MEMORANDUM

To: Mayor and Members of the City Council

From: Rich Olson, City Manager
Eddie M. Buffaloe, Jr., Chief of Police

Date: March 6, 2020

Subject: Consideration / Discussion - Cold Weather Voucher Program for the
Homeless - Overview of Program’s First Winter Season Operations &
Recommendations

BACKGROUND:

This item was placed on the February 24, 2020 Regular Session; it was pulled
from the agenda during Agenda Adjustments and Approval for review at the
following meeting.

At the request, guidance, and direction of City Council in November of 2019, the
Elizabeth City Police Department was assigned the task to address the homelessness
issue within the City Limits of Elizabeth City. When discussions began, the overall
concern was the approach of winter and temperatures reaching freezing points,
because we have citizens of Elizabeth City who are unable to seek refuge from the
inclement weather due to not having a place to stay for the night. The City Council
wished to address the homelessness issue the City was facing and collaborate to
identify citizens in need and find a solution to problem. To this end, the City allocated
$50,000 in the FY2019-2020 annual budget to support an endeavor to provide
temporary shelter to those in need. It was at this time that the Cold Weather Voucher
Program for the Homeless began, which was an operational plan created by the Police
Department for utilization through the winter months. It was determined that the
program would run from December 15t through February 28t each calendar year.

The Elizabeth City Police Department reached out to the owners of hotels/motels within
the City Limits to seek participation in the program. Initially, three hotels/motels
showed an interest in participation in the program. After further discussions, the Queen
Elizabeth Motel agreed to the terms and conditions set forth and was selected to
partner with the City of Elizabeth City in the program. Motel owner, Mr. Sonal Parmar,
agreed to give two free vouchers for $55.00 each at the beginning of the program; the
$55.00 covered the cost for a one-night stay in a single room at the Queen Elizabeth
Motel. Occupancy in a double room costs $62.00. It was determined that the Voucher



Program would have a limit of 10 vouchers per participant, per season., which equated
to $550.00 per season, per participant. Additionally, it was decided that the Voucher
Program voucher would consist of one voucher per room; for example, if a family of
four was in need, they would receive a voucher for one double room.

A release of liability form was signed by the hotel/motel representative and a member
of the Elizabeth City Police Department releasing the department of all liability of
tenant(s) at the respective hotel/motel locations. It was decided that the Room in the
Inn program would be utilized as the first option to place individuals identified as
homeless into shelter for the night; if Room in the Inn was not available, vouchers
would be distributed to individuals for a one-night stay at a local hotel/motel within City
Limits. Finally, the Voucher Program was initially instituted to be used any time the
weather was 32 degrees or below; however, on January 13, 2020, following the
direction of the City Council, the temperature requirement was lifted.

After an extensive review of the first winter season following the implementation of the
City’s Cold Weather Voucher Program, staff is respectfully making recommendations to
a few revisions to the program in order to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of
operations.

ANALYSIS:

The first winter season following the implementation of the City’s Cold Weather Voucher
Program reveals the following statistics:

» 245 Cold Weather Vouchers have been issued to date.

= The total amount of money spent by the City of Elizabeth City, since the voucher
program began on December 1, 2019, is $13,989.45.

» There have been a total of 27 males and 18 females who have utilized the
voucher program since it began.

= The only hotel/motel used since the voucher program began is the Queen
Elizabeth Motel.

= The Whistling Pines Motel was used one night for three participants; a directive
was given instructing officers to ONLY use the Queen Elizabeth Motel.

» The average call for police service when processing a voucher is 35 minutes per
call.

= 12 participants have received 10 vouchers; One participant has been banned
from the Queen Elizabeth Motel

= A day-to-day use of the voucher program, to date, is as follows:

Number
Males Age Females Age Temperature City Out of of
Range Range Range Identification City/State Vouchers
Males Females Identification Used
27 21-62 18 19-71 | 26°F-67°F 37 8 245




Staff has identified several areas of concern since the implementation of the Voucher
Program:

The Room in the Inn only takes 12 individuals each night. One certain individual
would go to Souls Kitchen to eat and when the Room in the Inn intake began,
this individual would move to the end of the line to be number 13, in order to
assure usage of the Voucher Program.

