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Name and a short description of the innovation.

The Humboldt County Transition Age Youth Collaboration (HCTAYC) is a youth engagement program for transition age youth, ages 16-26, created to improve county services by empowering youth who currently or formerly depended upon these services to provide thoughtful feedback directly to service providers. HCTAYC bridges the gap between the Humboldt County Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) and the youth it serves. The model and funding for this program are unique and innovative. Humboldt County DHHS funded independent Youth Empowerment organizations to scrutinize current practices and policies, and develop policy recommendations that strengthen and integrate youth voice throughout all of the various programs. The outside organizations formed a collaboration, including DHHS and local youth, and embarked on a new vision of youth engagement, which provides education, opportunity, and experiences that lead to a better system of care and promotes the well-being of Humboldt’s youth. 

Humboldt County DHHS is an integrated agency that includes all Behavioral Health, Public Health, Social Services, Public Guardian Services, Employment & Training Services, and County Veteran’s Services under one shared administration. Towards the goal of integrating parallel programs and state initiatives, Humboldt County has worked collaboratively to eliminate or reduce barriers to services and supports that may result in less than optimal care for overlapping and vulnerable populations. HCTAYC is funded through California’s Mental Health Services Act – Prevention and Early Intervention component to effectively include the voice of youth in system development, policy-setting and decision-making. 

Jurisdiction, History, Need for Innovation, and Underlying Factors
Humboldt County, California is located on the Northern Coast of California, approximately 75 miles south of the California and Oregon border. The county is densely forested and is bisected by several rivers and a coastal mountain range. During the winter, road closures are frequent. The county is generally rural in nature, with a population of 126,518 spread over 3,573 square miles
.  There are many small communities spread throughout the rugged terrain, but most of the services are in Eureka and Arcata, along the Humboldt Bay. Eureka, the county seat, is the largest community in the county. The median income of households in the county is $40,515. Nineteen percent of people live in poverty. 

Like all counties in California, Humboldt includes a population of transition aged youth who, because of a lack of family or other support, are vulnerable and in need of county system assistance. This group is chronically underserved or un-served, and often enters adulthood ill-equipped to address the new developmental challenges they face. Local mental health and foster care data validate that these youth often experience(d) foster care, homelessness, mental health challenges, and chronic health issues.

In 2008, the Humboldt County Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) committed funding and staffing to better engage youth to improve systems and service delivery to transition aged youth, including homeless youth, current and former foster youth, youth involved in the juvenile justice system, and youth with mental health needs, among others. However, with no roadmap to guide DHHS, and with the geographical and social isolation of Humboldt County, there was no obvious solution to the problem and there were no local candidates to achieve this vision of authentic youth engagement and empowerment. 

Innovation's Importance, Internal Impact and Community Benefits
The impact of HCTAYC is felt at multiple levels by many stakeholders, from the youth who become involved, to the youth who benefit from improvements, from the county staff whose work becomes easier, to the community that benefits from a more engaged and involved youth population. 

HCTAYC has increased the breadth and depth of youth leadership in Humboldt County. It has presented authentic engagement opportunities to the most unseen and least called upon voices in the community. It taps into the pool of youth who may have been interested in changing policy and becoming active in their community, but did not have the opportunity, experience, or basic resources to engage in this work. HCTAYC provides monthly leadership and skills development training opportunities, and creates ongoing opportunities for youth to exercise their leadership and expand their learning through conference presentations and participation. Each year, ten youth participate in creating Digital Stories, short videos about their experiences with county services.  These videos have effectively been utilized to train DHHS staff and the larger community about youth issues and best practices.  HCTAYC also has a Youth Advisory Board, with members receiving monthly stipends, and acts as the primary body of youth experts within DHHS. Paying youth for their time demonstrates the value of the members’ work, and allows the members to prioritize this work among the many demands of life. 

More visibly, HCTAYC has improved county services to young people, benefitting youth in very practical ways personally and systemically. This could not have been achieved without the tireless support of DHHS leadership to ensure that implementing recommendations was prioritized. In time it became evident that these improvements also benefitted department staff whose job has become easier, more efficient, and met with less resistance because services are provided in the way their clients identify to be most effective. 

