
Living Independently for Today & Tomorrow – 800-669-6319 
Montana Independent Living Project – 800-735-6457 
North Central Independent Living Services – 800-823-6245 
Summit Independent Living Center – 800-398-9002 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Safe, affordable and accessible housing is the key for anyone with a disability to be able to live and be active in their 
community. It is one of biggest barriers people face in their daily lives. Especially anyone who receives Social Security 
benefits and is on a rental assistance waiting list.  We talk to people every day who are told there is 3-5 year wait for 
housing assistance. They are then faced with trying to find a place to live and be able to pay for it as well as all of their 
other living expenses out of their Social Security benefit, which can be as low as $645 per month for someone who is on 
the medically needy spend down program. We challenge you to try and find a place that is safe and accessible to rent in 
your community under that scenario. 
 

Housing Bridge and Institutional Transitions  
For individuals with disabilities wanting to transition from an institutional care setting, such as a nursing home, the state 
hospital, or MDC, into the community, the lack of safe, affordable, and accessible housing as well as the lack of access to 
rental assistance programs has been identified as one of, if not the, biggest barrier for these individuals to be able to 
move into, let alone live, in their communities. This makes no sense from a fiscal stand point as it is much less expensive 
to provide the care someone needs in the community versus keeping them in an institution where the costs of 
treatment are astronomically more. We consistently hear of people who must stay at Warm Springs for months and 
even years because once they have been institutionalized for a certain amount of time, they lose whatever community 
supports they may have had before entering and they no longer have an affordable housing situation to move back into 
and are forced to start over at the bottom of housing assistant program waiting lists. Again this makes no sense from a 
fiscal or moral stand point.  
 
In the 2013 Legislature, Montana’s Centers for Independent Living worked closely with 
the Joint Health and Human Services Joint Appropriations Sub-Committee, DPHHS and 
the Department of Commerce to create what was called the Housing Bridge program. 
The goal of the Housing Bridge program was to provide short term rental assistance for 
individuals transitioning from an institution into the community under the Money 
Follows the Person (MFP) program by providing rental assistance to individuals when 
they transition from an institutional care setting into the community until such a time 
they are able to begin receiving rental assistance from another rental assistance 
program such as Section 8. Hence, why it is called a Housing Bridge. However, due to a lengthy delay in the MFP 
program getting up and running, the funds made available through the Housing Bridge were not utilized during that 
biennium and the Housing Program was not funded by the 2015 Legislature. We are hopeful that the legislature will 
once again bring this program forward in the 2017 session and re-implement this program to include people 
transitioning from any institution, not just under the MFP program as the MFP program will be ending. The Housing 
Bridge could easily be funded with the savings that would occur by not unnecessarily keeping someone in an institution 
such as Warm Springs for months or even years after they have been identified as ready to transition.    
 

  



Housing Discrimination & Availability 
Montana residents are protected from discrimination in the housing market by the Federal Fair 
Housing Act and Montana State Code §49-2-305. Race, color, national origin, religion, sex, familial 
status, and disability are recognized as protected classes in both laws. Housing discrimination 
against individuals with disabilities continues to be a major problem in the state of Montana. A 
substantial proportion of Montana residents who lodged housing discrimination complaint were 
due to housing providers having allegedly discriminated against them on the basis of disability. 
Alleged discrimination on the basis of disability was cited in 76 of the 125 complaint lodged with 

HUD between 2004 and 2014 and of the 216 complaints filed with Montana Fair Housing between 2004 and 2013, 134 
were related to discrimination on the basis of disability (2015-2020 State of Montana Analysis Of Impediments to Fair 
Housing).  
 
In some of our larger communities, there are housing units with additional supports for people in specific programs, 
project and voucher-based low-income subsidized housing, tax credit and other income-based housing, and standard 
apartments.  However, in the majority of our smaller communities these options do not exist.   
 
Oftentimes, a lack of affordable and accessible housing serves as a barrier for individuals to remain living in their 
community as they age, acquire a disability, or both.  We will seek and support any action the Legislature would take up 
to increase the number of accessible and affordable housing units especially in the more rural areas of our state. We will 
be looking to bring forward legislation that encourages additional accessible and affordable housing options become 
available to all Montanans. 
 

Visitability  
Visitability is a national movement to build homes with three primary accessible 
design features. They are: 
 

1. One zero step entrance on an accessible path of travel from the street, sidewalk or driveway 
2. Doorways that provide 32 inches clear space throughout the home's main floor and hallways that provide 36 

inches of clear width 
3. Basic access to a half or (preferably) full bath on the main floor 

 
Having a Visitable home means that a friend or family member 
with a physical disability, or who has difficulty walking or using 
stairs, can easily visit you in your house. It means that visitors 
using the restroom can close the door, even if they use a 
wheelchair, walker or other mobility device. It also means that 
you will be able to remain living in your own home as you age 
with less chance of needing costly renovations. 
 
In Montana, less than 20% of homes have a zero-step entry. Of 
those, many do not have a bathroom usable by someone who 
uses a wheelchair or hallways wide enough to allow someone to 
move along that floor. 
A lack of access means many people are unable to visit the homes 

of their friends and relatives in their community or even to remain living in their own homes due to age related declines 
in mobility or by having acquired some sort of mobility limiting disability, such as a spinal cord injury. This lack of home 
access is one of the leading reasons people have to move into nursing homes or other costly institutional settings. 
 



Many times, as the people are forced into nursing home type setting and using Medicaid or Medicare to pay the costs of 
being there, it is taxpayers who end up shouldering many of these costs, which are enormous compared to the $0-$600 
total of incorporating Visitable design features in new home construction. 
 
What can the Legislature do to help more homes become Visitable? 
There are several ways legislators could help make our communities better for everyone. One would be to pass a 
financial incentive, possibly a tax credit similar to those that are used to encourage adding renewable energy options to 
a home, for building a Visitable home. Another would be to change a provision in the building codes that prevents local 
communities from choosing to pass ordinances that could increase the amount of Visitable homes in their communities. 
Currently, Rule: 24.301.202 of the Building Codes says that all codes adopted by cities, counties, and towns must be the 
same as those adopted by the department. It may be possible for the legislature to encourage a change to this rule so 
that local communities could promote rules exceeding these requirements within their jurisdictions to make their 
communities healthier and safer. 
 
In new construction, it costs a negligible amount to make a home Visitable, especially when compared to the cost of 
providing services in a nursing home or other institution as well as the amount of work and cost it takes to renovate an 
existing home, which can sometimes be impossible depending on the home the original design. 
 
There are already communities talking about Visitability, and various home builders who make building Visitable homes 
a part of their mission. Here are pictures of a couple of Montana homes that have been built with Visitability in mind. 
 

            
 
Others can be seen at: www.visitablemt.org  
 
  

http://www.visitablemt.org/

