FOCUS GROUP MEETING COMMENTS

Disabled and Special Needs Focus Group Meeting (1-11-05)

Adult Education Programs – East County needs services.  This is an isolated area with a high percentage of low-income residents.  Immigrant needs are huge and will continue to increase.  Language learning, job skills training, and child care are big issues for a huge population that has no other options. There needs to be an effective ways to let immigrants know about available services and how these services can be accessed.

Spanish language education for service and care providers is very important.  Most care providers do not speak Spanish.  There are no classes geared to individuals who need Spanish language skills for work.  Spanish speaking individuals represent the biggest population that the Community Technology Center is seeing in the east County.

There needs to be more recognition by service providers that there staff need to be trained in other languages.

HIV and Substance Abuse Services - Bilingual services are very important for providers of services for treatment, rehabilitation, and HIV services.  The service providers need to be culturally sensitive as well as proficient in other languages.  Service providers would love be able to train and retain individuals who are bi-lingual and bi-culturally sensitive.  But the marketplace does not allow community based organizations to train and retain such individuals.  There is a huge gap in the need for bi-lingual and bi-cultural services and individuals who can assist these individuals—both in the west and east portions of the County.  Service providers are inundated with requests for treatment and housing assistance and cannot help everyone.  There is a long waiting list for services.

Legal Aid -   Bi-lingual and bi-cultural services are also a problem in providing legal assistance to immigrant and language minority populations.  Another side to the issue is language access in general.  Public entities, such as police, hospitals, housing authority, etc. are not providing enough language access.  In Alameda County, public agencies have adopted a language access plan.  Fair housing counseling and assistance are vital because many of the clients have no other place to turn and might end up homeless without legal aid.  Many clients have mental health issues.  The Housing Authority and private rental property owners do not seem to understand mental health issues.  Rental property owners are not always aware of legal requirements to provide reasonable accommodations.  Mental health and substance abuse issues are often linked—substance abuse service providers need to work more closely with legal service providers to assist substance abusers and individuals with mental disabilities who might otherwise end up on the streets.

One attendee asked whether HUD guidelines prohibit expenditure of funds on undocumented individuals.  A substantial portion of clients for services are undocumented immigrants, which means they can’t quality for MediCal services.  Undocumented individuals are going un-served or showing up in emergency rooms.  They are being served at a really high cost with poor outcomes.

Anecdotal evidence from Alameda County providers suggests that Southeast Asian immigrants have greater need for services than other groups.

Transportation Needs:  Transportation services have to be available for special needs groups to take advantage of housing and services.  Many special needs groups cannot use regular fixed route services and need to use special transit services, such as paratransit and dial-a-ride.  Regular public transit services need to be supplemented with funding for special transportation to and from the primary employment, services, child care, and other places that lower-income individuals need to go on a daily places.  Many special needs groups can spend an hour or more each way to access services.  Many of the transit vehicles available to special needs groups are not adequate for special needs individuals, as frail elderly, individuals with limited mobility, or individuals with mental disabilities who cannot use regular public transit without assistance.  Special transit service is very expensive compared to the use of regular public transit for those who cannot get where they need to be without assistance.

Sometimes individuals must take a very convoluted route to travel a relatively short distance.  There isn’t enough funding to provide the level of transportation services that special needs clients prefer.  Paratransit providers are required to respond to every transit request—they are not allowed to deny a request, yet the funds are not available to service all of the transit needs.

School-based services:  Mt. Diablo and other school districts attempt to provide early intervention counseling and treatment for at-risk children.  School funding continues to decline compared to the needs, particularly for school districts with large minority populations.  CDBG is most important to filling funding gaps for school districts that cannot otherwise serve children at-risk.

Vocational training for youth with learning disabilities and those with developmental disabilities (Level 1, who function at a high level) is another important community need.  The purpose of the services is to help children with learning and other disabilities to make a successful transition to the world of work.  This program is hugely under-funded and does not exist in the central County due to lack of funding.  The Department of Rehabilitation provides funding in the east County.

There also appears to be problem with availability and access to school-based services in different parts of the County.

