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economic strata could be at risk. The housing boom has left many with

fewer affordable housing options. An economic boom doesn’t pull up the

ranks of the working poor; but in an economic downturn, they are the

first to feel it. In addition, a low-paying job that doesn’t cover the basic

living expenses, an uncertain job market, rising energy costs nibbling

away at family budgets, or an illness uncovered by insurance or a lack of

health insurance altogether have squeezed people’s capacity to make it

through a financial emergency. Couple this current reality with a lack

savings for an emergency and even economically stable families or

individuals can be at significant financial risk.

The impact of alcohol and drug abuse as a significant contributor to

homelessness is well-documented. The addiction affects the entire

household. This societal problem has a lasting impact on a significant

number of our next generation and our children’s children. In our county,

successful clean and sober houses, chemical dependency programs, and

other facilities provide a safe haven while people tackle their dependency

on drugs or alcohol and receive the support they need to stay clean.

Any one thing can lead to homelessness, but half of the homeless counted

in Whatcom County listed more than one reason they became homeless.

The most common contributors were mental illness, alcohol or drug use,

inability to pay rent/mortgage, job loss, domestic violence and family

break-up.

At times, some of the individuals in jail or under the jurisdiction of the

Department of Corrections were homeless when they went in or they will

be homeless when they get out. The Whatcom County Jail houses 29

homeless individuals and 43 more are under the purview of the

Department of Corrections. At 72 individuals, that’s 5% of the total

homeless counted. These people often exhibit mental health and/or abuse

profiles that put them at higher risk for committing crimes that will get

“The P-I found the reasons
people are locked into the
ranks of the working poor
are diverse and complex.

Personal choices and poor
planning play roles.

So do bad timing,
rotten luck and the high

cost of living here.

One in eight families in this
region has two adults

working full time but still
qualifies as poor.

Many more, however, are
one misstep from joining

their ranks.

“It takes just one lost job,
a medical crisis, a few
missed payments, and

people lose their grip on
the lowest rung of the

ladder to the middle class.”
Seattle Post

Intelligencer,
Feb. 16, 2006

“The lack of affordable
housing is considered the

leading cause of
homelessness by city

officials.”
US Council of Mayors

December 2005
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them incarcerated. Once they get out, those with a record find it harder to

secure a place to live or a job. Policy planning for homeless offenders and

the difficulties of housing them is a sticky community issue. The

likelihood that they remain trapped in this at-risk population is high.

Point-in-Time Count of Homeless Persons 2006

why do a Point-in-Time Count?

To be eligible for federal grants that bring approximately 1.5 million

dollars into the Bellingham/Whatcom County Continuum of Care system,

jurisdictions must complete a Point-in-Time count of homeless persons

on a biennial basis. One of the benefits to the community, in addition to

helping City and County leaders see a clearer profile of our homeless

population, is that it increases public awareness and serves as a catalyst

for problem solving.

2006 marks a significant increase in the importance of the Point-in-Time

count. The information and count data gathered becomes a baseline by

which Whatcom County will measure its success in reducing

homelessness by 2010. In other words, it’s a baseline by which our

progress will be judged. The stakes are higher, the need for planning and

cooperation among agencies more essential, and the connection of

funding to results even more apparent. It’s simply a higher profile issue –

more than ever before. Our County has outlined its goal to significantly

reduce homelessness by 2015.

2163 The
Homelessness Housing

and Assistance Act
The 2005 Washington

State Legislature passed
Engrossed Second

Substitute House Bill 2163
or ESSHB 2163 an ACT

Relating to preventing and
ending homelessness in

the State of Washington.
The county plan is

required to include a
minimum goal of reducing
homelessness by 50% by

July 1, 2015.
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participation in the count

104 organizations in Bellingham, Ferndale, Sumas, Blaine, Deming,

Kendall, Everson, and within the Nooksack and Lummi Nations were

invited to participate in the count. Of these, 52 organizations were able

to participate, resulting in over 1000 completed surveys.

participants in the 2005 count

survey limitations

Not every homeless person can be counted using the Point-in-Time

method. The data obtained provides numbers for age, gender, and

number of people counted. The unsheltered, intermittently homeless, or

individuals who are not receiving services may not have been counted

since they are more difficult to find and may not have been accessing

services on the day(s) of the count. Additionally, profiles may not be

complete, as individuals were not required to include information they

did not wish to reveal.

An individual's first and last initials, age and gender was the only

required information on the form -- an individual cannot be counted

unless birth year and their gender is given. Since all other questions on

the form are optional, the information gathered creates an incomplete

picture. More than 50% of the forms we received contain no information

other than name initials, age and gender.

