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Kathy Huck and Rita Dunn (l-r) go over the tally form before taking part in the the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count in Chatsworth Tuesday night. Kathy Huck and Rita Dunn (l-r) go over the tally form before taking part in the the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count in Chatsworth Tuesday night. Dunn, whoDunn, who
is homeless herself, was urged to help with the census due to a shortage of volunteers.(photo by Andy Holzman).is homeless herself, was urged to help with the census due to a shortage of volunteers.(photo by Andy Holzman).
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Rita Dunn particiaptes in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count Tuesday night in Chatsworth. Dunn, who is currently homeless, was urged toRita Dunn particiaptes in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count Tuesday night in Chatsworth. Dunn, who is currently homeless, was urged to
help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park. (Photo by Andy Holzman).help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park. (Photo by Andy Holzman).

On the first night of the homeless count, 39-year-old Rita Dunn squeezed into a small conference room in Chatsworth with about 25 other people to watch aOn the first night of the homeless count, 39-year-old Rita Dunn squeezed into a small conference room in Chatsworth with about 25 other people to watch a
training video describing the visual clues that someone might be living on the street.training video describing the visual clues that someone might be living on the street.

A person wearing multiple layers of clothing, carrying a large backpack or pushing a shopping cart could be homeless. Sleeping on the ground is a giveaway.A person wearing multiple layers of clothing, carrying a large backpack or pushing a shopping cart could be homeless. Sleeping on the ground is a giveaway.
They could be limping or coughing, or have disheveled hair. Their RV might be covered in blankets, perhaps with several parking tickets stuck to theThey could be limping or coughing, or have disheveled hair. Their RV might be covered in blankets, perhaps with several parking tickets stuck to the
windshield.windshield.

Those descriptors are supposed to point to someone like Dunn, who lives not far away in a makeshift tent next to the Metrolink train tracks.Those descriptors are supposed to point to someone like Dunn, who lives not far away in a makeshift tent next to the Metrolink train tracks.

On Tuesday night, Dunn wore a bright yellow reflector vest over her zip-up hoodie. She occasionally doffed a cowboy hat that she said made her look likeOn Tuesday night, Dunn wore a bright yellow reflector vest over her zip-up hoodie. She occasionally doffed a cowboy hat that she said made her look like
Steve Irwin going on a “homeless safari.” It was part of her persona for the night.Steve Irwin going on a “homeless safari.” It was part of her persona for the night.

“Just trying to observe them in their natural habitat,” she joked to lighten the mood. Her “Australian” accent sounded more like Audrey Hepburns̓ Cockney in“Just trying to observe them in their natural habitat,” she joked to lighten the mood. Her “Australian” accent sounded more like Audrey Hepburns̓ Cockney in
“My Fair Lady,” less like her intended impression of “Crocodile Hunter,” the wildlife conservationist who died when a stingray stung his heart in 2006.“My Fair Lady,” less like her intended impression of “Crocodile Hunter,” the wildlife conservationist who died when a stingray stung his heart in 2006.

Dunn, one of just a few people at the Chatsworth deployment site who has experienced homelessness, often displays a kind of gallows humor about theDunn, one of just a few people at the Chatsworth deployment site who has experienced homelessness, often displays a kind of gallows humor about the
situation she is in. And she was on a roll Tuesday.situation she is in. And she was on a roll Tuesday.



Rita Dunn makes her way down an alley in a Chatsworth shopping center while volunteering in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count TuesdayRita Dunn makes her way down an alley in a Chatsworth shopping center while volunteering in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count Tuesday
night. Dunn, who is homeless herself, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park. (Photo by Andynight. Dunn, who is homeless herself, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park. (Photo by Andy
Holzman).Holzman).

During one of their walks through a shopping center, Dunn and her teammates investigated a dark pile in the distance, to see if it was a homeless person, onlyDuring one of their walks through a shopping center, Dunn and her teammates investigated a dark pile in the distance, to see if it was a homeless person, only
to determine it was a stack of empty boxes.to determine it was a stack of empty boxes.