Affordable Housing – There are affordable rental housing developments throughout Contra Costa County.  Some provide facilities in their developments for supportive services for their  residents, but there is often a lack of service providers—bodies to provide the services. Owners  have to rely on community-based groups to provide services and programs in the facilities that are part of their residential projects.  As an example, one of Eden’s developments has space for a child care provider, but the provider closed and the space is now empty.  Residents have lost a convenient source of child care. There should be a more coordinated approach to matching housing providers with available facilities with service providers so that the services can be brought to the clients where they live.  The greatest gaps are in family projects.

Public facility, public works, and infrastructure needs -   Some community nonprofits have available building space, but the spaces need rehabilitation or reconfiguration to provide suitable space for clients.  For individuals with disabilities, accessibility is important so that clients do not have to take more expensive paratransit is equally important to the availability of facilities that house the service providers.  Some bus stops are not accessible with curb cuts.

Adult Day Health Service - There is one licensed adult day health care provider in the County, but the state has placed a moratorium on further licensing as a cost savings measure.  There is a need for a new facility to house the adult day health program, but there is a lack of suitable space.

Multi-Service Centers -   Nonprofits could join in supporting multi-service centers to make it more feasible to provide facilities to house services.

Concluding Comments:

1. There is an on-going gap in youth services, particularly those with mental health problems, who would otherwise end up in the corrections systems.  There few appropriate services for psychological health.

2. The model for HIV/AIDS care should move toward case management and day services under one roof.  There is an equal amount of need in both east and central County, but there are not facilities or services available.

3. There is a need for additional legal assistance and counseling for victims of domestic violence—these individuals need short term shelter or transitional housing, restraining orders, child care, health services, mental health counseling, independent living skills training, and permanent housing.  There is a growing need among immigrant populations to assist victims of domestic violence.

4. There is a need for more affordable, accessible housing.  There is no emergency shelter in the east County for single adults.

5. There is an ongoing problem with linking individuals who need accessible housing with available housing units.  More coordination and collaboration is needed between housing providers and service providers.  More advance notice of the availability of units under construction would be helpful.  A countywide housing and information referral service would help.

6. There is a need for broader outreach through the Contra Costa County Department of Social Services to refer clients to the availability of accessible housing for persons with disabilities. 

Female Headed Household Focus Group Meeting (1-11-05)


Education and Job Skills Training The highest priorities are housing and job skills.  Job skills put people back to work.  Housing is very unaffordable right now.  Female-headed households can’t afford to pay the rent, can’t afford child care, and can’t go out and look for a job.  With better job prospects and greater earning potential, many of the other problems faced by female headed households could be resolved.

Child Care Services:  There is a critical group of households who cannot qualify for subsidized child care, which limits options for working.  Child care providers can only do so much to meet the subsidized child care needs.  These households can’t place their children into an affordable child care center.  Parents may be forced to use unlicensed child care, which can place children at risk.  There are available spaces for child care, but these slots aren’t being filled because many single parents cannot afford the unsubsidized child care.

The range of cost of child care can range from $1,000 to $1,200 per month in the south County for a child under two years old.  In the Concord area, the cost per month is closer to $800 to $1,000 per month.  Some child care providers are forced to lower what they charge, and this makes it difficult to stay in business as a licensed child care provider.  Child care providers have to cut costs in ways that may reduce the level of child care.  Even the state payments are too low—between $600 and $700 per child.

Most of the families that are served by the Crisis Center could never afford the cost of child care in Contra Costa County.  The eligibility list for the alternative payment program (many of which are single parents) is now at 4,000, and there aren’t nearly enough funds to cover all those who are eligible.

Transportation Services:  Transportation costs can be a barrier for families just starting out on a job.  BART can cost over $130 per month.  The scattered nature of service and jobs in Contra Costa County makes it more difficult to obtain accessible transportation.  Limited bus service is a problem in some parts of the County.  Families receiving subsidized services have the greatest problem with transportation—perhaps as many as 80 percent rely on public transportation.

The Child Care Center is only allowed to provide two additional hours per day of child care to account for transportation time getting to and form work or home.  Many parents have to take more than one bus to get to child care and work and make spend two hours each way.  Access to transportation also affects family stress and ability to stay in the work force.  Knowing that their children are safe and in licensed child care can reduce a parent’s stress level for parents.  

