Rochester Community Warming Center Opens Doors – December 2019
Tom Parlin, Director of Parish Social Ministry
On Wednesday, December 11, 2019, the Rochester Community Warming Center opened its doors for the first time.  On the first night 26 people came in from the cold to receive 10 hours of shelter, a warm bed, hot coffee, and food.  Catholic Charities opened the Warming Center in a collaboration with Olmsted County and the City of Rochester.
The Rochester Community Warming Center is the newest program of Catholic Charities of Southern Minnesota, patterned after Winona’s Warming Center which is in its fourth season of operation and also under the umbrella of Catholic Charities.    The offer from Olmsted County and the City of Rochester to enter into a partnership to open a Warming Center in Rochester came in August, 2019.
The Olmsted County provided the building, located on 200 4th St. SE and three months were necessary to complete the renovation to accommodate 30 beds for overnight guests.  Catholic Charities had to hire, build a volunteer base, provide formation in the running of the Center, and prepare the building for operation.  The City of Rochester has provided a grant for season one to help in the cost of operations.  This has been a great collaboration with Olmsted County, the City of Rochester and Catholic Charities of Southern Minnesota.  The commitment to provide shelter every night, even during holidays, was in play when the shelter was open this past Christmas and New Year and the Warming Center will be open every night through March 31.
There is an average of 22 guests per night at the Warming Center, with our highest number so far at 27 for an overnight stay.  It is common to hear from those whom we regularly serve, how rewarding the experience is and the friendships they are forming with the guests of the Warming Center.  The Rochester Community Warming Center has a low bar for entry and the practices include no ID check, no breathalyzer tests or putting other requirements that would keep those who need shelter out in the cold.  The guests are required to follow a set of rules that allows for safety and consistency in the running of the Warming Center, which include coming during an intake period between 9 and 10 p.m., having their belongings locked up for the night, a zero tolerance policy on having alcohol and drugs in the building or aggressive behavior.  We have a relationship with local law enforcement and communicate with them nightly.  The rules and the relationship with law enforcement is a benefit to the volunteers, staff, and guests alike, assuring a safer environment.
The staff of the Warming Center includes a full time Coordinator, Michael Gwanjaye, who is responsible for the day to day operations of the Warming Center and four-night shift managers who staff the shelter during all hours of operation from 9 p.m. to 7 a.m.  The Warming Center also relies on dedicated volunteers who join staff to provide safety and consistency every night.  Besides a warm place and a bed, the Rochester Community Warming Center provides food, showers and laundry facilities for our guests.   The early success of the Rochester Community Warming Center is best told in Michael’s words:  “The warming center has kept 106 bodies and hearts warm at least for a night among the less hopeful folks thanks to the compassionate team of 172 volunteers, donors and staff who make this possible.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]The operation of the Warming Center is consistent with the mission of the Catholic Charities to “serve the poor and marginalized” and is consistent with the Gospel call to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and welcome the stranger. (Matthew Chap 25)  
Season 2 at the Warming Center will begin on November 1, 2020 and run until March 31, 2021.  If you would like to learn more or support the great work of the Warming Center, a link is provided here.
https://www.ccsomn.org/programs/warming-centers/rochester-community-warming-center/



