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Director's Message

A Year in Review: Finding
Our Way Through
I breathed a weighted sigh of relief when my clock hit
12:00am on January 1, 2021. 2020 felt like the most
collectively challenging year ever. The overwhelming sense
of loss of too many of our loved ones, loss of jobs, loss of
our social connections and loss of peace and control in
general at times seemed too much to bear.
I was not alone in my sentiment. Readers were asked in a
Washington Post article published December 18, 2020 to
share one word or short phrase that summed up what 2020
represented to them. Among these responses
unsurprisingly were words like Exhausting, Chaotic, Stifling and Heartbreaking. There were also
responses of phrases that we all understand without any other description like “You’re On Mute”
or “I Can’t Breathe”. A nine year old from Michigan probably shared the best summation with his
analogy of 2020 being “Like looking both ways before crossing the street and then getting hit by
a submarine.
Further in the article, however, it seems that there was a shift in the responses and the general
perspective of what 2020 meant. Some of the additional words and phrases shared included
Transformative, Perseverance, and (my favorite) Daily Search for Little Wins. These words are
actually the ones that have given me the focus for my first newsletter message of 2021.
The truth is that as tough as things got, there were wins both big and small, professionally and
personally, that defined us just as much as the pain did in 2020. Just think about it. The Division
of Community Services team without much of any notice deployed remote systems that
continued to provide essential supports like rent and mortgage help, utilities assistance, food
distribution and support for victims of crime, veterans and seniors even as everything around us
descended into chaos. We managed to laugh, cry (Yes, I cried.) and celebrate each other in our
first virtual all Staff Retreat and didn’t miss a beat. We built new partnerships and strengthened
old ones to quickly scale up and serve residents with large amounts of funding that had to be
expended in record time. Personally, some of us became teachers and caregivers. We found
new ways to host Thanksgiving and Christmas dinner. We still found ways to volunteer and do
community service socially distanced.
We made it through.
Surviving doesn’t mean that we have forgotten the pain of 2020. That we have forgotten the
420,000 and counting neighbors we have lost. That we don’t recognize that more people lost
jobs in a single year than ever before. That we don’t know that COVID wreaked havoc and still is
here. We know and remember.
Surviving does mean that in spite of all of the obstacles, we didn’t give up. We didn’t fold. Even
at those critical moments when we did think we couldn’t go on, we could look to our left or right
and have each other to pick us up and carry us across the finish line. I hope that as you read
our first newsletter of 2021, aptly themed Year In Review, that you also take time to reflect on
how difficult things were while also appreciating the fact that you found a way to make it through.
More importantly, you found a way to support our neighbors, family, friends and all of Shelby
County to do the same.
Looking forward to continuing to serve with you in 2021.

Dorcas Young Griffin
Director of the Division of Community Services
Shelby County Government

Office of Community Engagement and Outreach

Rising to the Challenge
Resilience and creativity turned out to be essential traits
for success and the Community Engagement and
Outreach team exhibited both as we altered and
restructured and expanded the delivery of services.
When in-person meeting became unsafe, we distributed
10,000 flyers and hosted 1,660 virtual meetings. When
we were unable to be in person and our clients did not
have virtual access, we stepped back and did it the oldfashioned way, and used mail. When we couldn’t host
our annual in-person veterans’ celebrations, we hosted
a drive-in special program, and invited them to a virtual
breakfast concert to ensure that they still felt our
appreciation. Despite Covid-19 limitations, we were still able to connect with 11,000
residents and service providers through our outreach efforts.
We developed new programs and expanded existing ones. We launched the Nonprofit
Committee, engaging over 160 nonprofits in the collaborative effort to serve our
residents in need. We hosted a webinar “Getting the Gig” and gathered the leaders in
their field to talk with more than 200 small businesses and nonprofits about getting and
maintaining business with local government. Our “Seniors Serving Seniors” program
connected high school seniors and senior citizens, both of whom have been particularly
impacted by Covid.

Veterans Services Office

Benefits Already Earned
The Veterans Service Office never closed. In 2020,
filing for benefit claims became a critical financial
bridge, bringing security to veterans and their families.
VSO Mike Ellis filed a claim for a veteran and was able
to secure $47,000 in back pay, $3100 in monthly
disability payments, and an additional $1500 per
month. These funds provided security to the veteran
and his family during Covid as well as securing his
financial needs in the future.
VA benefits are earned benefits to which every
qualifying veteran is entitled. Veterans can apply for
benefits based on a service related disability, or based
on need. VA benefits are not just available to the veterans, but to their family as well.
The Veterans Services Office also helped veterans secure service records, death and
burial benefits, and conducted seminars and much more.

Community Services Agency

Overcoming Obstacles
The previous year was a year of great leaps and
bounds as we overcame many obstacles to best
serve our customers. We were able to help over
34,000 customers with utilities, rent/mortgage, and
medical prescription assistance despite the many
setbacks COVID-19 brought out of our community,
customers, and agency.
"I was so scared me and my girls would be in
the dark, but I was able to apply online and get
my utilities paid, from my house, while we were
on quarantine," said Ms. Booker, a client. CSA
understood the challenges of not having a virtual
application process and immediately went to work
on developing online applications for all of our
programs. This transition from face-to-face interactions to online applications allowed for
CSA to assist many Shelby County citizens during a time when life was filled with
uncertainty.
The biggest growth of all this year for CSA was the compassion in the hearts of our
staff.