Nutrition Services:  Nutrition and the availability of food at a reasonable cost is a top concern of women with children.  There is a growing problem of childhood diabetes and malnutrition.  The food that is available to these families and inexpensive is often the wrong kind of food.  The benefit of a nutrition program is to ensure that children get nutritious meals.  Federal funding for nutrition programs has been reduced and now requires a lot more paperwork in relation to the cost benefit for eligible parents. 

Another part of the problem is that there is not enough nutritional awareness among many lower-income families, yet proper nutrition is most critical in the early years of childhood development.  Many parents do not have the time to prepare nutritious meals.  Keeping a nutrition program active is very important to ensure that there is more information to give to parents on proper nutrition.

Another benefit of participation in nutrition programs is that they require site visits to ensure that children receive proper nutrition.

Before and After School Care:  Without adequate funding, school-age children will end up home alone.  This is the part of the day that places children at greatest risk of being involved in gangs or other problem activities.  Many of the available programs only run during the school year or are only available before school.  Many of the programs are only available until 6 p.m.  Many parents on CalWorks do not work a standard 8 or 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. day but work hours that are not typically covered by after school programs.  The problem is compounded for families with children of different ages at different schools, where the available programs may have different hours.

Because child care is so unaffordable, many parents have their older pre-teen children taking care of pre-school children.

Domestic Violence Services:  Services for victims of domestic violence is limited—there are not shelters or supportive services for most of these women.  These women are in an unsafe environment but have no safe environment to go to.  It also puts their jobs at jeopardy.  Children from homes with domestic violence are supposed to be a priority for child care providers (respite care).  But there isn’t enough money to address these needs.

Bi-Lingual Services:  Bi-lingual and bi-cultural services are important—Spanish is the primary non-English language, but there are others (such as Farsi speaking clients).  This is a huge gap, in particular, in the Monument Corridor.  The language barrier makes it difficult to communicate with the parents.  There is also a huge literacy problem with many lower-income clients, particularly those with limited English language skills.  This limits the ability to deliver services to many clients, since much of the communication is in writing.  The communication barrier is very difficult for housing, health care, and other more technical issues.

Child Care Provider Training:  Provider training for early childhood education is also very important.  The Learning Institute has a program called “The Provider Development Project” that trains family child care providers in early childhood education.  This is a subsidized service.

Health Services:  The Healthy Families program is a good program, except the rules and paperwork are so complicated, that many families do not take advantage of the program.  Limited English skills increase the difficulty.  There are few dentists and other health care providers that will accept MediCal patients at the state rate.  Access to transportation to health services makes it even more difficult to access health care.  MediCal care for single mothers is also an important need.  Many parents do not have health care coverage even though their children do.

Monument Corridor Focus Group Meeting (1-15-05)

Economic Development

· Computers needed and computer education

· Internet cafe

· Low-interest loans/ micro –loans

· Community bank or credit union

· Home business development

· Small business planning/entry level and in Spanish

· Training/coaching in Spanish to existing small businesses

· Community level financial information and education

· Facilities growth in the Monument Cooridor

· Mixed/used development: small business bottom floor and upper level housing

· Day labors hanging out on Monument Blvd. Need more capacity at Monument Futures to reduce the numbers 

Facility Space

· Meeting, office space

· Space open to the residents for gatherings/celebrations

· Facility space/kitchen

· Large room for large groups

· Senior meeting space within walking distance

Transportation 

· Specific to group needs: senior, youth

· Door to door for seniors

· Combo-taxi or jitney service/ set up as small businesses> non-profit

· Donation of City’s extra van

Housing

· Terms on home purchases

· HOME program

· First-time home buyers support

· families living with multi-families, in garages, homeless

· Advocates-housing rights

· Code enforcement: community clean-up

Health and Social Services

· Parent and community education

· Low-cost, free medical clinic

· Health education

· Food purchase co-op

· More outreach to residents on how to connect with services

· You’re here – now what: l & R/review outreach

· Young pregnant girls/minors

· Survey of resources that exist

· Ethnic-Language-Breakdown %/ accessibility

· How to show community benefit-became 51%

· Expand welcome committee & packets

Education

· More Pre-school

· After school programs –all age groups

· Working parents needs: different hours

· Go to council meetings

· Adult education full

· Education on how to function within schools

· ESL classes

· Teens and parents-of-teens support groups

· Youth development: culturally appropriate

· Goal setting for all ages

· Outreach

· Education

· Mentoring

· Parent participation – expand horizons

· Local library with computers

Other Priorities

· Legal services/outreach re: existing services

· Predatory lending services 

· Curb cuts/handicap accessibility

· People without real skills preparing taxes and other services

Homeless Needs Focus Group Meeting (1-19-05)

