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ADMINISTRATIVE HANDLING INSTRUCTIONS 
The title of this document is: Winter 2023-24 Severe Weather Shelter After Action Report. 

The information in this is the final version (1.0) 

Points of Contact: 

Ann Beck, MSW, LICSW 

Community Health & Human Services Manager 

Whatcom County Health and Community Services 

abeck@whatcomcounty.us  

 

Mark Raaka, MS 

Public Health Preparedness & Resiliency Specialist 

Whatcom County Health and Community Services 

mraaka@whatcomcounty.us 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Context and Purpose of this Report 
Since 2018 the number of individuals experiencing homelessness in Whatcom County has steadily 

increased, while simultaneously the organizations that have previously provided additional overnight 

sheltering during winter months have been increasingly unable to provide the service. As a result, 

Whatcom County Health and Community Services (WCHCS) has become more involved in the delivery 

of severe weather sheltering for our unhoused community members, primarily through contractual 

funding as well as providing limited logistical support and coordinating messaging. The department 

operated Bellingham’s severe weather shelter for the 2023-24 winter season, which is a function 

outside the scope and expertise of WCHCS. Given the lack of locations or existing staff with experience 

running a shelter, staff started from scratch; they worked with community partners and other County 

departments to locate a suitable facility, developed operational plans, recruited and trained staff and 

volunteers, and provided direct oversight of shelter operations.  

This report is an after-action review (AAR) of WCHCS’ direct operation of a criteria-based, low barrier 

severe weather shelter (SWS) during winter 2023-2024. The purpose of this report is to help improve 

the County’s response to sheltering during severe winter weather in the future. The time period covered 

in this report is February 2023 through March 2024.  

Incident Overview 
In the Spring of 2023 the contracted operator of the 2022-23 SWS shared with WCHCS that they were 

not interested in operating a criteria-based SWS in Bellingham the following winter. In July WCHCS 

published a Request for Proposal RFP #23-57 seeking qualified shelter operators for the coming 

winter. Road2Home (R2H), YWCA, and Ferndale Community Services (FCS) all responded to the RFP, 

and as a result WCHCS: 

 

• Contributed $250,000 through an interlocal agreement with COB in support of R2H’s seasonal 

nightly winter shelter located at Civic Field. 

• Committed $385,000 in support of seasonal motel-based sheltering program operated by the 

YWCA for unhoused women and children. 

• Dedicated up to $75,450 to FCS to operate a criteria-based SWS for up to 18 individuals per 

night in Ferndale.  

 

Additionally, a seasonal motel-based project for women with children operated by Domestic Violence 

and Sexual Assault Services (DVSAS) utilized $26,058 of funding from the County to add capacity for 

vulnerable survivor-families. These four additional projects increased the cost of winter shelter 

provision by a total of $597,872 beyond the direct expenditures for the SWS that WCHCS operated at 

810 N. State Street, as well as other year-round shelter costs supported by the County. 
 

With no organizations expressing interest in operating a criteria-based SWS within the Bellingham city 

limits, WCHCS staff began working to operate a shelter using internal staff resources.This meant 

finding a location as well as recruiting for temporary staff and volunteers, and developing plans to 

operationalize a SWS. In June, 2023 WCHCS staff located a potential SWS site and talked with the 

property owner about possibility of a lease for the winter. This was a long process as many parties 

were involved. 

https://www.whatcomcounty.us/DocumentCenter/View/77699/23-57-Severe-Winter-Weather-Shelter-Facility-Operators---City-of-Bham?bidId=533
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Planning for the operations of the SWS were guided by the following five objectives: 

1. When weather forecast criteria are met, operationalize a facility to serve as a SWS from 

11/01/23 through 02/29/24 

2. Recruit, train, and schedule staff to safely operate the SWS when activation criteria are met. 

3. Activate the SWS based on established temperature and weather-based criteria. 

4. Communicate SWS operational status to partner agencies and the public at least 48 hours 

before activation. 

5. Ensure safety and wellbeing of staff, volunteers, and guests. 

Staff began assessing daily weather forecasts November 1st with plans to operate the SWS as needed 

based on the previously established SWS Guiding Assumptions. Over the next four months, staff, 

volunteers, and community partners worked collaboratively to safely shelter guests during the coldest 

nights of the year, including a nine-day stretch in January that saw record low temperatures.  
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ANALYSIS OF OBJECTIVES 
The following table includes the SWS project objectives, and performance ratings for each objective 

as observed during the incident and determined by the evaluation team. 

Following this page are sections detailing strengths and areas for improvement for each of the five 
objectives listed. Strengths are identified throughout this section with numbers (1, 2, 3, etc.) and areas 

for improvement are indicated with letters (A, B, C, etc.). 

 

Summary of Objectives  

Objective 

# 
Objectives 

Performed 

without 

Challenges 

(P) 

Performed 

with Some 

Challenges 

(S) 

Performed 

with Major 

Challenges 

(M) 

Unable to 

be 

Performed 

(U) 

1 
Operationalize a facility to serve as a 

SWS from 11/01/23 through 02/29/24. 