Crime Victims & Rape Crisis Center

Respect and Validation
The Crime Victims & Rape Crisis Center (CVRCC)
collaborates daily with the Memphis Police
Department, the Shelby County District Attorney
General’s Office, and the Tennessee Bureau of
Investigation to support victims of sexual violence
whose forensic evidence was part of the backlog of
kits in Memphis discovered in 2013.
Despite the challenges that 2020 brought,
the Sexual Assault Cold Case Team continued to
serve 168 of those victims. During that time, our
Cold Case Team provided over 1,183 unique services to those survivors, ranging from
crisis counseling to emergency financial assistance to accompaniment to court or law
enforcement interviews.
While we can’t go back and change the circumstances of these survivor’s initial
experiences with the system, CVRCC staff and our partner agencies work hard to make
sure that these victims experience respect and feel validated for what they have
endured. We know that validation – being heard and genuinely listened to – is often the
most important first step toward healing after crime.
So many of these cold case victims of sexual violence did not feel validated in the initial
aftermath of the crime; they in turn reported high levels of shame and self-blame around
their assault. After years, sometimes decades, that shame and self-blame turned into
unhealthy coping skills or relationships for some of these survivors. Thanks to the
discovery of the backlog and the opportunity to utilize new technology to test forensic
evidence, our multi-disciplinary team of professionals has been able to open up new
investigations and prosecutions of these crimes, as well as provide in-depth trauma
counseling to the survivors, providing long-overdue validation and healing.
As one of our clients recently reported, that validation can go a long way towards
healing, even years after the initial crime:
"...You made me feel like I was someone worth doing something for.
"I talked to God a lot to get me through this rape, but I feel like my rape being worked by
you ladies was the last puzzle piece for me to be at peace. When I met with you and
Det. Bush, I felt like I had a say for the first time in a long time. I owe my life and
happiness to the both of you. I can now enjoy my family and moments at peace without
having that day playing in my head.”

Aging Commission of the Mid-South

Maximizing Independence
and Safety
The COVID -19 pandemic amplified the needs of
seniors. Not only have they been the group most
deadly affected by the virus, but their hunger,
loneliness, and loss of independence have been
exacerbated by the very acts needed to protect their
health.
Many believe that COVID has changed forever the
way Americans will want services as they age.
Experts predict that long term care services for
seniors, even seniors with significant medical needs,
will move toward home and community based
services and away from institutional services like
nursing homes.
Our mission is to assist seniors and their caregivers to
maximize their independence and safety in their chosen community. Clearly the pressure
for services from our organization will continue to grow. Looking back over a year, we
provided:
73,097 units of Homemaker and Personal Care to 972 persons
269,722 Home Delivered Meals to 4,813 persons
125,691 Congregate Meals to 2,163 persons
13,456 units of Adult Day Care/Respite to 113 persons
3195 units of Legal Services to 1485 persons
24,726 units of Transportation to 471 persons
22,586 were assisted to secure SNAP benefits
674 persons were assisted to secure TennCare benefits
11,688 persons receive Medicare Counseling and more

Office of Justice Initiatives

Ready and Prepared
The Office of Justice Initiatives (OJI) accomplished a great
deal this year despite COVID-19. With courts being closed
for extended periods, the Behavioral Health Unit team quickly
adapted to accommodate the clients' needs in the Mental
Health Advocate, Criminal Justice Liaison, and Mental Health
Court (MHC) programs. They pivoted to virtual or sociallydistant meeting sessions, streamlined the delivery of
prescriptions and other supports for clients, and hosted the
first-ever virtual MHC graduations. It’s a true testament to
the BHU team’s dedication to client service as even despite
the COVID-19 challenges, program participation remained
consistent, with very little withdrawals from the programs.
To help lessen COVID-19 exposure to defenders in custody, Pretrial Services played a vital role
in working with Judicial Commissioners, judges, and coordinating support from community
partners to help expedite the release of over 200 defenders during the height of the pandemic.
Pretrial Services also continued to use the Public Safety Assessment risk tool (which better
helps judges determine when a defendant can be released from trial) with a number of process
improvements. All Supervision teams continued to proactively monitor their caseloads, which
surprisingly did not decline despite reduced court schedules, by utilizing many new technology
tools. They streamlined the reminder process for clients released for lower level crimes through
the Simple Summons text messaging pilot program, helping to remind offenders released from
custody to return to their later scheduled court date and reduce the rate of offenders failing to
appear in court. 42,031 messages were sent resulting in a 92% appearance rate for offenders.
The team also conducted over 2,500 wellness calls and implemented an automated mobile
phone based check-in system for defenders to more efficiently check in and verify their court
dates.
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