The two biggest needs are for affordable housing (including more Section 8 vouchers) and jobs.  In homeless shelters, clients who are veterans go to East Bay Works every day, but the Veteran’s Administration is not serving the employment needs.  Many have employment skills but not good access to information on employment.

A substantial cut in Section 8 vouchers could hurt efforts to mainstream homeless persons.  Perhaps the Contra Costa Consortium could develop a local rental assistance program.  

There needs to be more affordable housing, but many homeless do not qualify for affordable housing programs.  Most rental programs focus on households earning 30 to 50 percent of median, but the typical homeless client does not even have 30 percent of median income.  Many homeless persons have criminal histories or credit issues that make it difficult to get into rental housing.  A local rental assistance program could help increase the availability of rental housing.  Tenant selection criteria are often a barrier to providing permanent housing for homeless individuals.

Over time, many homeless individuals don’t need supportive services, but they may need indefinite rental subsidies.  For example, the Shelter Plus Care program focuses on housing with supportive services but long-term rental assistance.

Another problem is that many homeless clients do not fit a special needs category (persons with disabilities, large family, etc.) that would receive priority for assisted rental housing.  There are also very large families (families with eight or more persons) that need housing with four or more bedrooms, which is very scarce.

Perhaps the Consortium could develop a local version of the Section 8 program that provides rental subsidies for the hard-to-serve homeless population.   One option is to create a master leasing program to work with landlords so that they will accept homeless clients.  One issue with a master leasing program is the inspection and maintenance of leased units.  Many clients are hard on rental units, and the master leasing program operator would be responsible for making repairs to such units.

Move-in costs are often a significant barrier to obtaining rental housing, and there are very few resources available to pay these costs.  There is very little FEMA money for rental assistance—the pot of funding gets narrower.  Local communities are helping out with contributions of CDBG and other funds, but the homeless service providers must administer and monitor the use of the funds.  Many homeless services providers do not have the staffing capacity to take on additional responsibilities.

There are some private funding sources for assistance with move-in costs and rental assistance, but the perception of homeless clients by private funders needs to be changed.

There is not enough land for affordable housing in Contra Costa County.  There needs to be a balance—every jurisdiction passes a housing plan but does not focus on the groups that need affordable housing the most.

Each year the homeless Continuum of Care establishes priorities through the NOFA process and conducts a gaps analysis for various homeless population sub-groups.  The largest gap always tends to be single adult homeless services, because that is the largest groups, and the other groups tend to be left out.  There may be a need to look beyond the sheer numbers of individuals in each population group.  The Consolidated Plan may need to use different criteria for establishing priorities than the total number of individuals in a population group with unmet needs.

One problem is the public perception of the homeless.  There would be more community support for homeless programs if the public had a better perception of who is homeless.  The homeless depicted in the media are the worst case scenarios, which is not the typical homeless client.  A public relations effort should be part of the plan to address homelessness.

Another piece is services—the Shelter Plus Care program requires services to match and be integrated with housing.  But funding for supportive services has been cut.  Homeless providers don’t have the money to provide services to with housing. Providing services to use and maintain the Shelter Plus Care housing voucher is becoming increasingly difficult.

Providing shelter and housing for families, particularly large families, is very difficult.  Many rental agencies want to charge a fee for each individual in a family for credit and background checks.

Youth Focus Group Meeting
(1-19-05)

Job training for youth for real world experience is very important.  Training for certain trades and businesses that most need labor is important.  Career counseling needs to be part of the training process.  Training youth on how to get a job and keep a job is very important.  A clothes closet for those that do not have appropriate attire for a job interview is also important.  The entire job search process is very important.

Proper housing for youth—many do not live with their families. 

