Counting the Homeless:  the Mobile/Baldwin Counties Point-In-Time Census 2004

I. Introduction and Purpose


As part of the requirements for the HUD grants issued to communities throughout the country, funded organizations are to provide a reliable, realistic count of the number of homeless people in their service areas.  The count also helps a community to assess the current status of homelessness, better understand the needs of citizens who are homeless, provide a means for evaluating the progress made by the community in its response to homelessness, and obtain new data for strategic planning to reduce and eventually eliminate homelessness.  On April 14, 2004 during a 24-hour period with the assistance of more than 30 volunteers, the Homeless Coalition of the Gulf Coast conducted a Point-in-Time Census of homeless individuals and families in Mobile and Baldwin Counties.  Between 7:00 p.m. and midnight, volunteer teams conducted a search of the street homeless.  When found, 70% (N=83) of the street homeless agreed to participate in a survey designed to collect demographic data and data on levels of services provided to the street homeless. Simultaneously, additional volunteers counted and conducted surveys with the homeless staying in emergency shelters and temporary housing facilities throughout the city during the same time period. Previous studies and counts occurred in 1994, 2000, and 2004.  The results of the 2004 PIT Census are as follows:




Number of street homeless

119




Number of homeless in shelters




   and transitional housing

227
Total Count

346

II. Methodology


There are no pure scientific methods used to measure homelessness or to count the homeless.  To answer the question of exactly how many people are homeless in our community is ambiguous, since most homeless persons consider it a temporary or transitional condition.  The extent of homelessness and its effects on the community are measured more appropriately by looking at the number of people experiencing homelessness during a specific time period, rather than the actual number of homeless people.  One method used successfully by many communities is called the Point-In-Time (PIT) Census which involves attempts to count everyone defined as homeless during a specified period of time, usually for 24 hours.  This type of data provides a quick picture  of a community's homelessness by capturing a sense of how many people are without a home, who they are, and, to some extent, where they are staying and under what conditions.


In conjunction with the PIT Census, the Homeless Coalition added an additional dimension to the data collection by conducting a survey with consenting homeless persons.  This instrument was developed and validated in the Birmingham area for similar purposes.

Volunteers were recruited through the Homeless Coalition membership, colleges, churches, and interested citizens. Each volunteer was assigned to one of the six street counting teams or to a shelter or treatment center.  In Baldwin County, the count and survey was coordinated through the Baldwin County Family Violence Center.


With the assistance of the caseworkers most familiar with the location of the homeless on the streets, six major geographic areas were identified throughout the City and County of Mobile.  Team captains for each site were identified and requested to explore their assigned area during day light hours prior to the actual count.  Locations where it was known or suspected that homeless were living were identified on maps for the six major sites.  Additionally, the caseworkers spent numerous hours before the count following leads in search of other homeless campsites that were added to the maps as found.


All agencies and organizations working with the homeless were notified by mail about the upcoming event.  Letters explaining the PIT Homeless Census accompanied with census forms were sent to each of the local hospitals, jails and appropriate hotels and motels throughout the area.  As well, word was spread verbally about the census through the homeless "grapevine" to notify the homeless community of the event.  


At 5 p.m. on April 14, the survey team volunteers met at 15 Place for the count and survey in Mobile County to receive their assignments and hour of training for the evening.    The street counting volunteers arrived at 6 p.m.  After an hour of "approach" training, teams were identified and provided with supplies (maps, identification, cell phones, flashlights, census forms and clipboards) for the evening event.  Each team had a van at their disposable that would seat all the team members; the downtown team opted to walk their assigned territory rather than drive from point to point. Several individuals remained at 15 Place to record data as it was brought in and to coordinate general activities. The survey teams also received interview training to prepare them for their visits to shelters and treatment centers.


Within the next several hours, the survey teams from the emergency shelters and transitional housing facilities returned to 15 Place.  The street counting teams reported in around 10:30 p.m. that evening.  On the following morning, two teams counted and interviewed the street homeless at the Government Street Presbyterian Church and 15 Place who indicated they were not counted in either the street or shelter count the previous evening. The Baldwin County count was conducted in the same fashion, with one street team, and five shelter interviewers participating in the count.  Baldwin County Family Violence Center staff collected the survey instruments.

