SOCIETY

Dial 211 for social service help countywide
Free help lines offer wide range of information
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Everyone knows to dial 911 for a fire engine and 411 for a telephone number.

Beginning today, Whatcom County residents will also be able to dial 211 to find a wide variety of social services.

About half the country can dial 211 free information lines for information ranging from the location of the nearest food bank to the best place to donate food. Information about medical, educational and recreational programs is also available.

	TYPICAL 211 INFO

	The North Sound 211 call center is open Monday through Friday, 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Messages left after business hours are returned the next day.

Typical information from 211 call centers includes:

• Basic human services such as food banks, shelters and rental assistance.

• Medical health resources such as insurance information, crisis intervention services, support groups, smoking cessation help, drug and alcohol intervention and mental-health programs.

• Job training and education programs.

• Help for older people and those with disabilities, such as home health care, respite care and food delivery services.

• Help for families such as after-school programs, Head Start, summer camps, recreation programs, mentoring, tutoring and protective services.

• Places to volunteer and donate.


"It just makes it easier for somebody in need to connect to whatever assistance it is they're looking for," said Tom Page, executive director of the nonprofit Washington Information Network 211.

"For 911, you've got police and fire and medical emergency right at your fingertips," Page said. "In the same way, 211 will allow people to dial one number to find out information about the thousands of programs and services that are available, from senior assistance to domestic violence, tutoring for their kids, job training, all in one place."

Put another way, people call 911 to reach the fire department if their house is burning down.

But the next day, they might call 211 for help finding new housing, clothing and counseling to recover from the disaster.

The next year, they could call 211 again to donate to public service agencies that helped them.

For now, Whatcom County calls will go to the Everett-based North Sound 211, where specialists will provide information based on data gathered by the Bellingham Public Library. United Way of Whatcom County is hoping to arrange for a local agency to take the calls here, said Peter Theisen, United Way president.

Beginning today, four 211 call centers will serve 12 Washington state counties. About $2.5 million in funding is pending in the state Legislature that would enable the system to go statewide, Page said.

Washington Information Network 211 is funded largely by grants, including those from the United Ways of Skagit and Snohomish counties.

Reach Mary Lane Gallagher at 715-2285 or mary.gallagher@bellinghamherald.com.