Many young adults need assistance in obtaining a GED after high school.  Many young people are having children and drop out of school before obtaining their high school degrees.  Education assistance is also important for youth who want to go to college but do not have all of the needed courses.

Child care for youth with children is important.

There are many run-away youth who need a place to go.  Most the homeless and run-away youth are not prepared to live on their own.

There is a discrepancy between services for youth under the age of 18 versus over the age of 18.  There is currently a shelter for about 157 kids in Contra Costa County, which is only about three percent of the need for kids under the age of 18.  Contra Costa County used to have places for run-away and homeless youth to serve about 11 percent of the County’s population.  There has been both an increase the need as the County’s population has increased and a decline in the number and capacity of facilities and services for run-away youth.

It also works the other way—children under the age of 18 cannot apply directly for food stamps, housing, or employment (without their parents consent).

Need to start working with youth between the ages of 15 and 16—by the time these youth turn 18, they end up on the street if they cannot go back to their parents.  These individuals are not in the system any longer and not eligible or many services oriented to minors.  Many of the “adult” youth are not able, or don’t know how, to access available housing and other services.

The social services system is not designed to deal with the needs of out-of-school youth who have not yet reached 18 but are not with their families.  They lack access to housing, health services, education, and other services.  It is difficult to get these youth to focus on the long-term when they can barely make it through the day.

A youth shelter that also provides mentoring and training would help.  A transitional living center would be even better to give young people a longer period of time to transition on their own.   The longer that young people are in emergency shelter, the more difficult it is to re-unite them with their families because they get used to being in the shelter system.  Many of these children end up in the child protective services system.

Unaccompanied males who are 18 to 21 have a particularly difficult time accessing emergency or transitional housing services—these individuals don’t want to mix with the adult homeless facilities and services.  They often end up on the street.

For those youth who are not homeless or run-aways, substance abuse is a big problem.  Substance abuse treatment and rehabilitation would help.  With counseling and job opportunities, these youth can turn around their lives.  HUD needs to fund more Youth Build programs.  Only 59 programs nationwide were funded by HUD.

Transportation is a major problem, whether to access substance abuse treatment, getting to school, or getting to a job.

After school programs and youth centers are important for children of working parents.  There used to be more such programs and places for kids to hang out after school while their parents are at work.  Kids want to be able to go the existing center to do their homework and work on the computers, but the center is not open as many hours.  The center made kids want to be there—they looked forward to being at the center.  These programs and centers keep youth engaged and want to come back.  These programs keep kids off the street.

Transportation to youth centers and programs is a problem—kids often don’t have access to private transportation and/or public transportation is not readily available after school.

At-risk and low-income youth need to be exposed to youth programs at a young age so that they will know what other life opportunities are available.  Need to have programs that allow low-income youth to experience cultural and recreational activities that are available to middle and upper-income youth.

Children with disabilities need special counseling or sometimes medications to keep them focused and functional.  

Counseling and training for parents of at-risk youth needs to be part of the solution.

Accessible and affordable health care is a problem for low-income youth.  Dental services is a particular need.  Minor to moderate health problems are often more difficult to address than severe health problems, which can often be addressed with available programs.  Accessible and affordable transportation to health service centers is also a problem.

The County Mental Health Department has started a mobile response team to assist mentally disturbed children in their homes before a crisis arises.  Mental health funds for counseling and therapy should be linked to meeting other community needs.

There is a huge problem with youth who have criminal records.  Legal assistance in helping them expunge their record would help get a job.

Another major challenge is that many young people have outstanding vehicle violations.  There should be more programs to allow youth to participate in community services in lieu of paying fees for violations.  Some individuals have several thousand dollars in unpaid fines.

Would like to see a program in which a group of young people could be trained to deal with a disaster or emergency, and assist seniors in particular.  Young persons can be trained in evacuation, sand bagging in case of flooding, who to call in an emergency, first-aid, and other urgent needs.

There used to be a program the County called the “Bucket Brigade” to take air samples in the event of a toxic release.  The County had to eliminate funding for analyzing the samples.

Diversifying training opportunities for youth is important.  There need to be more programs that provide a range of vocational training in business, nursing, and other technical professions.  These programs have to identify each individual’s passions and focus on training for employment in technical fields that match the person’s interest.  Career counseling and greater exposure to different professions would help.  Need better coordination with schools and community colleges.