 
 M 

 

2 

Recruit, train, and schedule staff to 

safely operate the SWS when activation 

criteria are met. 

 

 M 

 

3 
Activate the SWS based on established 

temperature and weather-based criteria. 

 
 M 

 

4 

Communicate SWS operational status to 

partner agencies and public at least 48 

hours before activation. 

 

S  

 

5 
Ensure safety and wellbeing of staff, 

volunteers, and guests. 

 
S  

 

 

Performed without Challenges (P): The targets and critical tasks associated with the objective were completed 

and did not negatively impact the performance of other activities. Performance of this activity did not contribute 

to additional health and/or safety risks for the public or for staff and volunteers, and it was conducted in 

accordance with applicable plans, policies, procedures, regulations, and laws. 

Performed with Some Challenges (S): The targets and critical tasks associated with the objective were completed 

and did not negatively impact the performance of other activities. Performance of this activity did not contribute 

to additional health and/or safety risks for the public or for staff and volunteers, and it was conducted in 

accordance with applicable plans, policies, procedures, regulations, and laws. However, opportunities to 

enhance effectiveness and/or efficiency were identified. 

Performed with Major Challenges (M): The targets and critical tasks associated with the objective were 

completed but some or all of the following were observed: demonstrated performance had a negative impact on 

the performance of other activities; contributed to additional health and/or safety risks for the public or for staff 

and volunteers; and/or was not conducted in accordance with applicable plans, policies, procedures, 

regulations, and laws. 

Unable to be Performed (U): The targets and critical tasks associated with the objective were not performed. 
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Operationalize a facility to serve as a SWS  

The site of the 2022-23 SWS at Civic Field was unavailable for the 2023-24 season, as it had already 

been designated to operate nightly from December 1, 2023 through February 29, 2024 as a forty-five-

person shelter operated by R2H. WCHCS staff worked with Facilities Department staff and community 

partners to locate potential sites for a SWS within the downtown Bellingham core.  

In July WCHCS staff began negotiating with the property owner of a potential site at 810 N. State Street 

in an unoccupied building slated to be demolished in the Spring of 2024. Staff worked with the 

property owner, as well as Facilities, Legal, and Finance departments to execute a lease as quickly as 

possible to be ready to open when criteria were met on or after November 1st.  

The SWS operated a total of twenty (20) nights between November 1, 2023 and March 15, 2024. 

WCHCS was able to extend the term of service two additional weeks to better meet the needs of the 

community following the closure of the Road2Home shelter on 2/28/24 and continued cold 

temperatures. A total of 197 unique clients utilized the SWS one or more nights, and the total bed 

nights utilized over all activations was 947, for an average of 47 guests per night activated.  

Despite an overall warmer than normal (El Niño) winter, Whatcom County experienced record-setting 

daytime and overnight low temperatures in mid-January. The SWS activated for nine consecutive nights 

between January 10th – 18th. In addition, the SWS remained open continually during daytime hours 

(24-hour operations) five days due to below freezing daytime high temperatures and a lack of locations 

for individuals to seek shelter during the day. 

 

Strengths: 

1. Despite limited space within a facility that was not designed for continuous, daytime operations, 

staff and volunteers were able to successfully surge and accommodate up to sixty individuals 

continuously around the clock for multiple days during the worst weather of the season over a nine 

day stretch in January.  

 

2. Response Systems Division (RSD) staff were able to make prolonged connections with regular 

clientele during SWS operations, resulting in referrals to services such as detox, facilitating 

medication refills, providing wound care to those with limited access to medical services, and 

facilitating transportation to medical and social service appointments during morning hours.  

 

3. Surveyed guests (n=27) reported overall positive experiences at the SWS, with interactions with 

staff and volunteers receiving the highest ratings. Guests also appreciated the SWS being located 

on a Whatcom Transit Authority (WTA) bus route. 
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Areas for Improvement:  

A. The leased location wasn’t approved until late August, leaving approximately two months from 

entering negotiations with the property owner to fully executing the lease and having all required 

building code modifications completed prior to having the facility ready to operate by November 

1st.  

With multiple departments involved in the contracting of this space, (Facilities, WCHCS, Finance, 

and Legal), it was challenging to align the contract and council deadlines to make sure we would 

be operational by the time temperature thresholds were met. Between determining in August that 

the building also required modifications to meet overnight shelter codes, and due to restrictions 

on County Facilities modifying leased buildings, the necessary modifications needed to be 

completed by the property owner and built into the lease, creating additional challenges in both 

completing the work and executing the lease.  

The short timeframe for operationalizing the SWS also created challenges in establishing contracts 

with vendors for services such as laundry, security, waste removal, and porta potties who could 

best meet the SWS needs. This resulted in utilizing pre-existing contracts with vendors who could 

meet some but not all needs of the SWS, leading to operational challenges; such as only being 

able to have the porta potties pumped one day a week.   

B. Purchasing consumables such as food for guests and other supplies (janitorial, first aid, shelter 

supplies, etc.) often required WCHCS staff to purchase consumables at local retailers and deliver 

the supplies themselves to the SWS in County or personal vehicles. This was a time-consuming 

process for staff, as well as purchasing goods at retail prices versus potentially lower costs 

available through a contracted or bulk supplier that could have also included delivery of goods 

directly to the SWS site.   