III. Major Findings and Interpretations

A. Overall Homeless Count. 

As illustrated in Chart 1, there were fewer homeless counted in 2004 (346) than in 2003 (384), approximately a 10% decline. On the other hand, we found a 13% increase in the number of street homeless between 2003 (103) and 2004 (119).  There may not have been an actual increase in the number of street homeless.  The 2004 PIT volunteers were more experienced at actually approaching and counting the homeless as opposed to previous years’, and more in-depth data was collected through the expanded use of the survey instrument. The geographical area was expanded to more sites outside the City of Mobile.  Team captains were more familiar with their respective locations and the homeless caseworkers spent considerable time and effort identifying additional sites and locations.  The increased street homeless numbers confirm a trend noted at 15 Place, the daytime service center for the homeless, that there are currently more transient homeless in the Mobile area than in 2003.  The changes in the national economy, which includes the highest jobless rate in the last decade, may be considered an explanation in the increased number of street homeless in 2004.
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There was a 20% decrease in the numbers of homeless counted in emergency shelters and temporary housing facilities from 2003.  A correlation may exist between the 13% increase in street homeless and 20% decrease in sheltered homeless, due perhaps to  weather conditions or personal preference. 


The reduction in the overall number of homeless is reflected in the emergency shelters and temporary housing facilities.  The number of   individuals in the transitional housing programs has nearly doubled since 2000 suggesting the success of the programs developed during the past several years, especially 15 Place, the day center for the homeless.   Also significant is that the number of homeless found in motels has declined dramatically (N=4, <2%), especially among families, indicating an actual decrease or change in how such families and individuals are housing themselves until more permanent housing can be obtained.  With the implementation of the Interfaith Hospitality Network, families in crisis can now find emergency shelter in a network of churches that provide beds and hot meals for them. It is important to note that the PIT Census does not include families and individuals who are "doubled up" with relatives or friends.


Thirty-eight people (11%) were identified as chronic homeless. Of the total homeless counted, ten (3% of the total homeless population, 8% of the total street population) street homeless were considered chronic, and 28 (8% of the total homeless population sheltered homeless were considered homeless. 

B. The Street Count

Characteristics of the street homeless.  Date indicates the following characteristics of this population:

Total Street Homeless:

119

Gender

Males:


100
84%

Females


12
10%

Unknown Gender

7
6%

The percentage of street homeless who were female dropped from 15% in 2003 to 11% (N=12) in 2004 (see Chart 3). Generally for the Mobile region, women are less inclined to be found on the streets than men.  In part, this is thought to reflect the need for homeless women with children to remain out of public view for fear of loosing their children to the authorities.  In a shift from last year, where no families were identified, two families were identified by the street teams, with a total of five children, aged 7-17, with a median age of  13.6.  One family was composed of a father and 1 child, and a mother and family with four children. Although the families were identified during the street count, technically they are not street homeless, because both families were living in a motel.  

Race

White



53
45%

Black



39
33%

Native American


1
<1%

Asian



1
<1%

Hispanic



1
<1%

Unknown Race


24
20%

Among the homeless, whites constitute about 44% (N=53) of the street population and 33% (N=39) black; the remaining 23% (N=27) counted as unknown. The percentage of “other/unknown” race indicates that there has been an increase of Native Americans, Hispanics, and Asians in this year’s count (see Chart 2).  However, 14 survey sheets (12%), were turned in with no race indicated. In 2000, 46% of the street population was identified as white with 42% as black, and in 2003, 49% were identified as white, and 36% identified as black. Because of the discrepancy of the unknown race, it is not unreasonable to assume the racial balance of street homeless remained about the same from 2003 to 2004.

Gender/Race


White males


61
51%


White females


11
9%

Black males


45
38%

Black females


1
2%

Of the 89 street homeless individuals with whom correlations could be made between gender and race, the following emerged: 38% (N=34) were black males, 2% (N=2) were black females, 51% (N=45) were white males, and 9% (N=8) were white females. Although 25% of the street homeless could not be correlated for gender/race, the trend appears to continue that white males constitute the largest percentage of the population, followed by black males. However, the while male street homeless population grew from 37% in 2003 to 51% in 2004. The jump bears further examination to attempt to determine what socio-economic conditions could account for this large jump. 

Median Age


Male


44.3 years


Female


46.7

Marital Status (% of responses, N=64)

Single, never married

27
42%


Married



5
8%


Separated


2
3%


Divorced


26
41%


Widowed


4
6%

Family Status

2 families


Total # of children 

5


Average age of children 

15.3 years

Length of time homeless (% of responses, N=65):

0 – 3 months


14
22%

4 – 6 months


16
25%

7 – 9 months


4
6%

10 – 12 months


3
4%

13 – 18 months


0
0%

19 – 24 months


6
9%

>24 months


22
34%

Chronic Homeless

10 
3% of total street homeless

Summary: 47% of the street homeless have been such for six months or less; 34% greater than 24 months. 