A fan of Muppets creator Jim Henson, Dunn was reminded of an episode of the HBO kidsʼ series “Fraggle Rock,” featuring Marjory the Trash Heap (anA fan of Muppets creator Jim Henson, Dunn was reminded of an episode of the HBO kidsʼ series “Fraggle Rock,” featuring Marjory the Trash Heap (an
anthropomorphic pile of rubbish who dispenses wisdom to denizens of the town). She wailed a blues song that included the line, “When I was just a little bittyanthropomorphic pile of rubbish who dispenses wisdom to denizens of the town). She wailed a blues song that included the line, “When I was just a little bitty
trash heap.”trash heap.”

Dunn said she shows the video of the song to other people who are homeless. “They laugh,” she said.Dunn said she shows the video of the song to other people who are homeless. “They laugh,” she said.

As she sat in the front passenger seat Tuesday night, Dunn studied the census tracts her team was assigned. Dunn said she knows of many encampments inAs she sat in the front passenger seat Tuesday night, Dunn studied the census tracts her team was assigned. Dunn said she knows of many encampments in
the area, but she said those tracts included many neighborhoods she felt were likely void of homeless people.the area, but she said those tracts included many neighborhoods she felt were likely void of homeless people.

“These people are going to freak out that weʼre in their neighborhood, by the way,” Dunn remarked. “It s̓ a residential area.”“These people are going to freak out that weʼre in their neighborhood, by the way,” Dunn remarked. “It s̓ a residential area.”

Teammate Robert Frazier, also homeless, reminded her that tonight was different. Their vests clearly mark them as homeless count volunteers.Teammate Robert Frazier, also homeless, reminded her that tonight was different. Their vests clearly mark them as homeless count volunteers.

But Dunn, eager to make her point, said that such neighborhoods do not feel “safe.”But Dunn, eager to make her point, said that such neighborhoods do not feel “safe.”



Rita Dunn dons a yellow “Volunteer” vest as she prepares to hit the streets while volunteering in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count inRita Dunn dons a yellow “Volunteer” vest as she prepares to hit the streets while volunteering in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count in
Chatsworth Tuesday night. Dunn, who is homeless herself, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park.Chatsworth Tuesday night. Dunn, who is homeless herself, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park.
(Photo by Andy Holzman).(Photo by Andy Holzman).

“I know people have camped there before, and theyʼve been run out with a quickness,” she said. “We donʼt go there because we donʼt want to get arrested.”“I know people have camped there before, and theyʼve been run out with a quickness,” she said. “We donʼt go there because we donʼt want to get arrested.”

“Yeah, ʻno-fly zones,̓  ” Frazier agreed.“Yeah, ʻno-fly zones,̓  ” Frazier agreed.

Another team member, Kathy Huck, took a more measured approach. She had been homeless before. Now she runs an outreach ministry that helps peopleAnother team member, Kathy Huck, took a more measured approach. She had been homeless before. Now she runs an outreach ministry that helps people
living on the streets.living on the streets.

She urged Dunn to bear with the process of examining each census tract. But she understood Dunns̓ point. “These people are not going to let no strange carShe urged Dunn to bear with the process of examining each census tract. But she understood Dunns̓ point. “These people are not going to let no strange car
stay (here) at night,” she said.stay (here) at night,” she said.

Later, as the team canvassed a shopping center parking lot, Huck peeked into rows of car windows and noticed a white van packed with belongings — withLater, as the team canvassed a shopping center parking lot, Huck peeked into rows of car windows and noticed a white van packed with belongings — with
very little space left for the person living in it. She tallied that.very little space left for the person living in it. She tallied that.

Huck said she learned some of her spotting techniques from an outreach worker, while working on the count last year in Sylmar. Other methods she said sheHuck said she learned some of her spotting techniques from an outreach worker, while working on the count last year in Sylmar. Other methods she said she
gleaned from “doing the work” of outreach.gleaned from “doing the work” of outreach.

Dunn suggested including more homeless people in the survey effort. Dunn, who can easily rattle off numbers of how many people live in each of theDunn suggested including more homeless people in the survey effort. Dunn, who can easily rattle off numbers of how many people live in each of the
different encampments in the Chatsworth area, said she and others have recently done their own counts. In her current encampment, there are around 10different encampments in the Chatsworth area, said she and others have recently done their own counts. In her current encampment, there are around 10
people, she said.people, she said.