C. The lack of an adequate kitchen area with refrigeration meant that food purchased for guests 

needed to be shelf-stable. As a result, most items were high in sodium, sugar, and/or 

preservatives. Both staff and guests surveyed appreciated the variety of food options, however 

also requested the addition of more nutritious and fresh options (such as fruit) in the future. 

Recognizing that unhoused individuals are more likely to have difficult to manage or unaddressed 

medical conditions such as diabetes or a heart condition, foods to support good health as well as 

satiety are an important component in creating a welcoming and safe location. Good nutrition also 

limits the number of people with medical conditions needing healthcare follow up as a result of 

consuming unhealthy food. 

D. The SWS site only had one indoor single-occupant restroom. With an average overnight census of 

over fifty individuals when including guests, volunteers, and staff, the sole indoor restroom was 

insufficient. Staff pre-planned for the lack of indoor restrooms by having porta potties and a 
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portable handwashing station located within the fenced area directly behind the SWS. 

Nevertheless, the building’s plumbing was still unable to handle the volume of use incurred, and 

as a result there were multiple nights the indoor restroom was unable to be utilized, which was 

especially challenging for the one to three individuals per night in wheelchairs.  

Additionally, on more than one occasion the contractor was unable to empty the waste within the 

porta potties due to the cold temperatures and being unable to pump the frozen contents, resulting 

in staff having to bring in additional porta potties in January.  

E. The lack of showers and laundry facilities was also noted repeatedly by guests and staff alike, and 

was especially challenging during the nine-consecutive nights the SWS operated in mid-January, 

including five days of continuous 24/7 operations. Staff had to continually monitor the usage of 

the sole indoor restroom, as often guest would attempt to use the sinks for shaving, hair washing, 

and other personal grooming needs, which would create a back-up of individuals seeking to use 

the restroom and cause tensions to rise between guests.  

F. Having a facility dedicated only to SWS operations was better than previous locations in past years 

that needed to be utilized for other purposes during the day (locker rooms, meeting rooms). 

However, with few if any daytime options for guests to stay warm and dry, it also created increased 

frustration among both guests and community partners that the space was not routinely utilized 

for sheltering during the daytime as well.  

G. Despite efforts to maximize the utilization of space within the building, there was only an average 

of 36ft2 – including cot space – for each guest. As a result, there was very limited storage space 

for personal belongings. SWS guests, RSD staff, and other advocates for the unhoused all shared 

that SWS utilization rates were likely artificially low as many unhoused individuals are reluctant to 

use the SWS if they cannot bring all their belongings with them, as the risk of having their 

possessions stolen from their normal encampment while staying at the SWS would be too high.  

H. Community members, organizations, and businesses sought to donate items such as food, new 

and used clothing, books, games, and other items to the SWS. While many donations were able to 

be used, others were not, which created additional challenges for staff due to the already limited 

on site storage space.  Future SWS plans should incorporate processes to pre-approve donations 

before accepting items at the SWS to ensure items received will be utilized. 

I. The SWS hours of operation (5:00pm opening and 8:00am closing) were established based on 

previous winters and hours of other shelters within the community. Many guests however were 

reluctant to leave by 8:00am, as observed weather data from the National Weather Service 

confirms the outdoor temperature is typically still at or near the overnight low at that hour during 

the winter months, typically not reaching the forecasted high until early afternoon, as seen in the 

sample 24-hour temperature readings below.  

Typical Observed Hourly Temperature Pattern 
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Recruit, train, and schedule staff to safely operate the SWS 

Creating a safe, inclusive, and welcoming shelter environment necessitates staff and volunteers 

understand the lived experiences of guests and receive training in areas such as providing trauma-

informed care, recognizing and responding to behavioral and substance use disorders, de-escalation 

techniques, and first aid/CPR/naloxone. Numerous housing advocacy programs also recommend 

prioritizing diversity, equity, and inclusion in recruitment efforts to ensure staff reflect the population 

served, and services are culturally responsive, as well as including medical and behavioral health care 

providers within the staffing mix in order to effectively address the complex needs of those being 

served. WCHCS took the following steps when recruiting paid and volunteer positions to staff the SWS: 

• Started recruiting volunteers with assistance from the Opportunity Council to fill shifts from 

5:00pm – 9:00pm or 6:00am – 9:00am to support opening and closing shifts.  

• Assigned existing WCHCS staff to oversee selecting, training, and scheduling of staff and 

volunteers for the SWS season. Additional staff, such as the communications team and clerical 

team, also reprioritized existing workloads to support communication and logistical support needs 

of the SWS. 

• Began recruiting temporary, on call/as needed paid staff to work overnight shifts from either 

4:30pm – 1:00am or 12:30am – 9:00am. 

• Offered interested WCHCS full time employees (FTEs) the opportunity to complete the SWS 

trainings and potentially sign up for shifts on an as-needed/if available basis in the event not 

enough temporary staff and volunteers were available. 

