
[bookmark: _GoBack]TO:	Richard C. Rossi, City Manager
FROM:	Claude-Alix Jacob, Chief Public Health Officer
DATE:	April 28, 2015
SUBJECT:	Response to Policy Order #10, adopted 7/28/14
	Excerpt of Order: That the City Manager be and hereby is requested to consult with the appropriate City personnel to determine the feasibility of launching a homeless donation meter program similar to Denver, CO's Donation Meter Program in the City of Cambridge, and to report back to the City Council about this in a timely manner. Full text: http://www2.cambridgema.gov/cityClerk/PolicyOrder.cfm?action=search&item_id=44100

U.S. Meter Donation Programs
A small number of U.S. cities since the mid-2000s have launched meter donation programs. Typically, the goals of municipal meter donation programs include one or more of the following: 
1. Reduce panhandling, especially aggressive panhandling in business and tourist districts.
1. Raise money for homeless people through individual and corporate donations.
1. Raise awareness in the community about homelessness and panhandling.
According to the National Coalition for the Homeless, interest in meter donation programs peaked about five years ago.[footnoteRef:1]  In 2009, about a dozen U.S. cities were implementing or considering such programs.[footnoteRef:2]  Since then, some of these cities have disbanded or retooled their programs, while a handful of new cities have launched programs. [1:  National Coalition for the Homeless, personal communication, December 18, 2014.]  [2:  National Coalition for the Homeless and the National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty. (2009). “Homes Not Handcuffs:  Criminalization of Homelessness in U.S. Cities.” Available at: http://www.nationalhomeless.org/publications/crimreport/CrimzReport_2009.pdf.] 

In its simplest form, a municipal meter donation program consists of installing refurbished parking meters in downtown areas, often where panhandling is most pronounced. Pedestrians can make a coin or credit card donation at a faux parking meter in lieu of giving spare change to panhandlers. The donations are typically distributed to homeless charities and organizations. The Cambridge Public Health Department (CPHD) spoke with municipal staff and other groups who operate or formerly operated meter donation programs in five U.S. cities:

1. Denver, Colo.  
1. Iowa City, Iowa
1. Portland, Ore.
1. Nashville, Tenn.
1. Tempe, Ariz.
These programs were selected because they are representative of the major type of meter donation programs in the U.S. Additional perspective was provided by staff from Cambridge city departments (Human Services, Police, Traffic and Parking); the Massachusetts Housing and Shelter Alliance, and the National Coalition for the Homeless, as well as media coverage and program websites.

The purpose of this research was to learn:
1. What U.S. municipalities have hoped to accomplish with their programs.
1. How successful municipalities have been in achieving their goals.
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Key Findings
Many U.S. cities are facing issues around homelessness similar to those in Cambridge. These issues include entrenched (and in some cities, growing) homeless populations, panhandling by homeless and housed individuals in business/tourist districts, an increasing number of young homeless "travelers" who move from city to city and often rely on panhandling for income; lack of affordable and appropriate housing for homeless individuals and families, especially those with mental illness and substance abuse issues; and lack of available housing for people who have been incarcerated.

The City and County of Denver’s multi-sector homelessness initiative, Denver’s Road Home, merits special attention because many U.S. municipalities that opt for meter donation programs are hoping to emulate the perceived success of DRH’s meter donation program. A frequent misconception, however, about Denver’s Road Home is that its meter program raises around $100,000 annually. Last year, the Denver meter program raised $33,840, of which nearly 90% came from corporate sponsorship of meters, according to Denver’s Road Home staff.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  Denver’s Road Home, personal communication, Feb. 10, 2015.] 


On its face, meter donation programs appear to be a simple, low-cost approach for deterring panhandling, fundraising for homeless services, and raising public awareness around homelessness and panhandling. However, the results of such efforts have been decidedly mixed. Key findings are summarized in the following section. 

Types of Programs:
Meter donation programs are typically operated by city governments or business alliances. The two major types of meter donation programs are summarized as follows.

1. Meter only model 
This is the simplest, lowest cost model to implement. It involves purchasing, installing, and maintaining donation meters. For some cities, the cost of purchasing and installing meters is negligible because meters are either donated by local businesses or cities repurpose real parking meters that were underutilized.  The major drawback of this model is that it generates little revenue and cities incur costs related to maintenance, vandalism, and emptying the meters. Some cities have aligned donation meters with awareness campaigns around panhandling and homeless services that have included large street posters, signage on meters, and/or websites. 
Meter only model examples:  Tempe, AZ; Iowa City, IA (program disbanded); and Portland, OR (program disbanded). 

