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United Way lobbies for increased funding for 2-1-1 system
2-1-1 makes human services easier to access in Whatcom county
Olympia—United Way representatives lobbied this Thursday to increase state funding for the 2-1-1 system by $750,000.
The funding is in addition to the $1 million already appropriated to the system and is just one item on the United Way of Washington State lobbying agenda, which includes the support of bills that will address homelessness and educational quality for low income families.
The 2-1-1 system is a telephone number to connect individuals to health and human services in their community. 
According to Erica Hollick, project manager of United Ways of Washington, the event was the second annual United Way Lobby Day and more than 60 United Way representatives attended.

“Our goal is to meet with legislators to show them how their actions in Olympia can improve life locally,” She said.

According to Hollick, the additional $750,000 for the 2-1-1 system is part of a budget request for 2009 in the legislature to help provide disaster relief for recent flooding and storms. The budget will be drafted in the next week and the budget request will be determined March 13.
“2-1-1 is a critical community resource,” Hollick said.

It was introduced to Washington in 2006, according to Bill Brackin program director of Volunteers of America North Sound 2-1-1.
The 2-1-1 system reached 1,196 Whatcom County residents in the past year alone, according to Brackin. That is a 58.4 percent increase from the 755 residents reached in 2006.
The 2-1-1 program in Washington has not focused heavily on marketing yet due to funding restraints, Brackin said. 

Judging by other areas in the country that are covered by 2-1-1 the eventual target for Whatcom County is to assist approximately 22,000 residents a year, he said. 
When a caller dials 2-1-1 they choose from English or Spanish. Then, trained specialists at one of eight call centers throughout Washington direct callers to resources that aid them with rent assistance, job-training, domestic violence, food, shelter, support groups, volunteer opportunities and other human services. The line acts as a librarian and consolidates information about resources, Brackin said. Also, the system can take pressure off of police and fire departments by redirecting less time-sensitive needs to community organizations that can help.
“When your house is burning down, you call 9-1-1,” Brackin said. “When your house has burned down, you call 2-1-1.”

The 2-1-1 system even offers tax assistance. Brackin attributes the growth in Whatcom County to the tax assistance, because it has been more heavily advertised. When calling, a Whatcom County resident will find that there are approximately nine organizations that can assist with filing taxes. Callers can get up-to-date information on locations of organizations, hours and what items are necessary to bring to an appointment.
Aside from tax assistance, examples of local 2-1-1 aid in the recent past have included: finding alternate routes to Southern Washington and Portland during the floods, helping migrant workers in Island County experiencing issues related to snow and cold weather by connecting them to the Red Cross and finding available space in shelters, especially during the winter.
“With a number like 2-1-1, it becomes easy to get a hold of human services,” Brackin said.

By June of 2007, the 2-1-1 service reached 198 million Americans or 65 percent of the U.S. population and is projected to reach 80 percent by the end of this year.
Currently, 2-1-1 is primarily funded on the state and local levels. The system does not receive federal funding, Brackin said. 

In September 2003, Sen. Elizabeth Dole and presidential hopeful Sen. Hilary Clinton introduced the Calling for 2-1-1 Act, a bill to federally fund the 2-1-1 line at the national level.
The Calling for 2-1-1 Act was co-sponsored by Washington’s own Rep. Jay Inslee, Rep. David Reichert, Rep. Cathy McMorris Rodgers, Rep. Norman Dicks, Sen. Maria Cantwell and Sen. Patty Murray.
The act should be brought to the U.S. Senate again this year.
For more information, visit www.win211.org and www.211.org.
United Way of Whatcom County has worked for 50 years to increase financial resources for local health and human service needs, and to seek and invest in community-building opportunities to improve the health and welfare of Whatcom County residents.
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