All staff and volunteers were required to complete both of the following trainings: 

• On-line Respond Whatcom Behavioral Health Training (self-paced, approximately 3-4 hours)  

• Hybrid De-escalation Training (online, self-paced, approximately 3-4 hours and 4 hours in-person 

facilitated group training) 

 

Additionally, all paid staff (temporary and FTEs) were also required to be first aid/CPR and naloxone 

trained. All trainings were free of charge to staff and volunteers.  In all cases, trainings were taught by 

either WCHCS or EMS staff. 

 

In total fifty-six individuals (23 volunteers, 11 temporary staff, and 22 FTEs) worked one or more shifts 

during the twenty nights and five days the SWS was open. Approximately two dozen WCHCS and other 

County staff worked hundreds of additional hours, including nights, weekends, and holidays, 

supporting the selection, onboarding, training, logistical, communication, and operational needs of the 

SWS throughout the season as well.  

 

Strengths: 

4. Response Systems Division (RSD) staff were instrumental in facilitating both the online behavioral 

health training and the hybrid de-escalation training that all staff and volunteers took prior to being 

scheduled for SWS shifts. Additionally, the Emergency Medical Services (EMS) Division facilitated 

first aid/CPR/Naloxone training. Both staff and volunteer participants in the AAR process noted 

that the training was highly valuable and helped them be better prepared to handle situations as 

they arose.  

5. While not part of the original plan, RSD staff filled 25% of all SWS overnight shifts, and staff worked 

to ensure every shift had a minimum of one RSD staff member to handle behavioral health issues. 
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As the season progressed, additional RSD staff also started their normal daytime shifts at the SWS 

to support guests leaving the SWS in the mornings. 

Areas for Improvement:  

J. The lack of dedicated full-time WCHCS staffing to operationalize and manage the SWS project 

required multiple FTEs to be partially reassigned or adjust their workloads to support the project, 

leading to delays to their regular programmatic work being completed. 

K. While the recruitment and background screenings of interested SWS volunteers by Opportunity 

Council lessened the initial administrative burden on WCHCS staff, many volunteers did not fully 

understand when the SWS would activate or the complexity of the primary population of guests 

being served at the SWS prior to their orientation and training or working actual shifts. As a result, 

there was attrition at each step of the onboarding and training process.  

Of the 110 individuals who applied to 

volunteer, only 23 would eventually 

work one or more shifts at the SWS. 

Additionally, 61% of volunteer shifts 

were worked by just five individuals, 

with the remaining eighteen 

volunteers working between one 

(n=9) or two to five (n=9) shifts. 

L. Hiring temporary on call/as needed staff proved to be more challenging than anticipated. The job 

announcement was posted for weeks, and despite having over 6,300 views, only 29 completed 

applications were received. Fourteen individuals initially accepted job offers, however only eleven 

actually completed training and worked shifts. In addition to trying to recruit individuals to work 

overnight shifts on an as needed basis with only 48-hour notice during inclement weather, WCHCS 

was also competing with R2H which was simultaneously recruiting overnight staff for their nightly 

shelter and were offering both a higher wage and regularly scheduled hours. Furthermore, of the 

eleven temporary staff that were hired, most either already had other fulltime work – which limited 

their availability – or were actively seeking fulltime work, resulting in reduced availability as the 

SWS season progressed once they gained regular employment elsewhere.  

M. Recruiting existing FTEs to work overnight as needed at the SWS was both beneficial and 

challenging. While some staff may already have some or all of the trainings and skill sets required, 

as well as already work with many of the individuals who utilized the SWS, all FTEs already have 

full workloads. Therefore, all hours spent working at or in support of the SWS either were in addition 

to regular hours worked – which often meant overtime costs were incurred – or regular work duties 

were delayed. 

N. The irregular activation pattern of the SWS combined with volunteers and staff being “on call, as 

available” made it difficult to build schedules for each night of activation, especially for the 

12:30am to 9:00am shift, which both temporary staff who had other jobs or school during the 

daytime, and FTEs noted was an especially challenging shift to work and then still maintain their 

regular work/school schedule later that same day.  

There are also six federal holidays – including Thanksgiving and Christmas – that fall between the 
beginning of November and end of February each year, during which a majority of individuals make 

holiday plans with family and friends, that often include travelling out of the area. Non-public 

holidays also created unexpected impacts on scheduling, as staffing for the 4:30pm – 1:00am 

shift on February 14th (Valentine’s Day) proved to be one of the most challenging shifts to staff, 

taking multiple requests over a 24-hour period to reach the minimum staffing level. 
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Similar to the Valentine’s day example noted above, many activations required second and third 

email and text message requests for staff to fill shifts in order to ensure minimum safe staffing 

levels. Many FTEs noted that while picking up a SWS shift “now and then” above their regular 

duties was somewhat manageable, by the end of the season they were experiencing burnout from 

trying to balance normal work/life activities and SWS shifts. During AAR listening sessions multiple 

FTEs also shared feeling an increased obligation to pick up shifts in these instances to ensure the 

SWS would open. RSD leadership and staff especially noted the emotional burden and feelings of 

“if we don’t step up, then the SWS won’t open.” 

