Area agencies meet to brainstorm counting strategies

By David Pepose, Berkshire Eagle Staff
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Friday, Jan. 22

PITTSFIELD -- Representatives from five of the county's leading social services organizations united Thursday in order to promote best practices to "reach the unreachable." 

"If we're not counting everyone, Berkshire County stands to lose big," said Claudine Chavanne of the Adult Learning Center in Pittsfield, referring to April's count for the U.S. Census. "We're going to lose representation, we're going to be a little dot on the page, because the district will be so big." 

In order to fully count hard-to-reach populations such as immigrants, the homeless and the elderly, the Cross Cultural Action Network brought together speakers from the Berkshire Immigrant Center, Construct Inc., the Christian Center, the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board, Elder Services of Berkshire County, and the 2010 Census to discuss their methods of outreach. 

By teaming up with all 12 public high schools in the county, said the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board's Heather Shogry, her organization had been able to establish inroads with hundreds of students -- as well as to help them and others get back on their feet if need be. 

In addition, she said, the Employment Board's Reconnect Network helped direct people in need towards the service group or resources that best catered to their needs. "It helps people who might feel really intimidated," Shogry said. 

"We probably have the most diverse population going 
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through our shelters," said Cara Davis of Construct Inc., a Great Barrington-based homeless service organization. "Our biggest referral is that of word of mouth." 

In addition, Davis said, Construct had built up relationships in South County with the police, local high schools, Fairview Hospital, and even the Chamber of Commerce to get word out. 

Meanwhile, Cheryl Nolan-Wallah of the Christian Center, said she gained the trust of the at-risk and homeless communities -- ranging from elders to young adults -- through a maxim of mutual respect. 

While the Christian Center works with local groups to provide shelter for the homeless, when space is low "sometimes we use assertive methods," Nolan-Wallah said. "Like sending someone who's homeless to the mayor's office." 

Meanwhile, Brooke Mead of the Berkshire Immigrant Center urged local groups to diversify their communications to include Spanish, Portugese, Russian and French. Indeed, Mead added, the immigrant population was so entrenched in the community that "there are 11 immigrant-run businesses on North and South streets alone." 

Mead added that reaching out to the immigrant community is usually a matter of winning over one person at a time: "The immigrant community is very tightly knit," Mead said. "Getting the message to one person will really get the word out." 

Reaching elders is a more centralized task, said Maggie Ware of Elder Services of Berkshire County. "Our office is one-stop shopping," Ware said. "We either know what information you need, or we know where to send you." 

By utilizing grass-roots communiques such as the Berkshire Senior Newspaper and Berkshire Senior TV, Ware said, her office had been able to create an information infrastructure. "This is the way to really reach elders," Ware said. 

Yet despite all these innovations, said Susan Hagen of the 2010 Census, counting these populations may still be difficult. She said that her office would be contacting service organizations to attempt to get a sense of where homeless and immigrant populations might be. 

"It's still a moving target," Hagen said. 

Eleanore Velez, of Berkshire Community College, felt that the counting communities for the Census was crucial to representing overlooked and underprivileged groups. 

"Because we are skeptical of the government and the intrusion in our lives, people don't want to answer these questions," Velez said. But by participating, she explained, "we tell them that we do matter -- whether you're 