2. Sponsored meter model:  
This model allows for two types of giving: individual coin/credit card donations and meter sponsorships. In addition to the cost of maintaining the meters, this model also requires dedicated staff to solicit and facilitate sponsorships. The sponsorships are typically $1,000/year per meter.  In return for sponsorship, an organization typically receives a name plaque on a donation meter. Some cities have aligned donation meters and meter sponsorships with awareness campaigns around panhandling and homeless services that have included large street posters, signage on meters, and/or websites. 
Sponsored meter examples:  Denver, Colo., and Nashville, Tenn. In both cities, a corporate or individual sponsorship is $1000/year per meter. 

· None of the six U.S. cities contacted by CPHD considered their programs to be lucrative. In 2014, Denver’s Road Home, raised $3,840 in coin/credit card donations from its 50 street meters and $30,000 in meter sponsorships, for an annual total of $33,840.[footnoteRef:4]  Nashville, Tenn., which also has a relatively successful meter sponsorship program, raises an estimated $20,000-$23,000 annually through sponsorships and about $400 annually in coin donations.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Denver’s Road Home, personal communication, Feb. 10, 2015.]  [5:  City of Nashville, personal communication, Dec. 18, 2014. ] 

· Meter donation programs in isolation tend to generate substantially lower revenue.  For instance, 11 Change for Change meters in downtown Tempe, Ariz., raised $750 in 2014.[footnoteRef:6]  Iowa City’s parking meter donation program (10 meters) raised $335 in 2013 (the program was disbanded in 2014).  [6:  Downtown Tempe Authority, personal communication, Feb. 4, 2015.] 

· Many programs contacted by CPHD mentioned that their meter donations decreased over time.
· While several cities contacted by CPHD believe their programs are successful in raising awareness about panhandling, there is no available evidence that meter donation programs actually reduce panhandling. 
· The National Coalition for the Homeless and other homeless advocates opposes donation meters on the grounds that (1) meters don’t eliminate the need of a poor person asking for money, it merely moves the person to another location; (2) meters combined with anti-panhandling campaigns can harm people in need of assistance; (3) the small amounts of money raised by meter programs are not significant enough to impact the larger issues of homelessness and poverty; and (4) meters and related panhandling awareness campaigns can stigmatize homeless people by perpetuating the idea that all homeless people are aggressive panhandlers.
· In some cities, meters have led to escalated tensions between panhandlers and people making donations.

Nontraditional Fundraising for Homeless Services in Cambridge

The closest local precedent to donation meters was a recent Harvard Square Business Association (HSBA) initiative that allowed shoppers to make donations to local agencies serving the homeless using touchscreen tablets placed near register stands in eight Harvard Square stores. Each tablet was accompanied by a standing sign that outlined the program, as well as take-away pamphlets that explained the project and offered a description of the agencies that would receive the donations.  

The goal of the donation tablet program was to raise additional funds and awareness for local social services agencies that serve the homeless population in Harvard Square; not to deter panhandling. The HSBA piloted the program from February 2013 through September 2013. The project raised about $1,400 during its first month of operation, but donations dwindled thereafter.[footnoteRef:7]  Reducing homelessness requires immense commitment from the public and private sectors. [7:  Harvard Square Business Association, personal communication, Dec. 19, 2014.] 


City officials recognize that homelessness is a significant concern for many residents and businesses in Cambridge.[footnoteRef:8]*  The forthcoming 2015 City of Cambridge Community Health Improvement Plan (CHIP) and the multi-year planning efforts of the Cambridge Homeless Continuum of Care both reflect a continuing commitment to addressing the "upstream" causes of homelessness, which include lack of affordable housing (and supportive housing for chronic homeless), shortage of mental health/behavioral care, and shortage of treatment facilities.   [8: * In the 2013 Cambridge Community Health Assessment Survey, homelessness was identified as the city’s second most pressing social and economic issue (after lack of affordable housing) affecting health in Cambridge.  About 44% of survey takers identified homelessness as a top social and economic issue.] 


The city’s Department of Human Services (DHSP) is the lead agency for the Cambridge Continuum of Care which is both a local system of services[footnoteRef:9]** and an administrative entity that applies for over $3 million in annual competitive grants from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). The mission of the Cambridge Continuum is to plan, develop, and implement comprehensive and coordinated strategies to address homelessness in Cambridge. The Department of Human Service Programs continues to leverage the experience, expertise and resources of the Continuum to engage the broader community in the issue of homelessness.  With financial support from HUD, the Continuum will be engaging in a community-wide planning effort over the next several months. [9: **The continuum of housing and services in Cambridge for people impacted by homelessness include eviction prevention, rapid re-housing, street outreach, drop-in centers; supportive services (e.g., case management, housing stabilization, housing search, legal services, and education and employment services); emergency shelters, transitional housing; permanent supportive housing; and the Homeless Management Information System. 
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