When asked in the AAR surveys to identify all barriers that prevented them from working one or 

more shifts at the SWS during the course of the season, the most common reasons cited were: 

• Work conflict – 54% 

• Plans with family/friends – 32% 

• Too short of notice – 24% 

• Holiday plans – 16% 

 

All of the above noted challenges also led to being unable to open the SWS on three nights in early 

March after staff attempted to extend the operational season beyond the original February 29th 

date for ending operations due to continued cold weather at the end of February and into March. 

O. As a result of all staff and volunteers being “on call/as available”, there was a lack of continuity of 

team members from shift to shift, even on consecutive nights. This resulted in both increased 

needs for just-in-time shift orientations and trainings, as well as decreased opportunities to build 

sustainable connections with guests over multiple nights. The lack of consistent shift leads and 

behavioral health specialist scheduled also increased the potential for staff and volunteers to give 

guests differing instructions or interpretations of SWS rules and policies. This in turn resulted in 

increased confusion and frustration among staff, volunteers, and guests. 
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Activate the SWS based on established temperature and 

weather-based criteria. 

Operating a SWS based upon forecasted weather conditions necessitates decisions to activate (open) 

be made with sufficient advanced notice to allow time to schedule staff and volunteers, confirm 

services with contracted agencies (such as security), inform partner agencies such as homeless 

outreach groups and first responders, and notify the public and potential guests of which night(s) the 

SWS will be open. Based upon lessons learned from previous winters, the goal for this winter was to 

announce activations no less than 48 hours in advance.  

Following the 2022-23 winter shelter season during which Road2Home (R2H) was contracted to 

operate the SWS, R2H staff shared that activating based upon forecasted temperatures and weather 

conditions is extremely challenging for a number of reasons, including: 

• Forecasted temperatures fluctuate and are not a guarantee of actual (observed) overnight 

temperatures.  The variances between forecast and actual temperature results in (a) sometimes 

activating when the actual temperature does not reach the threshold, and (b) failing to activate 

when the forecasted temperature is above threshold, however the observed temperature is below 

threshold.  

WCHCS staff experienced the same challenge, as the SWS was opened a total of twenty nights 

based upon forecasted temperatures  28F; however, nine of those twenty nights (45%) the 

actual low temperature was above 28F. Conversely, there were thirteen nights in which the 

forecasted temperature was above 28F and the SWS did not open, however the actual 

temperature was  28F. 

2023-24 Nightly Actual Overnight Low Temperature Counts: 

 

• Both volunteers and paid staff prefer advanced notice of scheduled SWS shifts. The vast majority 

of individuals surveyed and interviewed stated a preference for being able to plan when they will 

work/volunteer at a shelter more than 24-48 hours in advance in order to plan for other daily 

activities such as work, school, and social events.  

 

• Inconsistent operational schedules create uncertainty and confusion for guests. who may not be 

willing to pack up their current encampment location and move all their belongings to another 

location without certainty that the SWS is open and has space available, resulting in 

underutilization of resources when operational. During winter 2023-24 there were five instances 

in which the SWS was open for two or more consecutive nights, and in all five instances there were 

more guests the second night, with an average increase of 24% over the first night.  
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Strengths: 

6. Staff noticed the difference between forecasted and actual temperatures in late November, and 

after analyzing additional factors, were able to adjust for observed phenomena to improve 

accuracy and reduce the frequency of “missing the call” to activate. As a result, the number 

“missed” activations (nights where the forecast was above 28F and the SWS did not open, and 

then the observed temperature was  28F) decreased from nine occurrences in in November to 

only one additional occurrence the remainder of the season.  

Areas for Improvement:  

P. Since the establishment of the Severe Weather Shelters Guiding Assumptions in 2019, numerous 

stakeholders have noted that 28F is well below the average activation temperature of between 

32 and 35F predominantly utilized in other western Washington communities.  

 

Q. Precipitation also plays a factor in both deciding to activate the SWS, and more importantly, in the 

lived experiences of those outdoors without shelter overnight. Winter shelters by their very nature 

are intended to prevent unnecessary morbidity and mortality from hypothermia; which is impacted 
by not only temperature, but wind chill, and whether or not an individual is dry or wet. Numerous 

stakeholders have remarked how “rainy and windy at 34F is much worse than clear and dry at 

28F.”  
 

R. The  28F threshold temperature also results in a shorter shelter operating season, as 

temperatures of  28F are less likely than a higher threshold during the transitional weeks 

between fall/winter and winter/spring. Guests, volunteers, staff, and other stakeholders have 

repeatedly advocated for a longer winter shelter season, and this winter the Ferndale Community 

Services (FCS) winter SWS operated until March 31st. FCS also shared during the AAR process that 

being the only winter shelter available after early March resulted in exceeding their limited capacity 

(18) on nights they were open in March, and having to turn individuals away.  

