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SURVEY OF PERSONS WITHOUT
PERMANENT HOUSING, JANUARY 2008

WHO ARE THE HOMELESS?

On January 31, 2008 1,197 people were counted as being homeless in Omaha and Council
Bluffs. Of those counted, 1,125 people were staying in shelters. Another 72 persons were
found in unsheltered locations through outreach. The data below reflects a sample of 224
individuals out of that total.

Age
Of the people surveyed, the average age of homeless adults (18 and older) was 44 for men and
39 for women. This is in lockstep with numbers generated from the 2007 Annual Homeless

Assessment to Congress, which documented the majority of homeless people to be between
the ages of 31 and 50.

Race

In 2007, Wilder Research found that homeless adults served by the area’s shelter and other
service providers were comprised of racial and ethnic minorities by 50%. This is in stark contrast
to the Omaha-Council Bluffs’ community population in which minorities comprise 17%. In
correlation to the Wilder study’s findings, racial and ethnic minorities make up 53% of the
respondents in this study.

! American Community Survey, 2006.



Race and ethnicity of interviewed homeless adults compared to overall adults
in Omaha and Council Bluffs.

Homeless Adults General Population in
Omaha/Council Bluffs

Other including
multi-racial, or
race

Black or African
American, 13%
American
Indian, <1%

Other, including
multi-racial, or
race
unknown, 8%

unknown, 10%

Asian or Pacific
Islander, 2%

Black or African
American, 36%

Latino 9%

Latino 11%

White or
Caucasian, 49% American
Indian, 5%

Asian or Pacific

Islander, 1% Caucasian, 76%

The 2007 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress also documents racial disparities
within the homeless population, with minorities comprising 59% of the homeless population.
The differences in percentages from Omaha-Council Bluffs to national data reflect the ratios

seen in the local community.

The local survey also revealed that racial and ethnic minorities tend to be homeless longer:
46% of minorities in the survey reported being homeless for a year or more as compared to
39% of non-minorities. Also, a greater percentage of minorities are homeless three or more
times (51%) as compared to Whites (46%).

Education among homeless adults

e 46% had a high school diploma or GED
e 31% had some college coursework

Main income sources among homeless adults

e 13% had steady employment as their primary source of income
e 17% relied on day or temporary labor

Employment

o 24% of people interviewed were employed

o 34% were working full time at the time of the interview

e 26% of adults in transitional housing were working, more than those in any other type
of shelter

e Of those employed, 87% made $9.99 per hour or less.
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Barriers to employment

Of those interviewed, the most frequently mentioned barrier to employment was lack of
transportation (42%). About a one-quarter of respondents cited lack of physical health and
housing. Other reasons reported were mental health or criminal history.

This survey focused on the experience of individuals in homelessness, but some data was
collected relating to homelessness as a family.

Forty-four percent of respondents in the survey had children age 18 or younger. Of those that
had children under age 18, almost 60% had more than one child. The age groupings were fairly
similar: 22% under five years, 26% between age five and nine, 30% between the age of 10 to 14
years, and 22% 15 years or older.

When individuals were asked if they had difficulty getting or keeping housing because of the
size of their family 14 respondents, or 6% of the sample, responded affirmatively. In addition,
14% of respondents answered that their children were not living with them currently due to
program restrictions. And lastly, a majority of respondents with children under age 18 did not
have their children currently living with them: 74%.

HEALTH CONCERNS

Health concerns abound for people that experience homelessness. Physical care, mental
health, and dental care were frequent needs sited by survey respondents. In fact, nearly a
guarter of respondents who indicated that they had a mental health care need also indicated
that they had a physical health care need.

e Medical needs. 48% of respondents felt that they now needed to see a health
professional about a physical health problem. 42% have received care from an
emergency room in the six months prior to the survey.

e Substance use. 52% of respondents have been told that they might be an alcoholic or
chemically dependent. In addition, over 38% of people that responded to the survey
consider themselves an alcoholic or chemically dependent. More men than women
reported substance use disorders.

e Mental health. 37.9% of respondents felt that they needed to see a professional about
an emotional or mental health problem at the time of the survey. Over 50% have
received care from a counselor, psychologist or mental health worker because of
nervousness, depression, or mental health problems.

