (as is the practice of victim service providers) 
and that the evidence proving eligibility be destroyed or returned to the victim.  This issue is highly complex 
and again, we recommend that HUD work in consultation with victim service providers to develop a system 
that greatly reduces risks to victims.      
 
Privacy policy (§ 580.31(g)) 
 
We appreciate the proposed rule’s inclusion of the protections for victims of domestic violence, dating 
violence, sexual assault, and stalking.  We recommend that subsequent guidance expand upon the 
requirements in the privacy policies and that HUD, in consultation with victim service providers, develop a 
model privacy policy that specifically addresses the privacy needs of domestic violence, dating violence, 
sexual assault and staking victims.  If HUD moves affirmatively on the recommendations made in these 
comments and the comments we submitted in relation to the final rule on the Emergency Solutions Grants 
(Feb 3, 2012), the following should be included in the privacy policy:  

 A description of any reasonably foreseeable risks to the homeless individual must be provided; 
 A prohibition against sharing victim information without written consent;   
 A clarification that service providers will destroy/return any documents that prove eligibility; and 
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 A clarification of an individual’s ability to opt out of providing information and that receipt of 
services is not contingent on providing information.  

 
Such information should be distributed and explained to applicants at the point of entry.   
 
The issues addressed in our comments are crucial to the privacy and safety of victims of domestic violence. 
By adopting the included recommendations and continuing to engage with victim service professionals, 
HUD can help to ensure that victims are not placed in further danger.   
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
  
Sue Else 
President 
National Network to End Domestic Violence 