 

S. The nightly winter low barrier shelter operated by R2H reached or exceeded capacity (45 people) 

87% of the nights they operated this winter, and reported guests would begin lining up outside in 

hopes of acquiring a space for the night as many as 3-4 hours prior to opening. In January R2H 

began tracking the number of guests turned away nightly, and on average 25 to 30 guests were 

turned away on nights the SWS was closed, compared with an average of 8 on nights the SWS was 

open. This likely represents an undercounting of individuals seeking overnight sheltering, as SWS 

guests shared anecdotally that word spread quickly among the unsheltered population as to when 

the line queuing at the nightly shelter had reached capacity.  
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Communicate SWS operational status to partner agencies 

and public at least 48 hours before activation.  

Unlike the year-round overnight shelter at Basecamp, operated by Lighthouse Mission Ministries, and 

the nightly winter shelter operated at Civic Field by R2H, the SWS operated only when forecasted 

criteria were met. As a result, it was not always clear to the general public and potential guests which 

night(s) the SWS would be open. As a result, ensuring timely and broadly shared updates on the SWS 

operating status continues to be a very important and challenging task each winter. 

 

Strengths: 

7. The majority of staff, partner agencies, and stakeholders felt they received timely notification of 

when the SWS would be open, and that communication between the SWS and other shelters both 

prior to and during activations was more coordinated than in previous years.  

8. The Winter Shelter for Individuals and Families Experiencing Homelessness webpage and the 

Winter Shelter Phone Hotline managed by WCHCS provided centralized online and telephonic 

locations where community members and SWS guests could access comprehensive information 

on the current operational hours and status of all overnight shelters in Bellingham and Ferndale.  

Areas for Improvement:  

T. Having one agency (WCHCS) maintain the centralized webpage and shelter status hotline was 

beneficial for the end users, however it also created additional workload for WCHCS staff who 

needed to coordinate and update information on shelters managed by third-party operators. 

Additionally, there were numerous occasions when time-sensitive SWS communications work 

needed to be completed outside normal staff hours. The added workload both during and outside 

of normal work hours impacted the WCHCS communication team’s ability to address other day to 

day communications needs in a timely fashion without staff working overtime.  

U. The Winter Shelter Phone Hotline phone number (360-788-7983), which has been utilized each 

winter for years in the community, is owned by the Opportunity Council, and this is the first year 

WCHCS staff managed the hotline messaging. When staff took over the hotline 11/03/23 the 

previous winter’s messaging was still active, which may have led to confusion among end users 

early in the season. An added challenge of using the opportunity council’s phone number was that 

while staff could update the message in real-time, they lacked the ability to view user analytics to 

determine how much the hotline is utilized.  

 

 

  

https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.whatcomcounty.us%2F3167%2FWinter-Shelters&data=05%7C02%7CHPluckeb%40co.whatcom.wa.us%7C8373acc66ae2406646b008dc36ffa7a6%7C2122bbce9a1d4565931b0c534ef12e43%7C0%7C0%7C638445718849485117%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pRkT5iG3TXaRfTnxtvDy8ZZ5M0mBB3oOTiC4UPtIINc%3D&reserved=0
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Ensure safety and wellbeing of staff, volunteers, and guests.  

Staff endeavored to balance operating a low barrier, inclusive, and trauma-informed SWS where 

unhoused individuals could stay warm and dry overnight with the need to ensure the safety and well-

being of everyone involved. To ensure volunteers and staff were prepared to manage the needs of 

guests in a communal environment, in addition to trainings previously noted in objective 1, the SWS 

was also equipped with multiple first aid kits, an automatic external defibrillator (AED), and all staff 

and volunteers were furnished naloxone (Narcan) to carry in their vests worn while on duty.  

The SWS maintained a single primary point of entry at the front of the building, with a secondary egress 

that lead to the fenced area behind the building where the porta potties were located, and also served 

as a smoking area. WCHCS also contracted for onsite security during activations, and security would 

patrol both the interior and exterior of the SWS throughout their shifts.    

 

Strengths: 

9. Guests and staff both shared that the ample availability of food was beneficial not only in helping 

individuals feel sated and being able to therefore sleep better, but also allowed all guests to not 

view available food as a scarce resource while at the SWS, which also reduced overall tensions 

within the shelter. 

10. Many days when the RSD nurse practitioner or CDE nurses were working, they would provide 

wound care and other medical assessments and referrals to guests in need of evaluation and 

treatment.   

11. Staff and volunteers were able to de-escalate the vast majority of incidents with guests, and in 

total only two individuals were restricted from using the shelter due to repeated inability to comply 

with SWS rules intended to keep guests and staff safe.  

12. Substance use proved to be an ongoing challenge, and staff worked diligently to establish rapport 

with guests and constantly monitored for signs of potential overdose. Twice individuals required 

medical intervention (naloxone) over the twenty nights and five days the SWS was open, and both 

individuals were responsive by the time fire and emergency medical service (EMS) responders 

arrived to support the individuals.  

Areas for Improvement:  

V. Due to the leased SWS location being unstaffed between activations, as well as not being in close 

proximity to other WCHCS buildings, the site was difficult to routinely monitor. As a result, there 

were multiple occasions during which tent encampments would pop up on the SWS property, 

leading to complaints from neighbors. When available, RSD staff would contact individuals in the 

encampments and attempt to connect them to services or encourage them to relocate, however 

occasionally individuals refused to leave and BPD had to be called to assist with their removal.  