Reasons for being homeless (% of responses, most frequent answers, N=88):

Unemployment


28
32%

Substance Abuse


15
17%

Income not adequate 

12
14%

Divorce



9
10%

Release from jail


6
7%

Mental illness


6
7%

By choice


5
6%

It should be noted that the homeless were asked to check as many causes that applied, so a person could have checked “Substance Abuse”, “Unemployment”, and “Parents or others required me to leave their home”, which substantiates research that supports the hypothesis that homelessness is the result of a number of socio-economic factors.


Subpopulations (% of responses, N=88)


The subpopulation categories are determined by HUD.
Chronic Homeless

10
3 % of total street homeless


Substance Abuse


15
17%


Mental illness


10
11%


Physical Disability

8
9%


HIV/AIDS


22
Determined from 15 Place case records


Youth, under 18


5
4% of total street homeless


Domestic Violence

0
0%


Veterans



15
13% of total street homeless


C. The Shelter Count


Characteristics of the sheltered homeless.  Date indicates the following characteristics of this population:

Total Sheltered Homeless:

227

Gender

Males:



126
56%

Females



101
44%

Race (% of responses, N=174)
White



83
48%

Black



81
47%

Native American


2
1%

Asian



2
1%

Human



1
<1%

Unknown Race


5
3%

Median Age


Male



38.4 years


Female



35.3 years

Marital Status (% of responses, N=208)


Single, never married

98
47%


Married



15
7%


Separated


22
11%


Divorced


71
34%


Widowed


2
<1%

Family Status

Forty-two homeless families were identified, with a total of 90 children. The average family had 2.1 children, with a median age of 7.7 years. The largest family had eleven children. The families were predominately clustered in the following agencies:

Penelope House



14 Families
33%

Sybil Smith Family Village

7 Families
17%

Volunteers of America


7 Families
17%

Homeless families were also sheltered at:

Baldwin Family Violence Shelter

4 Families
10%

Interfaith Hospitality Network

3 Families
6%

Mobile Mental Health


2 Families
5%

Wings of Life



2 Families
5%

Women in Crisis



2 Families
5%

Salvation Army, Women and Children
1 Family
2%

A census of homeless public school children was conducted concurrently with the PIT on April 14, 2004. School social workers reported a total on 680 homeless children enrolled in the Mobile County Public School System (MCPSS) on that day. Using the HUD definition of “homeless”, school officials estimated that 15% of that total, or 102 homeless school children, fell under the HUD definition. These figures correlate with the 95 children counted in the 2004 PIT.

Upon further investigation, the MCPSS identified 106 homeless school children that fell under the HUD definition of “homeless”. Their demographics are listed below:

Gender

Male 


52
49%


Female 


54
51%

Race

White


45
42%


Black


58
55%


Hispanic


1
<1%


Asian


1
<1%


Other


1
<1%

Age

Age 0 – 5

1
<1%


Age 6 – 12 

49
46%


Age 13 – 18

55
52%


>18


1
<1%


Males 12+

23
22%

It is important to separate out male children over the age of 12, because most shelters will not accept make children over the age of 12, even within an intact family.  Homeless families with male children over the age of 12 are  very difficult to place in emergency shelter. 

Length of time homeless (% of responses, N=176):

0 – 3 months

46
26%

4 – 6 months

26
15%

7 – 9 months

29
16%

10 – 12 months

26
15%

13 – 18 months

21
12%

19 – 24 months

6
3%

>24 months

22
13%

Chronic Homeless
28 
8% of total street homeless

Reasons for being homeless (% of responses, most frequent answers, N=434):
Substance Abuse


91
21%

Income not adequate

90
21%

Unemployment


43
10%

Domestic Violence

41
9%

Parents or others required 

me to leave their home
38
8%

Mental Illness


37
9%

Recently released from

treatment 

10
2%

Recently released from jail
6
1%

By choice


3
<1%

It should be noted that the homeless were asked to check as many causes that applied, so a person could have checked “Substance Abuse”, “Unemployment”, and “Parents or others required me to leave their home”, which substantiates research that supports the hypothesis that homelessness is the result of a number of socio-economic factors.

Subpopulations (% 0f responses, N=234)


The subpopulation categories are determined by HUD.

