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Georgia Homeless Count 2009
Coordinators Training Handbook

Why Count?

Every community includes people who are facing housing crises, many of whom will end up homeless or precariously housed.  Who are the homeless in your community?  They are

· People who live in dilapidated housing and abandoned buildings; 

· People who have lost their housing because of economic hardship; 

· People fleeing family violence; 

· People who have physical or mental disabilities that make it difficult to find and keep housing; 

· People whose addictions have led to homelessness.  
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One of the first steps to addressing those needs is for each community to have a better understanding of its homeless and precariously housed families and individuals.  The 2009 Georgia Homeless Count is designed to help the state and its communities identify our homeless populations.  This important task will allow the state and certain entitlement communities to meet the requirements of federal programs for low income persons and the homeless.  It will also provide important information for state and local planning.  At the local level, a count can help local government, schools, and service providers develop strategies to address housing needs in the community.  The data may also help when seeking state, federal, or foundation funding or when raising funds locally.  In addition to these programmatic and planning goals, the homeless count should raise awareness of the issue of homelessness in Georgia.  
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This handbook provides guidance on how to plan and implement the 2009 Georgia Homeless Count.

How to Plan for Your Community’s Count

Methodology 
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The 2009 Georgia Homeless Count will be based on collecting information about people’s housing status for the night of January 25, 2009.  Because homelessness is a hidden problem in many of Georgia’s communities, the count will not be dependent on the more familiar street counts conducted regularly in Atlanta, Savannah, and other cities in Georgia and across the nation.  Instead, short interviews will be conducted with people at service provider locations and other places where homeless persons live or congregate.  The surveys ask a series of questions that allow us to determine the person’s housing status on a specific night ─ January 25, 2009.  The surveys will be collected at various locations during the week (January 26 – 31) following that night.

The keys to getting a good count will be:


* 
Getting widespread cooperation for survey collection*

* Targeting “hot spots” in the community where homeless
 persons are known to congregate or live*
*Following up with participating agencies to make sure 
they are collecting surveys*
Housing Status Surveys
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The housing screening survey is designed to interview people who go to various locations in the county to find work or services.  Service providers may wish to use the screening question to identify people to be surveyed.  The screening question is “Have you had any difficulty with housing in the past month?”  The survey will then be given to all those who answer “yes” to the screening question.  Based on their survey responses, they will be classified as

· Housed

· Precariously housed

· Sheltered homeless

· Unsheltered homeless

· Imminent Loss of Housing/Dilapidated Housing
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Additional questions are designed to count family members with the respondent and to determine if the respondent is chronically homeless.  The remaining questions collect information on special circumstances (e.g., veteran status and disabilities) and participation in mainstream services.  Respondents are asked for their initials and birth date to screen for duplicates.

The survey is designed to be administered by volunteers or staff at the various collection sites.  Participating agencies should be urged to have their staff or volunteers administer the survey, rather than simply handing out the surveys to be filled out by the respondents.  Some agencies may need additional volunteers to conduct the survey interviews at their location.  While not ideal, there may also be locations where surveys must be self-administered.  
Organizing Your Community’s Count

One of the first tasks of count organizers should be to meet with representatives of county and city government to brief them on the January Count.  City or county governments may provide services or operate locations that homeless or precariously housed people will visit, such as Community Service Centers.  Additionally, count organizers will want to work with the Sheriff and/or Chief of Police to obtain information about the location of homeless persons.  

Getting the best possible count in each county will depend on the participation of as many agencies that provide services in the community as possible.  A planning meeting(s) with these organizations is strongly recommended.  When meeting with local service providers:

· Brief them on the plans for the January Count

· Solicit their input on other agencies/locations for collection of screening surveys

· Get their commitment to participate in the January Count

· Determine their need for volunteers to administer survey 

· Identify resources for volunteers to administer surveys, where needed


Pre Count Advertising

Local news media should be notified about the January Count.  The pre-count publicity will help people understand why they are being asked to participate in the surveys during the week of January 25th.  Media coverage may also help recruit volunteers and can help identify additional organizations that would be willing to administer the surveys at their location(s). 
Where to Collect Housing Surveys
Where do people in your community go when they have a housing crisis?  What services are available for very low income people in your community?
· DFACS 

· Housing Authority 

· Food pantries

· Soup kitchens

· Clothing programs

· Emergency Shelters

· Drop-in Centers

· Public Health Department

· Community Action Agency

· Community Service Board

· Salvation Army, Union Mission, and/or other nonprofit service agencies

· Day labor sites (both formal and informal)