Due to the lack of accessible water or restrooms when the SWS was closed, in addition to trash 

left behind, human excreta and other potential biohazards also had to be cleaned up by staff when 

encampments around the SWS were cleared. 

W. Operating at or above planned capacity most nights and having only one indoor restroom, which 

as previously noted was inoperable many nights due to plumbing issues, created increased tension 

among guests who preferred the indoor option to the porta potties outside. As a result, a staff 

member was routinely stationed outside the indoor restroom to manage usage and prevent 

escalations when guests would express displeasure with one another regarding time spent in the 
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restroom. This created both a health and safety concern; not only was the staff person required to 

be outside for hours on nights so cold that the shelter was activated, but that they were isolated 

both visually and within earshot of the other staff and volunteers. Staff expressed safety concerns 

and occasionally asked for backup staffing when there were more than 10 or even 15 people 

outside waiting for bathrooms, smoking or preparing to or using illicit drugs. 

X. One of the most complex challenges in operating a no-barrier SWS is the use of alcohol and/or 

illicit substances by guests with a substance use disorders (SUD). Many of the guests utilizing the 
SWS had previously been barred from other community shelter locations due to drug or alcohol 

usage. SWS staff attempted whenever possible to connect guest with a SUD to recovery and 

treatment services. Staff also monitored both the indoor and outdoor common areas and 

immediately addressed any instances of open alcohol or substance use by guests. With no 

practical way to monitor the inside of the restroom and porta potties staff were continually 

stationed outside and would check on guests (knock on doors and get verbal response) who were 

in a porta potty for more than a few minutes.  
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SWS PROJECT EXPENSES 
The cost for the SWS project was $403,598 which is broken down into 

four primary categories:  

i. Facilities – encompasses site lease, initial modifications to meet 

occupancy codes, ongoing maintenance and repairs, and 

utilities. 

ii. Operating Supplies – includes durable supplies such as cots, 

sleeping bags, pillows, blankets, shelving units, medical 

supplies (including first aid kits and AED), as well as 

consumables including water, food, and janitorial supplies.     

iii. Contracted Services – consist of waste removal, porta potties 

rental and pumping, laundry, and onsite security contracts. 

iv. Staffing – comprises temporary and FTE time spent directly 

providing services at the SWS when activated, as well as 

additional WCHCS staff time spent operationalizing, managing 

the daily needs, and demobilizing the SWS project between 

October 1, 2023 and March 15, 2024. 

 

Staffing costs represent the majority of the SWS expenses, with the following factors contributing to 

the overall labor costs: 

• The physical layout of the site, combined with the aforementioned lack of adequate indoor 

restrooms, and concerns related to substance use necessitated increased minimum staffing 

to ensure the safety of staff, volunteers, and guests. 

• Utilizing temperature-based criteria to determine which night(s) the SWS will operate requires 

increased WCHCS staff time to monitor forecasts on an ongoing basis and make daily 

operational decisions, as well as communicating with employees and volunteers to coordinate 

staffing when the facility is scheduled to open. This model also requires added staff time 

supporting communications to the public and other stakeholders to make sure partners and 

especially guests are aware of which nights the SWS is open.  

• WCHCS staff providing logistical support to the SWS resulted in hundreds of FTE staff hours 

spent acuiring and delivering operating supplies to the SWS, as well as transporting items such 

as laundry (sleeping bags and pillows) to and from contracted providers. 

• It was very challenging to recruit sufficent temporary part-time, on call as needed staff who 

would be asked to work overnight shifts during incliment weather with potentially as little as 

48-hours notice. As a result, 49% of all overnight shifts were worked by existing WCHCS FTEs.  

Their time is accounted for because the number of hours worked is required to accurately 

provide the true cost of operating a facility, or contracting for such a service.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
Providing safe, warm, and dry sheltering during the coldest months of the year will continue to be one 

of the many priorities in caring for our unhoused community members as long as homelessness 

persists within Whatcom county. Based upon the numerous observations noted within this AAR, the 

following recommendations are offered to improve the capacity, level of service, and cost effectiveness 

of winter sheltering in future winters: 

R1 – Prioritize additional nightly sheltering capacity during the coldest months instead of sporadic, 

criteria-based severe weather sheltering.  

a. Both the nightly shelter operated at Civic Field by R2H and the SWS operated by WCHCS had 

planned capacity of 45 guests per night apiece. However, because the Civic Field shelter was 

open a total of 89 nights compared to only 20 for the SWS, the nightly model was significantly 

more cost effective than the criteria-based model on a cost per guest served per night 

comparison ($125 versus $426).  

b. Operating a nightly shelter every night in the winter also allows for greater efficiencies in 

staffing by being able to offer regular and recurring hours to both staff and volunteers resulting 

in needing a smaller overall team and greater staff cohesion through an increased frequency 

of working together.  

c. Regular nightly operations also eliminate the need to continually update communications to 

guests and partner agencies, as the shelter is operational regardless of temperature and 

precipitation.  

