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SUBJECT

Keeping Children and Youth Safe: A Briefing on King County’s Safe Place Program

SUMMARY

The Safe Place program is a local affiliate of a national program that identifies “safe places” around the community for youth who have run away, are homeless, or are at risk of homelessness. In King County, Safe Place is operated by YouthCare, Auburn Youth Resources, and Friends of Youth in partnership with local businesses and non-profit organizations that have volunteered to be safe places. 

Safe Place partners in King County include Metro buses, libraries, schools, service providers, and businesses where young people congregate. At any of these safe places, a young person can ask for help, staff will call the Safe Place line, and a Safe Place Coordinator will arrive within 45 minutes to provide assistance. A young person in crisis can also call or text Safe Place directly to receive immediate help. 

BACKGROUND

The local Count Us In count of homeless and unstably housed youth and young adults in January 2013 identified 776 youth and young adults from ages 12 through 25 who were either in shelter or transitional housing, unsheltered, or at risk of losing their housing. Youth who are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless are very vulnerable to predators, often being approached by sex traffickers or gang members within hours of arriving at a mall or bus station.

Safe Place addresses that danger by providing an easy way for youth who are at risk to receive help quickly. Youth who have run away, are homeless, or are otherwise in danger can either go to a designated “safe place” or they can text SAFE and their current location (address/city/state) to 69866. In either case, they will quickly be connected with a Safe Place Coordinator who will help them.

Nationally, Safe Place was started in 1983 by the YMCA of Greater Louisville. It has grown since then to 19,804 Safe Place sites in 1,553 communities around the country. Since 1983, Safe Place has served more than 140,000 youth. 

Safe Place in King County was launched in summer 2011. The local effort is coordinated by YouthCare, Auburn Youth Resources, and Friends of Youth, in partnership with: 

· Metro Transit
· Compass Housing Alliance facilities in Shoreline and Renton
· King County Library System
· The YMCA of Greater Seattle
· Maple Valley Community Center
· West Seattle High School
· Seattle Public Schools’ Interagency Academies

A young person in crisis can ask for help at any of these locations (including asking any Metro bus driver), and within 45 minutes a Safe Place Coordinator will arrive to provide assistance.

Since it was launched in 2011, Safe Place has received calls from 102 youth. Of that total, approximately 60 percent (63 youth) received phone support with appropriate community referrals. The remaining 39 youth received an in-person response from staff. Of those 39 youth, 21 were taken to a youth shelter, and eight chose to return home. The remainder received appropriate referrals.

As the table below show, use of the program has increased as it has become more established and as youth have learned about it. During the first full year of the program, from October 2011 through October 2012, Safe Place received 48 calls; during the six months from October 2012 through March 2013, however, Safe Place received 54 calls.

	
	October 2011 – October 2012
	October 2012 – March 2013
	October 2011 – March 2013 TOTAL

	Calls made to Safe Place
	48
	54
	102

	In-person responses
	8
	31
	39

	Youth transported to shelter
	6
	15
	21

	Youth choosing to return home
	1
	7
	8


*Calls not receiving in-person responses were given appropriate community referrals. 

Friends of Youth provided several examples to describe the circumstances of the youth the program serves:

· J (16) reached Safe Place through the National Runaway Safeline. She lives with her mother in South King County, but had left home several days before to attend a rave in Seattle. She’d decided to stay in Seattle and spent the following nights sleeping under a bridge and attending raves with friends in the area. She reached out to Safe Place when she decided that sleeping on the street could be dangerous and chose to return home. Safe Place was able to contact her mother, arrange for her safe return home that evening and wait while she was picked up. 

· D (16) and his father were having issues at home. After one particular fight, his father said he could no longer deal with D and asked that he leave. D approached a neighbor’s house and asked for help. The neighbor contacted Safe Place. Safe Place staff met D at a nearby McDonalds and determined to connect him to a youth shelter. Friends of Youth’s Youth Haven had an opening. Safe Place transported him to Youth Haven where he was connected to on-going support services.
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Terry Pottmeyer, CEO/President, Friends of Youth
Anna Bearden, Safe Place Coordinator, Friends of Youth
Megan Gibbard, Homeless Youth & Young Adult Initiative, Department of Community and Human services
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