It is also important to note that the established data input system

participating organizations

Food Banks/Meal Programs School Districts
BC? Meal Program Bellingham School District
Bellingham Food Bank Blaine School District
Ferndale Food Bank Mt. Baker School District
Maple Alley Inn Meridian School District
Soups On Nooksack School District
Faith Lutheran Church - CAST Ferndale School District

Lynden School District

Law Enforcement
Bellingham Police Dept. Nooksack Tribal Police
Blaine Police Dept. Sumas Police Dept.
Department of Corrections Whatcom County Jail
Ferndale Police Dept. Whatcom County Sheriff

Housing and Service Providers
Bellingham Veterans Center Nooksack Social Services
Brigid Collins House Opportunity Council/Dorothy Place
Christ the King Church Old Town Christian Ministries
Disabled Veterans Rainbow Center
DSHS – Community Services Org. Salvation Army
Evergreen Aids Foundation Sean Humphrey House
Hope House SeaMar
Lake Whatcom Treatment Center Stepping Stones Clean and Sober
Lighthouse Mission/AGAPE St. Joseph's Hospital Social Services
Lummi Victims of Crime St. Joseph’s Hospital Behavioral Services
Lummi Indian Business Council Sun Community/Gladstone
Lydia Place Westcoast Counseling
New Way Ministries Whatcom Counseling & Psychiatric Clinic
Northwest Youth Services Whatcom County Social Detox
Nooksack Housing YWCA Transitional Housing Program

Street Outreach workers
Salt on the Street, Westcoast Counseling and Hope House
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form and includes veteran’s status, where the household stayed

the previous night, the reasons for the household’s homelessness,

the duration of their homelessness, or their sources of income. 922

households were counted in 2006. A lone individual is a

household and a group of related people listed on the same form

are a household.

can previous homeless counts be compared?

Each year the count casts a wider net and reaches deeper into the

community. The result was we counted more homeless people. Does this

mean we have more homeless? Not entirely. Here’s why.

Whatcom County has just two consecutive years (2005 and 2006) in

which the count has been done in largely the same way with the same

form. In order to establish reliable data and to determine potential trends,

Point-in-Time counts need to be duplicated over several years using the

same process and a consistent form year after year while including the

same service providers over time.

The counts of 2005 and 2006 were able to build upon past year counts

and used different methodology, different count forms, and a more

complete list of participants and better outreach to difficult-to-count

populations. These factors are likely to result in a greater number of

homeless counted due in large part to improvements every year in the

scope of the count. It would take several years of counts to determine

possible trend lines pointing to increases in our homeless populations.

However, in an attempt to put the 2005 and the 2006 counts in

perspective, percentage comparisons have been drawn to reveal variances

between the two years. The percentage comparisons are one way to

extract additional meaning from the raw number comparisons.

The 2006 Homeless
Count cast a wider net

and reached deeper into
the community.

The result was we
counted more

homeless people.
Does this mean we have

more homeless?

Not entirely.
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jeopardizing the trust of street homeless by having them fill out a form.

This year some individuals agreed to participate in the count as street

outreach workers. This made a huge difference.

attract homeless to a meal where they can be counted

A significant change in count methodology was made in 2006 by holding

a Pizza Feed for the homeless at the Rainbow Center. This event’s goal

was to attract homeless people to a central location so they could be

counted. The Pizza Feed attracted and fed 200+ individuals – many of

whom might not have been counted through other outreach methods. Of

those who attended, 133 forms were collected that weren’t duplicated by

another agency. This event definitely increased the 2006 total count

numbers and accessed more difficult to count street homeless. AS a result

of the pizza feed, the Rainbow Center counted 111 more individuals in

2006 than it did in 2005 (22 individuals in 2005 and 133 in 2006).

increase agency/organization participation

The 2006 Count increased the number of participants from 43 to 50.

These participating agencies/organizations counted 193 additional

individuals -- 92% of which were adults. Some organizations agreed to

participate in the count, but they did not encounter any individuals this

year: CAST, Hope House, Christ the King Church, and Salt on the Street.

CAST as well as Salt on the Street didn’t count people since the Pizza

Feed reached many of their clientele.

collect better data

The Bellingham School District improved its reporting by configuring

their database to identify children in family clusters. Their count

amounted to 159 individuals and 109 households. Last year, each child

was entered as an individual with no relation to others who were entered.

A PowerPoint presentation was e-mailed to participating organizations

explaining how to fill out the form. Training was provided as well at the
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Whatcom Homeless Coalition monthly meeting before the count. This

framework led to better data collection and more complete forms.

Volunteers at the Pizza Feed filled out the forms for each homeless

person thus the information obtained was quite complete. Bellingham

School District this year configured their database to identify 159

homeless children into 109 household clusters. Last year each child was

entered as an individual and no households were counted.

solicit trained volunteers to help with the count

A ‘volunteer coordinator’ arranged for trained individuals from the

Severe Weather Shelter volunteer system to help at facilities where

surveyors were needed.

Volunteers counted people at the Bellingham Food Bank on three days

during the week of the count. Since the Food Bank serves different

people each day, this improvement led to more people being counted at

this facility (44 were counted in 2006 vs. 16 in 2005).

Street outreach volunteers surveyed homeless at Soups On, on

Bellingham’s downtown streets, and visited homeless in their camps

throughout the week and filled out forms.