R2 – Expand both length of winter sheltering “season” and hours of operation.  

a. Historical weather data confirms that overnight low temperatures in the month of March 

continue to average in the mid to low thirties, with occasional nights below freezing. 

Additionally, March is typically one of the wetter months in terms of rain. Extending the season 

through the end of March would provide unhoused individuals additional protection from the 

threat of hypothermia. 

b. Allowing overnight guests to stay at the shelter until later in the morning (for example, 10 or 

11am) helps ensure other publicly accessible daytime locations are likely to be open.  

c. Include planning for 24/7 operations in the event of below freezing daytime temperatures, as 

well as holidays when other daytime sheltering options may not be available. 

R3 – Utilize a dedicated, single purpose location with sufficient capacity, necessary amenities, and 

within proximity to other community services.  

Based on census numbers observed at both the Civic Field and SWS locations this winter, an ideal 

single location would be able to host 90 to 100 guests per night, with potential to surge by an 

additional 20-30%. The facility would also include: 

a. Suitable kitchen space for preparing and serving food to guests 

b. Shower and laundry facilities for guests 

c. Adequate on-site storage for both shelter operating supplies and guest belongings. 

d. Dedicated, private onsite space(s) for meeting with medical providers, behavioral health 

specialists, and other allied service providers   

e. Planning to address SUD through harm reduction  
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R4 – Identify a contracted provider OR establish dedicated WCHCS positions to operate and manage 

a nightly winter shelter as described above in R1 - R3.   

a. Ideally a request for proposal (RFP) will identify a partner agency with a location and resources 

willing to enter into a contract to operate a nightly shelter in the coming winter.  

b. The nightly winter shelter location will have increased capacity to accommodate 90-100 

guests, as outlined in R3. 

c. The last two years however, the RFP process has not been as successful as desired; therefore, 

WCHCS should also engage in contingency planning to potentially operate a nightly winter 

shelter directly in the event the RFP process is unsuccessful.  

d. Should WCHCS directly operate a shelter again next winter, the department should also 

consider establishing programmatic positions to accomplish this work within the Response 

Systems Division (RSD), which has ongoing relationships with the population served, as well 

as expertise and ability to train volunteers and temporary staff on behavioral health and de-

escalation skills required for safely addressing the complex needs of shelter guests.  

In addition to the recommendations above, there are a number of policy decisions the Whatcom 

County Council will need to make as the county pursues additional options and capacity for 

sheltering the unhoused. Specifically, given limited resources and funding sources with sheltering as 

an allowable expense, how will the county prioritize funding for sheltering over the existing contracts 

for services from those funding sources?  Also, given limited funding, how will the county select a 

number and location of facilities, size/capacity of facilities, operational model (year-round, winter 

only, or weather-dependent) and what rules and barriers to entry the facility(s) will have. 

 

We recognize that Council will request a process for stakeholder engagement, but ultimately the 

questions above are policy decisions that weigh budget, risk/liability, and priorities for limited 

government funds, and must be deliberated and decided by the Council. 
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APPENDIX A: SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 
This AAR includes information collected via surveys conducted in February and March of 2024. Five 

groups (guests, volunteers, temporary staff, FTEs, and partner agencies) were asked to provide both 

quantitatively ratings of their experiences and observations, as well as optional qualitative feedback 

on areas including the facility, equipment, and supplies; training and scheduling; and communications.   

In addition to the surveys, the AAR team also facilitated multiple hot washes (debriefs) in which 

participants were asked the following four overarching questions related to the plans and operation of 

the SWS:  

• What worked? 

• What didn’t? 

• What could be done differently next time? 

• Anything else you think the AAR should address? 

The tables below include organizations that contributed to the AAR process and participation metrics. 

Feedback collected was then compiled and used to inform the noted strengths and areas for 

improvement within the applicable objective(s). WCHCS subject matter experts then reviewed and 

validated the observations and recommendations noted within the AAR. 

 

Data Collection Metrics 

 

 

 

 

Participating Organizations 

County / Local 

Whatcom County  

City of Bellingham 

Private Sector / Non-Governmental Organizations 

Compass Health 

Ferndale Community Services  

Opportunity Council 

Road2Home 

Whatcom Homeless Service Center 

Whatcom Transit Authority  

  

Hot Washes  
Hot Washes 

Participants 

Survey  

Groups  

Survey 

 Responses 

12 73 5 89 
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APPENDIX B: ACRONYM LIST 
 

AAR After-Action Review 

AED Automatic External Defibrillator  

BPD Bellingham Police Department 

COB  City of Bellingham 

CPR Cardio Pulmonary Resuscitation  

DVSAS Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault Services 

EMS Emergency Medical Services 

FCS Ferndale Community Services 

FTE  Full Time Employee 

NOAA National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

NWS National Weather Service 

R2H Road2Home 

RFP Request for Proposal 

RSD Response Systems Division 

SUD Substance Use Disorder 

SWS Severe Weather Shelter 

WCHCS Whatcom County Health and Community Services 
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APPENDIX C: SWS GUIDING ASSUMPTIONS 

 


