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Collier County’s top leader on homelessness knows exactly how many people are waiting for shelter 

beds locally, but similar data and more isn’t readily available from other communities. 

The St. Matthew’s House shelter organization in East Naples and its chief executive officer, Vann Ellison, 

commissioned a study, which outlines what he and others have known for decades: services are 

fragmented. 

He also disagrees with a recommendation of adopting a “housing first” approach backed by a national 

homeless organization and addressing causes later. 

“The study tells us each (Southwest Florida) county is doing really good work, it looks at causes, but 

there’s really no coordinated effort,” Ellison said. “The irony of the study is it points out we can’t get a 

better handle on it.” 

The Minneapolis-based Schulze Family Foundation provided an $8,500 grant to St. Matthew’s House to 

commission the Department of Social Work at Florida Gulf Coast University last year to examine the 

scope of homelessness in Southwest Florida. The 52-page report was completed recently. 

Historically, the Collier County Hunger and Homeless Coalition and similar coalitions throughout the 

state conduct “point in time” surveys every January to collect data about the number of homeless 

individuals in their communities, reasons for homelessness and socioeconomic data. 

The counts rely on volunteers fanning out to shelters, soup kitchens, day labor businesses and other 

locations to interview homeless individuals and prepare reports. The point-in-time surveys are known 

for shortcomings. 

About 15 years ago, the federal government began pouring huge sums into homeless management 

information systems, HMIS. The computer-based systems are intended to serve for data input and 

service tracking so social service agencies can coordinate efforts to help the homeless, Ellison said. 

Coalitions must report data to the federal program to qualify for U.S. Housing and Urban Development 

grants. 

The catch is the computer system allows for data submittal but no meaningful reports are produced for 

homeless coalitions, he said. 

“We’ve always reported it doesn’t work,” Ellison said. 



St. Matthew’s House, which operates 170 shelter beds in East Naples and Immokalee, in addition to 130 

beds for substance abuse recovery, doesn’t accept HUD money. Its $14 million in annual revenue is 

generated from private philanthropy and income from businesses, ranging from a catering company to 

thrift stores. 

The lack of coordinated data from the federal program meant the FGCU researchers couldn’t get a 

handle on the scope of the homeless problem, Ellison said. 

“It just points out nobody still knows the (depth) of the problem,” he said. “The system isn’t capable of 

identifying the problems on the streets.” 

Christine Welton, executive director of the Collier homeless coalition since June, understands Ellison’s 

position. When she came to the coalition last August, she was put in charge of the homeless 

management information system locally and saw it was not working as it should. 

Part of the problem was inadequate training of the individuals in various agencies using it and software 

was not set up properly or being upgraded, she said. 

The problems have since been fixed and going forward will be useful for local agencies, she said. 

In other counties, the computer systems are doing exactly what they are supposed to do, with Charlotte 

County as one example, she said. 

Still, the FGCU study examines point-in-time counts and underlying factors of adverse childhood 

experiences, substances abuse, employment issues, housing costs and more, Ellison said. 

The surveys validate steady increases in homelessness of nearly 10 percent in Collier, from 389 

individuals in 2015 to 427 this year. Since 2012, the number of homeless individuals has ranged from 

350 to 427. 

“We have wait listed 80 to 100 people on any given day,” Ellison said. 

Another set of data in the FGCU report shows 320 households in Collier experienced homelessness this 

year, a 50-percent spike from 2012 when the surveys found 213 households were in that plight. 

The FGCU report recommends the local community focus on a “housing first” model developed in 

Europe and backed by the U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness as the best practice to end chronic 

homelessness. 

The underlying premise calls for providing housing as the primary focus of assistance and then 

addressing substance abuse or mental health disorders afterward. 

 

That didn’t sit well with Ellison and the approach at St. Matthew’s which involves comprehensive case 

management to address underlying causes at the same time so people can change their lives. 



“We really want to see the person get their life together,” he said. 

http://www.naplesnews.com/story/news/local/2016/09/09/st-matthews-shelter-gets-data-swfl-

homelessness/90016848/ 