How it is a Quantum Leap of Creativity
There are very limited examples of government agencies prioritizing and inviting youth to decision-making and policy-setting tables.  HCTAYC is dynamic in organizing, developing, and empowering youth to engage and inform DHHS’s systems of care.  HCTAYC was created through a partnership with DHHS and three state-level youth advocacy organizations.   HCTAYC was developed as an integrated model with the advocacy organizations contributing to the holistic approach of enhancing services to youth. 

HCTAYC meets many needs and empowers young leaders at multiple levels. This model seeks out consumers from various backgrounds – foster care, juvenile justice, homelessness, mental health – to become leaders. Most fundamentally, HCTAYC has formed a community with youth members. This is the jumping point from which the youth can see themselves as leaders, and are motivated to work toward that goal. Training opportunities are provided to teach basic and advanced skills so that youth participants can engage on a professional level, with thoughtful analysis of the situation. Young people in this rural county are presented opportunities to travel around the state and country, a new experience for many. When youth members speak at a conference, meeting, or other event, their contribution is valued and respected because it is backed by the success of HCTAYC’s work in Humboldt, and the youth experience healing by having a voice and being responded to within a county government system. 

Who Benefits from the Innovation

In an evaluation performed by an independent consultant after the first year of programming, the following benefits were found: 

Impact on Transition Age Youth: 56 youth attended 4 capacity-building trainings; HCTAYC youth report new leadership capacity which enables them to provide feedback on systems of care; an increasing number of youth were invited to sit in committee meetings and express their perspectives at the county level; participating youth gained a sense of connection to one another as they work together on common goals; and youth feel empowered to take on other leadership roles in their community.

Impact on Humboldt County DHHS: county department managers cite a growing awareness of the needs of youth and the importance of youth involvement; understanding of what youth experience in county systems is leading to a greater appreciation for the insights and recommendations of youth; HCTAYC recommendations for improvements in several Mental Health Branch services were reported as implemented within weeks; county staff members’ increased awareness of youth needs led to active engagement of youth in decision-making processes for county programs.

Additionally, DHHS as well as the entire community has benefitted from the youth-driven reports, educational materials, and trainings that have been offered through the efforts of the youth involved in HCTAYC.  For example, a document and training were developed  called “Committing to Youth Engagement”, which is presented to service providers throughout the county, to instruct them on how they can authentically support youth voice within their organizations.  Additionally, the Youth Advisory Board continues to develop curriculum and trainings on a multitude of topics important to both youth and professionals, and presents their work across the county and state.  There is increasing demand for these trainings both locally and statewide, as a result of the efficacy of the youths’ hard work and dedication to improving the wellbeing for all youth in Humboldt County.

How the Innovation was Initiated and Implemented
In the summer of 2008, top DHHS officials invited several statewide youth engagement organizations and local youth to a meeting to hear their concerns and ideas, and recognized the great potential around the table. DHHS Director Philip R. Crandall was particularly impressed by the way the youth articulated their needs, the barriers to meeting these needs, and their advocacy for more responsive services. The statewide organizations recognized the potential these youth had to transform county services through their honest feedback and constructive criticism. Neither DHHS staff nor the youth organizations knew of an established method to solicit, gather, review and implement the recommendations the youth of Humboldt County were so ready to give. 

The Humboldt County Transition Age Youth Collaboration (HCTAYC) was born in the fall of 2008, with the mission and purpose to create and operate a system of engaging youth in improving county services for youth. HCTAYC is a collaboration of local youth, Humboldt’s DHHS, and three statewide youth development organizations: the Y.O.U.T.H. Training Project, which trains and empowers current and former foster youth to train social workers on working with youth; Youth In Mind, an advocacy and policy organization for youth impacted by the mental health system; and California Youth Connection, an advocacy and policy organization for current and former foster youth with chapters in many counties in California.

One local staff member, Rochelle Trochtenberg, was hired as Youth Organizer, and became the point of contact for youth. Office space was found in the county’s Independent Living Skills program suite, a location that already served many of the youth who became HCTAYC’s early core constituency. With frequent visits by the statewide organizations’ staff, and a welcoming culture among DHHS staff, the collaboration began finding its niche, building its reputation, and gaining momentum.