The County Jail results were more thorough this year as well. A qualified

volunteer filled out forms for each homeless inmate using the jail

database rather than relying on the inmates to fill out the forms and

returning them. This year 29 inmates were counted vs. 9 in 2005. The

Department of Corrections also provided forms with 43 counted in 2006

and 28 in 2005.

The Disabled Veterans set up a table at the Pizza Feed and made

appointments to counsel veterans who were not receiving benefits. The

Bellingham Veterans Center participated again this year as well.
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The number of respondents reporting information about their sources of

income increased this year. This data reveals that of the 922 households

counted in 2006, at least one-fourth of them were working poor and over

half were receiving some assistance.

Source(s) of household income 2006 2005
Some type of assistance 565 247
Some type of work 207 41
No work or assistance 165 92
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Other
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None

Public assistance

Many respondents indicated having multiple disabilities or disabling

conditions. Of those responding to this question, mental health, substance

abuse, untreated dental problems, and medical issues were common

disabling conditions as self-identified by the respondents. In the 2006

and the 2005 count, mental health and substance abuse topped the list of

disabling conditions experienced by those 25% each of who responded to

the question. A number of homeless people have untreated dental issues

which often lead them to obtain treatment through a service provider.

This contact may open the door for addressing other issues. The numbers

citing untreated dental problems in 2006 were 203 (16%) in vs. 90 (9%)

in 2005.

disabilities

“22% of single
homeless adults

suffer from some
form of severe and

persistent mental
illness.” National
Coalition for the

Homeless

sources of
income
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2005 Length of Time Homeless Households %
2-3 months 8 2%
4-12 months 23 6%
More than one year 75 19%
One month or less 291 73%

397
2006 Length of Time Homeless Households %
2-3 months 7 1%
4-12 months 29 5%
More than one year 124 22%
One month or less 414 72%

574
The 2005 percentages above are based on the 397 who responded.
The 2006 percentages above are based on the 574 who responded.

(See charts showing 2006 and 2005 on next page)
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Chronic Homelessness Chart (2006 and 2005)

2005 Whatcom Count of Chronically Homeless
Chronically

homeless

Chronic Homelessness
Homeless > 1

year

> 3 incidences of
homelessness

in 3 years

Homeless > 1 year
OR > 3 incidences of

homelessness in 3 years

Homeless > 1 year
OR > 3 incidences of

homelessness in 3
years AND a disability

In supportive housing 10 0 10 10
In transitional housing 59 5 62 30
In emergency shelter 12 6 14 6
With family or friends 37 16 43 24

Living in vehicle 8 1 8 5
Living outside 27 11 31 19

ALL* 178 51 200 111

Chronic Population
Detail

Mental Health 83 88%
Substance Abuse 56 60%

Physical 44 47%
HIV/AIDS 5 5%

Veteran 22 23%
*Both charts include those who did not report housing status, so number is larger than the sum of the above

2006 Whatcom Count of Chronically Homeless Chronically
homeless

Chronically Homeless
Homeless > 1

year

> 3 incidences of
homelessness

in 3 years

Homeless > 1 year
OR > 3 incidences of

homelessness in 3 years

Homeless > 1 year
OR > 3 incidences of

homelessness in 3
years AND a disability

In supportive housing 38 23 49 28
In transitional housing 48 35 70 53
In emergency shelter 43 35 51 34
With family or friends 0 0 0 0

Living in vehicle 24 11 29 18
Living outside 50 28 55 41

ALL* 202 137 254 172

Chronic Population Detail
Mental Health 118 69%

Substance Abuse 94 55%
Physical 75 44%

HIV/AIDS 2 1%
Veteran 45 26%
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Addendum - the pizza feed event

This event was a success for many reasons. Holding the event in a well-known and trusted location to the

homeless in Bellingham near the bus station helped make the meal accessible to a high number of people.

The 4-8 p.m. timeframe allowed those who attended to connect with bus service. The event was publicized

by many agencies that posted flyers and distributed postcard invites.

Youth volunteers from the Boys and Girls Club, Rainbow Center employees, and volunteers from the

community served food at the Pizza Feed. A canopy was placed outside the Rainbow Center to attract

attention. While it proved unnecessary to the event’s success, some people did choose to eat outside under

the canopy. It did announce that something special was happening at the Rainbow Center – a place not

normally open in the evening. Outside signage announced the event and invited people inside. 75 large

pizzas were consumed, 5 bags of fruit distributed, 250 candy bars rewarded for completing a form, and

several pounds of coffee, juice and pop were served. Counselors from the Rainbow Center and community

volunteers including a City Council member interviewed the homeless inside the facility and filled out the

forms for them. Some street outreach organizations confirmed that they didn’t count any homeless

individuals on Thursday or Friday night because they had already been counted at the Pizza Feed. This

event should be duplicated in more places around the county in future counts.

Some of the statistics of the people attending this event are as follows:

Mental health 53
Physical/medical (permanent) 36
Untreated dental 29
Alcohol or drug abuse 22
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