e Head injuries. Head injuries display symptoms that are concurrent with other mental or
emotional conditions. Understanding the scope of traumatic brain injury within the
population ensures that people receive the right kind of care. 62% of respondents said
that had been hit in the head so hard that they saw stars or were knocked unconscious.
Of those, 67% went to the hospital as a result of that injury, and 48% had problems with
headaches, concentration or memory, understanding, excessive worry, or sleeping.
These statistics point to evidence of traumatic brain injury.
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VIOLENCE AND ABUSE

In addition to concerns of income and health, violence and its close cousin, abuse, are often
found in the lives of people that experience homelessness.

Domestic violence

At the time of the survey, over 21% of respondents had been in a relationship with someone
who physically abused or threatened them in the last twelve months. Twenty-seven percent
(27%) of respondents stayed in an abusive situation because they had no other housing
options. This figure is comparable to homelessness assessments done in places like Fargo, ND,
which document a rate of 26% of individuals staying in abusive relationships due to no other
housing options (Wilder Research, 2006).

Presence of abuse and neglect in the past

Nearly one out of three respondents indicated that they had been abused as children. Similarly,
one in six reported that they had been neglected. The results also show that women
experienced these conditions at a greater rate than men.

SERVICES

Of those that responded to the survey, 96% were assisted by at least one service. The bar chart
below indicates the services most commonly used.

Free or almost free clothing shelves, like Goodwill 66.1%
Hot meal program

Food Stamps

Transportation assistance, including free bus tokens...
Day service centers

Free medical clinic

Free mental health clinic

Outreach services, like a street outreach worker

Public services

o 42% of homeless respondents reported that they received care in an emergency room in
the last six months. Of those, 46% had been to the emergency room two or more times.

e One out of every nine respondents lost or was unable to use their Section 8 voucher at
one point.

e Nearly 30% are currently receiving or on a waiting list for public housing, Section 8
housing, or some other type of housing.

e 12.8% lived in public housing at one point, but was evicted.
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AFFORDABLE HOUSING

In the Omaha-Council Bluffs area during the month of January 2008, median income for survey
respondents was $100. Of those that were employed, the median income was $575.

When budgeting for housing, it is generally accepted through many different industries that
one should budget 30% for one’s housing. After taking the median wages earned by survey
respondents and comparing them to HUD established fair market rent rates, even full time
work is not enough to afford a permanent home:
e 95% of the median income rate earned by the individuals in this survey who were
working would be utilized for a one bed room apartment at the fair market rate.
e The rent for a two bedroom apartment is greater than the median income earned by
the adults who completed this survey.

Comparison of Survey Median Income and Fair Market Rents
in the Omaha Council Bluffs Area

Survey Median Income After
Apartment Size Fair Market Rent Income of People .
Housing Costs
Employed
1 Bedroom S569 S575 S6
2 Bedroom S710 S575 -$135

These comparisons do not include costs for utilities and other necessities of living.
Furthermore, this scenario is made even more complicated if the renter has one or more
children.

Mirroring the conclusions drawn from the Minnesota state-wide survey of homelessness, the
ability to pay for housing costs varied greatly between employed and unemployed homeless
adults.
e 52.5% of people experiencing homelessness that weren’t employed reported being
unable to afford any housing costs.
e 8.7% of those employed part time could not afford to pay anything; 13% reported that
they would be able to pay at least $500 a month
e 5.3% of those employed full time could not afford to pay anything for housing; 36%
were able to pay at least $500 a month.

Barriers to stable housing

In addition to factors relating to being able to pay for housing, respondents reported difficulty
in finding and keeping stable housing most often due to credit problems, substance abuse
problems, and a criminal record.
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SPECIAL POPULATIONS

Long-term homelessness

According to the HUD definition of long-term homelessness, people who have been homeless in
our community for at least one year, or have experienced four or more episodes of
homelessness in the last three years are considered to be chronically homeless. The Omaha-
Council Bluffs’ Point in Time Count in January of 2008 revealed that 46% of homeless counted
fit this definition. In comparison, 42% of survey respondents indicated that they’'ve been
homeless for a year or more and 36% report being homeless four or more times in their
lifetime.