There is little funding and few programs for vocational and technical training for youth who are not interested in going, or ready to go, to college.  Science and other course are being cut back, which will make it more difficult for youth to get access to training for future vocational/technical careers.

Schools don’t teach “street awareness” that prepare youth to be on their own when they turn 18 or deal with typical daily life problems.  Services to build stronger families would help.

Access to a network that can help youth get employment is often as, or more important, than the job training itself.  Shame and social stigma often prevents kids from working at low-skill jobs.  

More one-on-one mentoring for young people between ages 10 and 16 could help guide at-risk youth through school and life decisions.  Something like a big brother or big sister program, so that these kids will be ready to be on their own when they are 18.

A big part of the problem for young people is that things are not “right” at home.  The parents need access to information and services.  Need to address the problems that many parents have with substance abuse, lack of education or skills, etc.  Youth problems often start in the home if parents have problems.  Limited access to language and culturally appropriate information and services is an important need.  A comprehensive reference guide would help.

Lack of role models for youth is a problem, even if there aren’t problems in the home.  The street environment can get kids in trouble unless there are role models outside the home that kids can connect with.

Senior Needs Focus Group Meeting (1-20-05)

Adult day care – the senior population is aging, and many have medical conditions that require nursing home care.  The cost of nursing home care is a tremendous burden on families.  Many don’t have insurance for nursing home care.  Adult day care programs can help seniors stay out of nursing homes as long as possible at home with their families.  Capacities and facilities are limited in Contra Costa County, particularly in the eastern part of the County.  Need to double the capacity to provide adult day care.

It is difficult to put a value on what is more important—food, clothing, day care, health care.  All are important.  Anything that can be done to keep seniors out of nursing home care would be beneficial.

The Contra Costa Area Agency on Aging recently completed a survey.  The top issues of concern are housing, finances, health care, and transportation.  The Agency works every day to ensure that seniors can age in place.  Anything that can delay instutionalization and that allows older adults to age in place is a priority.  This is true especially for those in the lower economic end, where most of the need exist.  The recent survey clearly pointed out that many seniors and persons with disabilities are in a crisis mode and cannot take care of their basic needs.

Affordable housing, primarily rental housing and access from the home into the community, were important needs identified in the survey.

There is an increasing need for seniors who need ramps built to their homes.

Transportation services are also important.  The County Connection (which operates the County Connection Link, paratransit service) provides transportation services to seniors.  Due to funding reductions, County Connection cannot address all of the special needs for seniors and persons with disabilities.  Sometimes federal funding is used for services, but not for transportation.  Has also assisted homeowners in building handicapped access ramps and providing other assistance to ensure seniors can stay in their homes as long as possible.

Sometimes seniors have to choose between medication and food.  A money management programs that helps seniors who cannot pay for such services is important for those who live on $800 or $900 per month.  

So much money is being spent on residential care facilities, that this type of shelter is becoming more prevalent compared to conventional housing.

Many frail elderly and those with Alzheimer’s disease who are on MediCal end up in nursing home prematurely. 

Many seniors who started food banks and other programs are now in their 80s and won’t be able to volunteer much longer.  All of the services for seniors are related and should be tied together to allow seniors to stay in their homes as long as possible.  Service efforts and funding should be coordinated as much as possible among the various agencies serving seniors.

Most seniors are on fixed incomes and don’t have the money to pay for necessary medications due to the rising cost of health care.  Many seniors won’t turn on their utilities due to the rising cost. The City of Pittsburg is trying to match youth volunteers with seniors to help with daily chores, home and yard clean-up, and other services for seniors.

There is also a need for multi-cultural and multi-lingual services.  Contra Costa County is an increasingly diverse place.  The issue is not only to create programs but to have access to current programs.  There are many people who need services but cannot access them due to language and cultural barriers.  The Latino senior population, in particular, is growing.  Many Latino seniors live with their families or are tied to their families, but growing numbers are trying to live independently.  Services that can help Latino and other minority seniors to live independently and have access to services and social activities is important.  

Most cities don’t plan areas for seniors—places to walk, parks, and other areas.  The ability to move about the community is important.  Need to make Contra Costa an elder friendly community.