There was one individual who came from Currituck to Elizabeth City and
requested a voucher because they were told about the voucher program. This
individual did have employment but advised they were homeless and needed a
room.

There have been individuals who have come from Chesapeake, Virginia; Virginia
Beach, Virginia; Norfolk, Virginia, Greenville, North Carolina; Seaboard, North
Carolina; Hertford, North Carolina; Windsor, North Carolina and Camden, North
Carolina who have used the Voucher Program.

There have been incidents where individuals were very demanding to officer(s)
on receiving a voucher because they were told that they could receive up to 10
vouchers and they “were going to get their 10 vouchers now.”

There was an incident where a family demanded a voucher because their gas
was turned off, but it was confirmed they had lights, plug-in heaters, and
kerosene heaters (they were denied).

There is no monitoring for an individual. Once at the hotel, other individuals not
listed on the voucher can come to the room. If they want to drink alcohol or use
drugs, they can do so without the officer’'s knowledge. The only way officers will
know is if they get a call for service to that individual’s room.

There have been occasions when officers were familiar with the individuals,
inquired if the individual had family they could stay with, and the individuals did
not want to stay with family and requested a voucher instead.

On February 6, 2020, one of the participants was arrested while on the premises
of the Queen Elizabeth Motel prior to checking in for disorderly conduct and
given a $250.00 secured bond. This individual’s voucher was voided and given to
another participant.

There are several incidents where participants have used all 10 vouchers and are
now rooming with other participants.

There was an incident where a Pasquotank County Deputy transported a
participant to the Queen Elizabeth Motel who had a Hertford, North Carolina
identification.

One participant has been banned by the Queen Elizabeth Hotel from being on
their property.

One participant owned their own vehicle, drove to the police department each
day, requested a voucher and stayed for 10 consecutive days.

There is a concern with transporting as many as 12 to 13 thirteen participants in
one night, along with concerns of hygiene and sanitary measures. Additionally,



some individuals have baggage they want transported with them (a van would
be beneficial in assisting with transports).

e Complaints have been received of participants having a lot of foot traffic in and
out of their room during the night.

e Having a system to vet participants to determine who is legitimately homeless
and establishing a set time to do intake versus throughout the day would be
beneficial; it is recommended that that would take place directly after Souls
Kitchen ends for that day.

e On March 1, 2020, one of the voucher recipients OD'd at the motel. Police and
Fire responded and were able to revive the individual.

The number of homeless vouchers has increased significantly since the program'’s
inception due to an increase in awareness of the program, i.e. by “word of mouth.”
Individuals are becoming more aware that the City of Elizabeth City has a program in
place to issue free vouchers for a one night stay in a motel. The forecast is that there
will continue to be people outside the of the City, from other counties and even states,
who will want to participate in the Voucher Program. The Elizabeth City Police
Department has not been adversely affected in performing its regular duties and
assignments due to facilitating the Voucher Program thus far; however, the concern for
transporting 12 to 13 participants in one night is challenging. Additional increases in
program participants could potentially cause difficulty in staff transport.

In order to meet the need of our homeless community through the Cold Weather
Voucher Program, while at the same time ensuring that the program can operate in an
efficient and effective manner, staff is respectfully requesting Council’s consideration in
1) going back to the 32 degrees or lower stipulation for approved participation in the
program and 2) requiring participants to be a current resident of Pasquotank County in
order to be able to receive motel vouchers.

STAFF RECOMMENDATION:

By motion, authorize the Elizabeth City Police Department to continue to oversee the
City’s Cold Weather Voucher Program by using the Queen Elizabeth Motel; and modify
the program to establish 32 degrees or lower as a guideline for participation, as well as
require that participants be a current resident of Elizabeth City/Pasquotank County.