· Local churches


In addition to collecting surveys at service locations, you will want to consult with service providers, police and other public safety personnel, utility providers, and others who are likely to know about encampments, people living in abandoned or dilapidated buildings, travel trailers, cars, or other places not meant for human habitation.  Volunteers can then go to those locations to obtain information about people’s living arrangements.  There may also be places in the community where homeless people go during the day - places such as local parks, the library, hospital waiting rooms, and the bus station may be locations to conduct surveys.
Surveying on the Telephone
In addition to face-to-face surveys, surveys should also be collected on the telephone.  Many times, people who are having housing difficulties will make calls to various agencies looking for assistance.  When receiving a call from someone seeking a rental voucher, information on affordable housing, or help with a housing crisis, ask agencies to assist them as they normally would.  At the completion of their conversation, agency staff can ask the caller if they would be willing to answer a few questions to help the community learn more about housing needs.
Your participating agencies may also proactively work to collect surveys.  If agency staff or volunteers know of households who should be included in the count, they should be encouraged to contact those households and ask them to complete a survey.

Who else should be represented on your count team?

In addition to the organizations represented above, there may be other individuals that you will want to contact for participation in the count, professional expertise, or support.

· School social workers

· Hospital social workers

· Family Connections Coordinator

· Public health officer

· Local churches/ministerial alliance

· Code enforcement officers

· County Extension Agent

· Public health nurses

· Law enforcement officers
· 211 Service
· Local college or university (social work or sociology departments may be a good source of faculty and student help)
Recruiting and Scheduling Volunteers

After meeting with the participating organizations, count organizers will be able to determine how many locations will need volunteers to administer the surveys and which locations can handle it with their own staff and volunteers.  Consultation with the organizations will also help estimate the number of volunteers and the days and hours that they will be needed.  Potential sources for volunteers include:

· Local colleges and universities

· Churches

· Service clubs 

· Volunteers at food pantries, soup kitchens, and other organizations that serve homeless and very low income people

Training

In early January, DCA will conduct train-the-trainer sessions for count coordinators and other key personnel.  Each county coordinator will be provided with survey instructions and a training PowerPoint.  He/she can use these materials to conduct training locally for agency staff and volunteers who will be administering the surveys.  The training sessions can be short, but should involve going over all of the questions in the survey and discussing what needs to be said in regard to privacy and confidentiality.  During the training, you may want to ask the interviewers to practice administering the survey to one of their fellow interviewers.  Discuss the respondent’s right to refuse to participate or to stop the interview at any point.  
Volunteer Safety

Your count will be more complete if you ask staff or volunteers to attempt to survey people who are living in dilapidated houses, encampments, or other locations that are not suitable for human habitation.  However, safety must be your utmost concern if you decide to interview people at the places where they are living.  Always have your volunteers or staff conduct the interviews in pairs.  Law enforcement officials should be consulted about any problems that may arise at locations such as encampments.  People in your community who are known to the residents (such as a minister of a nearby church or outreach workers who routinely interact with the residents) may be more successful in administering the surveys.  Use your knowledge and that of others in the community to gage the safety of surveying in any particular location.  You may wish to ask volunteers to sign a release form.  
Incentives for Survey Participants

Many communities have found it to be helpful to have small incentives or thank you gifts for those people who agree to participate in the survey.  Incentives can be in the form of donated items in a thank you bag or small denomination gift certificates to local fast food restaurants.  You may wish to designate a team member to coordinate the donation and distribution of incentives.
Homeless Shelters and Transitional Housing Programs

All agencies and organizations that provide shelter, vouchers, or transitional housing should provide information about the individuals that they house on the night of January 25th.  Ideally, these agencies will complete a housing status survey for each head of household that they housed on that night.  However, DCA (or the other Continuums of Care) will be conducting a shelter survey among all of the state’s service providers.  
For safety reasons, domestic violence shelters may refuse to complete surveys or provide individual level information about the people that they are sheltering.  

Additionally, families and individuals may contact these organizations during the week of January 25th seeking assistance for their housing emergency.  Participation from these organizations all week will be important to the success of your count.  Ask agencies if they will conduct a survey with those individuals and families requesting or receiving housing assistance.

Jails and Hospitals


Homeless persons may find themselves incarcerated or in the hospital on the night of January 25th.  You may wish to include the local hospital(s) and jail(s) in your homeless count.  