Risks associated with Planning and Developing the Innovation
DHHS recognized that busy county staff were also not necessarily able to receive and apply candid feedback from their clients in an unbiased fashion. For the vision of authentic engagement and change to be realized, outside organizations with expertise in working with youth needed to be brought in on a long-term basis. It was a worthwhile risk for Humboldt’s DHHS to open itself up for scrutiny, criticism and honest evaluation, and to commit to funding this work for five years in a tough economic climate. Effective youth engagement and empowerment required much effort and resources up front without a guarantee that youth, the agency, and the community would see the long term benefit in practical and financial outcomes. 

For HCTAYC staff, it was challenging to build programming that would authentically support youth, and wouldn’t result in tokenization of youth members.  An ever-present risk was the extent of commitment from DHHS staff and the community.  Would a conflict arise from the allocation of resources and time toward this program which had not been tried or proven? There was also concern that resources would be allocated elsewhere before there impact of HCTAYC’s work could be felt.

Environment in Which the Innovation was Created and Sustained
As an integrated agency, DHHS recognizes that many programs serve the same populations. Humboldt County DHHS has a reputation in California for innovative thinking in addressing challenges, evidenced in part by the integrated approach to health and human services. Various initiatives, such as the Child Welfare Redesign and the Mental Health Services Act, have emphasized the need for real stakeholder input in system development as well as drawn attention to poor outcomes for youth. In addition, many youth once served by DHHS as children, were in need of intensive adult services, yet there were few options for youth over 18 years.  Many entered the criminal justice system, became homeless, and/ or experienced more intense mental health challenges. This indicated that challenges during childhood were not adequately addressed, and there was a significant gap in programs and services that were accessible and competent in dealing with the youth population.

Execution Costs and Savings
Cost savings are anticipated to be seen in the long term. As youth are served more effectively at lower-service levels earlier on, the need for intense or intrusive services will decrease. In addition, youth who are more prepared for adulthood will be more equipped to contribute to the local economy.

· 2008-2009 contract: $200,000 Y.O.U.T.H. Training Project/Youth in Mind (first aboard)
· 2009-2010 contract: $235,000 Y.O.U.T.H. Training Project/Youth in Mind; $65,000 California Youth Connection
· 2010-2011 contract: $231,000 Y.O.U.T.H. Training Project/Youth in Mind; $106,000 California Youth Connection
Lessons Learned that Could be Shared with Other Local Governments
The most important messages HCTAYC’s work can send to other local governments is that it is possible to do this work well, and that it is valuable to prioritize. Consumer feedback is effective, changes have been made, and stakeholders at all levels see positive outcomes. However, this work does require great commitment. Youth must be met where they are, physically and developmentally. In a rural and poor county, transportation must be provided, and food must be available to meet participants’ most basic needs first, in order to overcome obstacles to engagement and participation. When youth are not comfortable voicing their opinions because they have not done so before, there must be trainings on why advocacy is important, what advocacy is, public speaking skills, in addition to addressing other barriers to participation. It is also important to value the time and skill of youth; HCTAYC provides stipends to its Youth Advisory Board members so they can focus on this work and receive compensation for their time, as staff would expect. 

Furthermore, HCTAYC’s work is unique in that it launched with replication in mind. Staff members have documented the successes, lessons learned and best practices from HCTAYC’s beginning, with the intention of disseminating this information with other counties interested in authentic youth engagement. With this goal in mind, HCTAYC has presented its model of youth engagement at several statewide and national conferences for youth-serving professionals. 

Champions
The opportunities for HCTAYC’s work to be successful have been many in thanks to the leadership of DHHS and its various departments. Philip R. Crandall, DHHS Director, has ensured that HCTAYC would be heard and respected by passing this expectation down to his staff, which was crucial to moving HCTAYC’s agenda and vision into practice. Barbara LaHaie, DHHS Assistant Director of Programs, has provided ongoing support and guidance to HCTAYC staff as they negotiated difficult and unexpected situations so that the work could succeed. Many departments within the Department of Health and Human Services have welcomed HCTAYC staff and youth to meetings and have solicited participation from HCTAYC on issues impacting youth, providing opportunities for the authentic engagement of youth members. The departments that have partnered with HCTAYC to improve their services, notably the Mental Health and Social Services branches, have given validity to this work and confirmed its true value.
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