Because of budget cuts, relying more on volunteers and consolidating efforts between organizations may be necessary.

There is a real need for transportation for the elderly—they can’t get to the services, doctors’ appointments, and other place they need to go.  Need to provide more programs that can train more volunteers who can provide transportation for seniors.

Would like to see dismantling of the funding “silos” (separate, single-purpose organizations) so that more people can be served.  Should be able to blend programs and services to meet the needs of a greater variety of groups.  This may require sharing of facilities and merging of organizations into a multifunctional entity so that services can be provided more efficiently.  With the possible reduction in funds for services, there will have to be changes in the way organizations provide services.

When preparing a Consolidated Plan, the Contra Costa Consortium should not just focus on the needs of today, but should also try to predict the future.  Can look at trends, such as the increase in diversity of communities with their own traditions and their own ways of doing things.  The Plan needs to focus on meeting these changing needs.  Need to look at a more inclusive way, not just at one thing, but at a “bundle” of things.   Need to think a little bit broader than any one thing.  

One thing that is different about seniors and the ways that services can be delivered is the network of senior centers.  These centers could be more effectively used to deliver services.  Some act more like a social club than a multi-service center.  There is no coordination among the senior centers in the County.  In 1970s, the County and the Area Agency on Aging used community centers to create ‘focal points’ for a wide range of services for all special needs groups, including seniors.  Maybe all of the area nonprofits in a community could use the existing network of senior centers to create focal points for the delivery of services.

The Concord Senior Center is creating a multi-service delivery approach to blend all of the services available to seniors.

Each jurisdiction looks at its senior center in a different way.  Some communities attempt to evaluate the needs of their seniors and use the senior center as the focal point for meeting those needs.  Advocacy on behalf of senior needs may be part of need to ensure the local decision makers make the best use of their senior centers.

One the challenges of bringing multiple social services together in a focal point (such a downtown area) is that some communities do not want too much of their primary commercial areas devoted to social services.

Another problem is that service providers are often allowed to locate in areas and buildings that are not very accessible.  The needs of the clients who will be served should be part of the planning process.  The physical planning is just one part of the problem for seniors.  As stores and other commercial establishments get larger, it is more difficult for seniors to shop on their own.

There is a large problem for seniors who do not have low enough incomes to qualify for MediCal and other public social services yet don’t have enough income to meet their own needs.  Also a problem for senior immigrants who came to the U.S. after 1996.

There is also a problem for senior homeless—between six and 11 percent of individuals in shelters are seniors.  Senior homelessness if often hidden.  

Seniors with mental health problems are also difficult to serve and often end up homeless because many facilities do not want to deal with behavioral problems.

Even with adult protective services, fraud protection for seniors is still a problem, especially in residential care facilities.

Fall prevention – installing grab bars, skid resistant rugs, and other accessibility features to keep seniors safe in their homes and out of institutions is also important.  A large percentage of seniors who fall and break their hips or suffer other injuries aren’t able to return home. 

Economic Development Needs Focus Group Meeting (1-25-05)

Is there a relationship between the planning process required under the McKinney-Vento homeless program, the County’s plan to end homelessness, the Continuum of Care plan, and the Consolidated Plan?

The Community College District and the Regional Training Institute (serves Walnut Creek) sees a growing demand for English as a Second Language (ESL) courses as part of technical training (such as computer skills).  The demand is extraordinary and will keep growing.  The demand is toward technology skills, for all age levels.

Education is important for small business start-ups.  CDBG funds are used with other funds to assist individuals in starting small business.  Assistance in other language is important.  The funding to provide start up capital for small businesses is still lacking.

Financial training (personal financial aspects and credit issues) is also important to gear individuals for business operation.  Individuals may not understand how their personal credit and financial management skills are crucial in obtaining funding for a small business start up.  Financial training also includes business and marketing planning skills.

A number of years ago, organizations serving community needs had to look at economic needs and goals for the family throughout the entire continuum of their lives.  Financial training and management is an important aspect of achieving economic goals.

Financial training and credit counseling is important even to obtain housing.