Most hospitals have a staff social worker who may be able to provide you with a count of persons who would otherwise have been homeless on January 25th.   In some communities, people who are homeless go to hospital waiting rooms during the day.  You may want to find out if your local hospital is a location where volunteers should conduct surveys.  Likewise, you will want to contact the sheriff/chief jailer/chief of police to determine if he or she would be able to furnish a count of those persons who were incarcerated on January 25th, but who would otherwise have been homeless.  
Responsibilities of Count Coordinators

· Attend DCA meetings and participate in conference calls related to planning, training, and implementation of the count

· Coordinate the local count by:

· Contacting local government and law enforcement officials regarding the count

· Identifying service sites for data collection

· Recruiting service organizations to participate in the count 

· Develop contact list of local participating organizations

· Recruit and schedule volunteers for survey administration as needed

· Provide training to volunteers and staff of participating organizations in administering surveys

· Monitor data collection during designated time period and address problems and issues as they arise

· Coordinate request for and administration of funding from DCA or other sources
· Making sure all completed surveys are sent to KSU for data entry
Returning Completed Surveys

At the end of the survey collection period, copy surveys for local records and in order to have a backup.  Instructions for returning completed surveys are as follows:
1. Send originals to the Burruss Institute at Kennesaw State University.  Surveys should be sent to KSU within a week of the completed data collection period (by February 9, 2009)

2. Collect completed surveys from your service locations on Monday, February 2nd (you may wish to pick up the surveys several times during the course of the week). 
3. Copy front and back of all the completed surveys and retain copies in a secure location ─ this will protect your data against loss in transit to KSU. 
4. If you are sending the surveys via US Postal Service, please send them to: 
Ms. Christy Storey, Associate Director

Burruss Institute of Public Service

Kennesaw State University

Box #3302

1000 Chastain Road

Kennesaw, GA  30144-5591

5. If you are sending them via UPS, FedEx or other private shipper, please send them to:

Ms. Christy Storey, Associate Director

Burruss Institute of Public Service

Kennesaw State University

3333 Busbee Drive (West Entrance)

Suite 312

Kennesaw, GA  30144-5591

6. Christy’s phone number is 770-423-6464 (in case you want to contact her or if you need that information for shipping purposes) 
7. However you choose to send the surveys (US Postal Service, private shipper like UPS or FedEx) please make sure that you get a tracking number, in case the shipment gets mislaid 
8. Please try to ship the completed surveys to KSU no later than Monday, February 9th 
In what type of place did you spend the night of Sunday, January 25th?





Did you have family members living with you on January 25, 2009?
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Over 75,000 people experience homelessness in Georgia at some time during the year.





Evaluation Comment from 2008 Count


When asked what the coordinator would have done differently:  “Recruit more volunteers and push organizations to be involved.  We had too few trying to do too much.”





Dalton/Whitfield County


Approximately 40 agencies participated in the 2008 Whitfield County count, led by the Dalton-Whitfield County Community Development Corporation.





DCA Telephone Survey


During the 2008 count week, DCA collected 275 surveys on the telephone.  The surveys collected housing information about 802 survey respondents and their families.





Use of Incentives During 2008 Count


Local churches in Gwinnett County made gift boxes of practical items for use during the count.


The Carrollton Housing Authority gave fast food coupons, (both donated and purchased), as well as bottles of water and personal hygiene items donated by local churches as thank you gifts for participation.


The Dalton/Whitfield Count used $10 discount store gift cards in the encampments and greatly improved the response rate among this unsheltered population.





2008 Surveys Collected


(Selected Communities(


Albany/Dougherty�
98�
�
Burke County�
136�
�
Carrollton�
104�
�
Dalton/Whitfield�
417�
�
Gordon County�
94�
�






Be sure that your shelter organizations understand that participation in the local count will not take the place of the official statewide shelter count conducted by DCA. DCA will still collect a shelter survey from the shelters around the time of the count. Their participation in both count efforts is important and is required if they receive state or federal funding.
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		2007 Tri-J Homeless Census -- Point-In-Time

				Individuals		Family Members		Totals		%

		Unsheltered		2,071		44		2,115		31%

		Emergency Shelters		2,027		359		2,386		35%

		Transitional Housing		1,524		815		2,339		34%

		Totals and %		5,622 (82%)		1,218 (18%)		6,840		100%





State Count

		2008 Georgia Homeless Census

		Point-In-Time

				#

		2007 Sheltered -- Census		8,355

		2008 Unsheltered -- Predictive Model (from '07 and '08 counts)		12,058

		Total		20,413
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