These figures are in sharp contrast to the figures used by the National Alliance to End
Homelessness. The Alliance states that 10-20% of the homeless population nationally fit the
definition of long-term homelessness.

Within the survey, those individuals that experience long-term homelessness were more likely
to be male. They were also less likely to have children with them and less likely to have finished
high school.

Co-Occurring disorders

Many people who have been homeless a long time cope with both a substance use and mental
health disorder: 25% of those surveyed indicated that they have seen a mental health
professional and received services from an outpatient drug and alcohol program.

Homeless veterans

Nearly one in five people (20%) that responded to the survey is a military veteran, and 28.6% of
those individuals served in a combat zone. In addition, survey results indicate that individuals
with military service also have high rates of mental and physical health problems.

The Department of Veterans Affairs released data in 2005 about homeless veterans nationally
that states a higher rate of homelessness than in this project. Their data states that 26% of
people experiencing homelessness in 2005 were veterans (Vital Mission: Ending Homelessness
Among Veterans, 2007).

Also, those military veterans experiencing homelessness in this survey are all men. When
comparing homeless veterans in the survey to other homeless individuals, they were likely to:
e Be older
e Have considered or attempted suicide
e Have a high school diploma or equivalent and some college education
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BACKGROUND

In 2007, an assessment of homelessness in Omaha and Council Bluffs was completed by Wilder
Research. One of the key opportunities for action outlined by Wilder was to collect data that
painted an in-depth picture of homelessness in the community. This data could be used as a
baseline planning document in the goal of ending homelessness as well as a tool for ensuring
that services properly match the need that exists.

MACCH responded by organizing an in-depth survey that would occur in conjunction with the
annual Point in Time Count on January 31, 2008. The survey instrument was adapted from a
similar survey conducted in the state of Minnesota and it was

crafted with the goal of gaining a greater understanding of "~
peoples’ causes for homelessness, as well as what they needed
to exit from their homeless situation.

224 people experiencing
homelessness were
surveyed, which surpassed

MACCH offered this survey opportunity to local providers. In the original goal of 100.
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addition to the data gained from the general interviewed
population, agency specific data would be shared. Stephen Center, Open Door Mission,
Heartland Family Services Transitions, MICAH House, Salvation Army, Community Alliance, and
Siena Francis House agreed to participate and administer the survey at their location.

Once the sites for the survey had been determined, the providers organized their staff to
conduct the interviews. MACCH contributed volunteers from University of Nebraska at
Omaha’s graduate School of Social Work to augment the ranks of interviewers. These
interviewers then completed the Collaborative IRB Training Initiative (CITI Program) to ensure
that the rights and welfare of the people taking the survey were protected. This training was
completed through a partnership with the University of Nebraska Medical Center’s Institutional
Review Board.

In total, 34 interviewers interviewed 224 individuals (94% of whom interviewers felt responded
reliably) currently experiencing homelessness. This number exceeded MACCH’s goal of 100
surveys.
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USES FOR THIS DOCUMENT

This level of in-depth information about people experiencing homelessness can be used by
diverse entities for a number of purposes. Local providers can look at the data that originated
from their agency and discover needs within their own service population. Providers can also
compare the data from their agency with the data from the whole survey population to identify
areas that could be improved.

In addition to providers, government planning bodies and local advocates can use the results of
the study to gain the perspective of the population utilizing services. One example of where this
perspective and data could lend strength is in emerging planning efforts like the Omaha-Council
Bluffs Ten Year Plan to End Homelessness. MACCH Task Forces can also sharpen the focus of
their efforts with the data generated from this project.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This project was a first for the Omaha-Council Bluffs community. It could not have happened
without the teamwork of many different entities. MACCH appreciates the Omaha Community
Foundation, “Fund for Omaha” for the funds that powered this project. Thank you to Erin Bock
who authored this document. Finally, thank you to the following groups for their tremendous
participation and assistance:
e Community Alliance
Heartland Family Service Transitions
MICAH House
Mutual of Omaha
Open Door Mission
Salvation Army
Siena Francis House
Stephen Center
Williams Prepared Place
UNO Center for Organizational Research and Evaluation
UNO School of Social Work

TO LEARN MORE
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