Providing training services (whether business or homebuyer training) in other languages is critical given the growing diversity of languages and cultures.  Multi-lingual and cultural services are extremely important to assisting recent immigrants, particularly mothers with new children, to obtain the basic skills they need to obtain housing and earning a living wage.  In addition to Spanish, Laotian and Cantonese are growing languages.

Housing, transportation, living wages, and a stable non-violent home are the four critical needs for success.

Individuals with criminal histories face a number of barriers to obtaining housing, jobs, or starting businesses.  They need assistance in expunging their court records.  The key is to identify professions in which persons coming out of incarceration can enter and provide the necessary training and counseling.  Need to identify professions that do not have strict legal barriers to entry by those who have criminal records.  Need to identify jobs that can be self-sustaining and pay living wages.  Many of the job sectors that have the greatest prospects for job growth, such as life sciences, bio-technology, and health services, are difficult to enter for individuals with criminal records.

Many start-up business owners have do not have experience with the preparation of a personal budget or how to prepare their taxes, and other important business management requirements.  This is particularly a problem for individuals starting up a licensed child care business.  Some child care providers do not look upon child care as a profession or business—they tend to view it more a way to earn some extra money for the household.

An entrepreneurial training program can help develop the mindset and skills necessary to start and maintain a successful business—whether in childcare or other type of business.  Success must be tied to a strong desire to pursue the business and what that business does.

Individuals who are successful in child care have a business mind set and understand the steps necessary to set up a professional business.  Successful child care providers can make $8,000 or $9,000 per month.  The ability to communicate with parents is an important aspect of being successful.

Many child care providers do not have banking accounts for cash flow.  Many do not have money to save to create a financial cushion.  Others are on “check systems” because of poor credit or bad checks, cannot establish financial accounts, or face very high fees to open accounts.  Once individuals are on a check system, it is very difficult to get their names removed.

Does the County plan to address the availability of Section 8 rental assistance as part of its plan to end homelessness?  The lack of affordable, stable, and secure housing is one of the greatest barriers to homeless people transitioning to an independent, stable life.

The location of the County’s financial training center in the central part of the County can be a barrier to those who do not have their own transportation or convenient access to public transportation.

Organizations can provide the training for small businesses and licensing, but they cannot subsidize the start-up costs of obtaining state required licensing, which can include training and certifications (such as CPR for child care providers).

Workers need to be prepared for the future jobs that will be available.  For example, technical jobs in the petrochemical industries represent a large sector of employment market in Contra Costa County.  There are few individuals locally who are being trained for these jobs.  Petrochemical companies often have to import workers, many of whom leave due to the cost of housing.

Some of the improvements that can be made to the County’s small business and micro-enterprise program include:

1. Streamlining the loan process so that is more like a home mortgage loan. The paperwork and process can be a barrier for those who would rather borrow money from a family member or take out a second loan on their homes.

2. It is difficult to qualify for the programs due to job creation and income means testing.  Participation also requires that the loan be sound, which means that evidence of successful business management and financial training is important.  Perhaps the County should require loan applicants to participate in the financial and/or business training.

The County’s small business assistance loan program is very important, despite some of the drawbacks.  The County has made a small number of loans, but about 70 percent have been successful in that the loans are being repaid and the businesses are still in operation.

The expectation is sometimes that business assistance is a grant, not a loan.  The business owner must pick up certain costs and must understand and be prepared to pay those costs to make a success of the business.  Indicators of “intentionality” are important to determine which start up businesses will succeed.

Youth Build and other job training programs are important in providing employment skills, particularly for young people. Many young persons, particularly after they start their first jobs, do not have the financial knowledge or know-how to manage their money.

To use limited resources as most effectively as possible, the County should focus on supporting existing organizations as much as possible without reinventing the wheel or starting new programs.

Confidence building and the psychology of success are important aspects of accomplishment, whether as a business owner or an employee.  A high level of confidence may be particularly critical for women and minority business owners.  An example of a successful program that addresses cultural-specific barriers is a Spanish-language support group for women and small business owners.  These individuals also need to understand the culture of American business and how to succeed in that culture.  Having the help of those in the community who are successful and can mentor others is very important.

Individuals in many urban areas (such as North Richmond) don’t have access to fresh produce and public parks/open spaces for recreation.   

1
PAGE  
18
Contra Costa Consortium

2005-2009 Consolidated Plan