Subpopulations, Sheltered Individuals 
Chronic Homeless

25
89 % of total sheltered chronic homeless


Substance Abuse


73
31%


Mental illness


41
18%


Physical Disability

23
10%


HIV/AIDS


1
<1%


Domestic Violence

18
8%


Veterans



28
12% 

Subpopulations, Sheltered Families
Chronic Homeless

3
11 % of total sheltered chronic homeless


Substance Abuse


10
4%


Mental illness


10
4%


Physical Disability

7
3%


HIV/AIDS


1
<1%


Youth, under 18


95
Not counted in these responses; 

see Family Status


Domestic Violence

22
9%


Veterans


0
0%

D. The Chronic Homeless Count

Definition of Chronic Homeless – an unaccompanied homeless individual with a disabling condition who has either been continuously homeless for a year or more OR has had at least four (4) episodes of homelessness in the past three years. Disabling condition is defined as “a diagnosable substance use disorder, serious mental illness, developmental disability, or chronic physical illness or disability, including the co-occurrence of two or more of these conditions.” To be considered chronically homeless, persons must have been sleeping in a place not meant for human habitation (e.g. living on the streets) and/or in an emergency homeless shelter during that time.

Characteristics of the Chronic Homeless: Data indicates the following characteristics of this population:

Total Chronic Homeless

36

Chronic Homeless, Street

10
28%

Chronic Homeless, Sheltered
26
72%

Gender, Chronic Homeless, Street

Male



9
90%


Female



1
10%

Median Age, Chronic Homeless, Street

Male



46.3

Female



67.0

Subpopulations, Chronic Homeless, Street

Chronic Homeless

10
100%


Mental Illness


2
20%


Substance Abuse


5
50%

Physical Disability

3
30%

Gender, Chronic Homeless, Sheltered

Male



13
50%


Female



11
42%


Don’t Know 


2
8%

Average Age, Chronic Homeless, Sheltered

Male



38.0

Female



35.6

Subpopulations, Chronic Homeless, Sheltered

Chronic Homeless

26
100%


Mental Illness


3
12%


Substance Abuse


22
85%

Number of Street Chronic Homeless

Mobile County


10
100%


Baldwin County


0
0%

Number of Sheltered Chronic Homeless

Mobile County


23
88%


Baldwin County 


3
12%

Implications

After review the findings, the 2003 PIT Census suggests several implications:

I.
More attention may need to be given to the transient homeless population.  This could include more aggressive outreach with additional opportunities for meeting immediate needs and assistance with traveler's aid. 

II.
A more comprehensive understanding of the transient population is needed.  This could be achieved through more direct contact and surveys to determine who these people are and what their needs are.  Most of the current services focus on the homeless who are locals or regulars, people with family ties to the area.  Questions need to be asked of the street homeless to determine their reasons for being in Mobile.  For example, are they in search of work?  Do they have relatives nearby? Are they just passing through to some other location?

III.
The success of the transitional housing programs is evident through the high degree of participation, particularly among women.  These efforts need to continue, possibly with additional concentration because of the higher number of women on the streets.

IV.
The chronic homeless, those on the street one year or more, continue to present a challenge for intervention.  Considerable progress has been achieved the past several years, particularly through efforts at 15 Place where many long-time street homeless, known as regulars in the downtown area, have been assisted.  The formation of the Chronic Homeless Task Force, and additional housing for the chronic homeless are a step in the right firection.

V.
The Mobile area infrastructure for serving the homeless has developed over an eight-year period proving the effectiveness of outreach and intervention services for the homeless.  This is readily reflected in the drastic overall reduction of homeless since 1994.   Beginning with its inception July of 2000, the primary base for intervention for the homeless has been 15 Place, the daytime service center.  The success of the work of the day center and other agencies serving the homeless, particularly with transitional housing programs, suggests additional needs.

VI.
The increase in the number of homeless enrolled in transitional housing programs requires more emphasis on the development of permanent housing for all individuals with disabilities and low-income. 

VII.
The homeless subpopulations have special needs that need to be addressed within and without the support system. The chronic homeless, more often than not suffering from dual diagnoses, are in special need of support services because they most often exhibit conditions that keep them separated from mainstream resources. It is evident that the support system currently in place offering supportive and mainstream services is making an impact on alleviating the challenges of the homeless subpopulations; however, continued expansion of these services is necessary to help homeless subpopulations become self-sufficient.  

Report compiled by:

Katherine Whiteley, Ph.D.

For More Information:

The Homeless Coalition of the Gulf Coast, Inc.

P.O. Box 444

Mobile, Al 36602

(251) 434-6426

homeless@mobilecan.org
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