COMPASSION COALITION PUBLIC HOUSING SURVEY (KNOXVILLE, TN 2009) 

SUMMARY REPORT
Prepared by Suzi Sullivan

Overview of Knoxville’s Public Housing

Knoxville has 15 public housing communities. Knoxville Community Development Corporation (KCDC) is the public agency responsible for administering public housing to qualified citizens. KCDC is the third largest public housing authority in Tennessee and is in the top 10 percent nationwide.
 

According to KCDC, in 2009 there are approximately 3,123 households living in Knoxville’s public housing communities—almost 6,000 residents. Nine of the fifteen communities are available for families with children under 17 years of age. There are 4,559 tenants living in these ‘family’ communities and approximately half are children. Females listed as ‘head of household’ comprise 68% of the public housing community households.
 
Survey Description 
In April 2009, in cooperation with KCDC, Compassion Coalition formed a team of over 20 volunteers to survey 458 residents living in eleven public housing communities.
 (The survey form is included as an appendix to this summary. See also the detailed report of survey responses, in a separate document.) The survey was intended to inform the Salt & Light Guidebook (3rd edition, 2003). The purpose of the survey was to hear honest responses about residents’ experiences in Knoxville’s public housing and to ask residents for ideas about how churches and community groups could be more involved in positive ways in their community. On the whole, those surveyed were open and willing to be a part of the survey. Many seemed encouraged that people were taking the time to listen and try to understand them and to seek how to be a good neighbor.

Summary of Survey Results
“What is one thing you like about living in this community or about the people here?” Some residents could not identify anything positive about living in public housing. However, the majority of those surveyed named positive features, such as the affordability, the location, or the access to services. One of the most common responses from residents was that they were happy to be living in the same community where they grew up or where they had family and friends. Several even noted that they considered their neighbors to be "like family." Many felt that their community was a place where people looked out for one another and where help could be found if they asked for it.
“What is one change you’d like to see happen that could make life better in this community?” The overwhelming response was to "give the kids more to do." Residents were open to ideas to keep the children occupied with positive activities to keep them away from crime and other negative behaviors. The greatest need expressed by residents is for safe places for play and for children's activities. Some areas were noted to be without a playground and others were noted as having playgrounds that were in need of repair or updating.
 Residents also wanted to have regular, organized block parties and game nights for both young and old.

Residents expressed concern about their safety and public security. Some reported hearing gunshots and fighting at night. Drug and alcohol use and gang activity were other reported concerns. Issues with police-resident relations were frequently mentioned. Some shared their perception that the local police were not adequately responding to major problems such as prostitution and drug abuse. Residents in some communities felt a need for a more structured security system such as gates with passes and security cameras, in addition to an increase in police presence. A number of residents attributed crime and other problems in their community to "outsiders," e.g., "the bad things are happening when bad people from the outside come here." 
Tenants also voiced concerns about a lack of maintenance (repairs, extermination, remodeling/updating needs). A few respondents believed things could be better with a Resident Association in place, or with changes to the current Resident Association. 
“What are some practical ways that a caring church or community group could make a difference for you or for this neighborhood?” Residents responded with creative ideas such as:

· Organize regular Bible Studies for adults and a Vacation Bible School for children
· Come regularly and often to talk and get to know the residents
· Provide education about drug and alcohol addiction, treatment and prevention

· Help clean our neighborhood and start community gardens

· Provide ‘landscaping’ ideas and help to implement them
· Help build and update playgrounds
· Bring choirs and/or gospel music

· Help organize a cookout or activity for everyone to enjoy 

· Assist in finding jobs -- provide job skills training/help

· Provide parenting classes

· Coordinate transportation to the grocery store, doctor appointments and church

· Bring food (non-perishables and fresh) because the food closets do not provide enough

· Support and education on nutrition and health concerns (e.g., diabetes classes, on-site clinic, help with mental health issues)

· Communicate – post flyers about upcoming events

Many residents noted that churches will come once and that is the last they would hear from them. They noted that this is discouraging and frustrating and leads to a lack of trust. They expressed a need to see people from churches and outside organizations that are willing to come regularly.

“Do you have any advice for a church or local community group that wants to get involved with residents here? What do you think would help make this a positive relationship?” Residents responded by saying:

· Be patient – keep coming back

· Respect us and be kind

· Show us that you care

· Give us a chance

· Be careful but don’t be afraid

· Don’t come here to be bossy—love us, be our friend

· Be open-minded
· "Stop treating me like nothing because of where I live"
· Pray for us


“What is one thing you wish people who live outside of this neighborhood knew about you or your life here?” Overwhelmingly, the residents wanted people to know they are “good people” and that not everyone who lives in public housing is "bad" or "a drug dealer." Some referred to their gratitude for public housing as they had been homeless or in worse situations. Some noted that public housing is more safe than people imagine, while others said they were afraid—especially for their kids. Many noted that their life is a daily struggle. Residents want outsiders to understand that there are hard-working people living in public housing who are trying to do their best to pay bills and put food on the table for their family. 
APPENDIX: SURVEY FORM
Site Surveyed: _______________________________ Date _________ 

“We are asking people who live here for ideas about how churches and community groups can be more involved in positive ways with this community.”
Survey Questions (use back of survey if additional room is necessary):
“What is one thing you like about living in this community or about the people here?”

________________________________________________________________________________

“What is one change you’d like to see happen that could make life better in this community?” (Clarify if necessary: "It could be anything related to the housing complex, the opportunities, the people, the general quality of life, or anything you'd like to see different or improved.”) 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

“What are some practical ways a caring church or community group could make a difference for you or for this neighborhood?” (Prompt only if resident can't answer or asks for help:

 "Some ideas might be providing activities for kids, helping the elderly or people with disabilities, organizing community events, sponsoring classes on topics like parenting or job skills, offering Bible studies or any other ideas you may have." 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

"Do you have any advice for a church or community group that wants to get involved with residents here? What do you think would help make this a positive relationship?" 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

“What is one thing you wish people who live outside of this neighborhood knew about you or about life here?”

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your time! For questions regarding this survey, please contact Andy Rittenhouse (257-2686), arittenhouse@fbconcord.org.
Person Conducting Survey: _____________________________________________________________ 

� For more information about KCDC, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.knoxville.tn.us/departments/kcdc.asp" ��http://www.ci.knoxville.tn.us/departments/kcdc.asp�. 


� KCDC Basic Demographics Report provided to Compassion Coalition, 2009. 


� Austin Homes, Christenberry Heights, Lonsdale Homes, Montgomery Village, Walter P Taylor Homes, The Vista, Western Heights, Cagle Terrace, Isabella Towers, Lee Williams, and Love Towers. Not surveyed: Mechanicsville, Passport Housing, The Verandas, and Northgate Terrace.


� Of the 458 surveys received, there were 228 comments regarding kids (wanting more activities, build a playground, daycare/babysitting help needed, etc)





