WARMING SHELTER PLANNING GUIDE

The following information is based on the experience of the Peace Lutheran Weather Relief Center. The WRC operated two years in  Peace Lutheran Church’s  basement and the past year at Teresa’s House, a two-story privately owned VRBO in Downtown Washington.


1. Determine your mission or goals . the WRC mission is “to provide a safe space out of the heat and cold for our unhoused neighbors”. Other shelters’ mission is to keep people from freezing to death. Your mission will determine how you operate. 

2. All you need to warm people  is a heated room and hot coffee. You can even skip the hot coffee but I don’t recommend it. All of the following points  are what we have learned and are sharing to help make your start-up smoother. Don’t let the details trip you up or prevent you from opening a warming shelter. They are desperately needed across Franklin county.

3. Realize  your limitations. You cannot serve everyone in need. You also cannot solve all the problems of the people you are serving on any given night.

4. Prioritize the safety of your guests and volunteers. We adapted  Mercy Hospital’s “Zero Tolerance for Aggressive Behavior” policy for our operations. Do not hesitate to call police to come manage a situation.  Ask for a safety presentation from your local police department. Take down names of each guest each night. Know exactly who is in your building. Store weapons in a locked box or room. Most of our guests carry a pocketknife and quickly relinquish it when asked. We’ve not had any guns.

5. Security  - what doors are used, who has keys, adequate lighting and parking for volunteers coming and going in the dark. Check with building owner about their requirements. Consider security cameras. Post rules and consequences for violation. 

6. Food-coffee, hot chocolate, hot tea to raise body temperature. A hearty soup or stew, some bread and something sweet will get folks warm and calm and ready to sleep. Our volunteers and supporters were a great source for home-cooked food. Crockpots are your friends. Cookies, crackers and snack mixes too. Try to send them out in the morning with a breakfast sandwich or granola bars and a hot cup of coffee. This will help them fend off the cold during the day.

7. Consumable supplies: paper towels, napkins, Kleenex, plates, thermal to-go cups, utensils, kitchen cleaning supplies or wipes 

8. For your cots or beds: Fleece throws, sheets, pillow cases

9. Communicate  to the unhoused community via social media, Franklin County Service Providers ListServe, email and text blasts to churches and social service agencies , law enforcement, probation and parole, public defender’s office. The word on the street will spread quickly among those needing your shelter.

10. Community partners: churches, service clubs, recovery groups, Compass Health, local and county law enforcement, food pantries, Library branches 
   
11. Decide on your criteria for opening for example: The WRC opens when the overnight temps are predicted to reach 32 degrees .Use one local source consistently. Some area shelters open only when the temps are much lower. You will have to decide when you open. Remember you are planning around the weather in Missouri. The actual weather may not follow the prediction. Always try to err on the side of getting people off the streets. 

12. Set your hours of operation: 8pm-8am works well for us with some adjustment for the public library’s hours -they are a warming /cooling center 1 block from us. It’s also easy to divide into 3 hour or four hour shifts for volunteers

13. Set your volunteer shifts We used 8-12 pm, 12-4, am 4-8am. People will be confused about the dates because you cross over at midnight. Decide what you are going to call the shifts and stick to it . Use what makes sense to you .For example, we always use the date the 12 hour evening  of service starts .Tuesday August 11 runs from 8 pm Tuesday until 8 am Wednesday.Midnight is 12 am.  The 12-4 am and 4-8 am shifts are part of the Tuesday session even though they occur on Wednesday August 12

14. Have volunteers sign up in advance Use an online sign-up sheet, excel spreadsheet or Google docs or whatever communication method works best for you and your volunteers. We also use a Groupme account to keep in touch. Again, use the technology you are most comfortable with.

15. Learn from your mistakes. You will make them. Many ideas that looked great on paper will go into the “What were we thinking?” file. Cut yourself some slack and keep moving forward.

16. Thank you for your commitment to make our communities better places for all of us!