“Weʼve sat down and counted everybody on the tracks,” she said. “That s̓ the thing. It wouldnʼt take that much. We really wouldnʼt have to go anywhere to give“Weʼve sat down and counted everybody on the tracks,” she said. “That s̓ the thing. It wouldnʼt take that much. We really wouldnʼt have to go anywhere to give
you a count. Because we know everybody that s̓ out here.”you a count. Because we know everybody that s̓ out here.”



Rita Dunn and Robert Frazier stop to chat while working together on the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count Tuesday night in Chatsworth. Dunn,Rita Dunn and Robert Frazier stop to chat while working together on the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count Tuesday night in Chatsworth. Dunn,
who is currently homeless, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park .(Photo by Andy Holzman).who is currently homeless, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park .(Photo by Andy Holzman).

Last year, as the count was being launched, Dunn was recovering from losing many of her belongings, after being booted out of an encampment.Last year, as the count was being launched, Dunn was recovering from losing many of her belongings, after being booted out of an encampment.

She recalled huddling under a tarp, eating Stonefire Grill cast-off dinners with her camp-mates, during the 2018 Thanksgiving holiday.She recalled huddling under a tarp, eating Stonefire Grill cast-off dinners with her camp-mates, during the 2018 Thanksgiving holiday.

It was no better when she moved out of her encampment during Christmas and New Years, when she toppled over “like a cartoon character,” slipping over aIt was no better when she moved out of her encampment during Christmas and New Years, when she toppled over “like a cartoon character,” slipping over a
piece of metal on top of a piece of algae lying in the wash. She smacked her hips in the fall, and was still smarting from it as she continued to haul her thingspiece of metal on top of a piece of algae lying in the wash. She smacked her hips in the fall, and was still smarting from it as she continued to haul her things
to a new encampment, she said.to a new encampment, she said.

Dunn said she joined the count this year to help a friend address a shortage of volunteer counters. She was already getting more involved, having joined theDunn said she joined the count this year to help a friend address a shortage of volunteer counters. She was already getting more involved, having joined the
West Valley Neighborhood Alliance on Homelessness, made up of people who typically take part in neighborhood councils. And she said she hopes to getWest Valley Neighborhood Alliance on Homelessness, made up of people who typically take part in neighborhood councils. And she said she hopes to get
others like herself to speak up for themselves, especially about encampment cleanups.others like herself to speak up for themselves, especially about encampment cleanups.

Dunn had much of the training video memorized when she set off with her team for the count, though most of it she translated it into her own brand ofDunn had much of the training video memorized when she set off with her team for the count, though most of it she translated it into her own brand of
snark.snark.

At one point she tallied a man who walked past. “He looked scruffy and had a weird look on his face,” she explained.At one point she tallied a man who walked past. “He looked scruffy and had a weird look on his face,” she explained.

After few around her laughed at this, and some her more off-color jokes about homelessness, she finally relented. “Iʼm just trying to show the rigidity of allAfter few around her laughed at this, and some her more off-color jokes about homelessness, she finally relented. “Iʼm just trying to show the rigidity of all
this,” she said.this,” she said.

At one point in the night, Dunn pulled out her phone to play a At one point in the night, Dunn pulled out her phone to play a video of the Count from “Sesame Street”video of the Count from “Sesame Street” teaching viewers how to count to four, using his bat teaching viewers how to count to four, using his bat
friends. “One, two, three, ha-ha!” she said, making sure to mimic the Muppet s̓ stilted, Dracula-style laugh. “This is the video LAHSA should have shown,” shefriends. “One, two, three, ha-ha!” she said, making sure to mimic the Muppet s̓ stilted, Dracula-style laugh. “This is the video LAHSA should have shown,” she
said.said.

During the training session, an earnest-faced Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority official, on hearing that she was homeless, approached Dunn. SheDuring the training session, an earnest-faced Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority official, on hearing that she was homeless, approached Dunn. She
asked if she had a chance to be connected to their services.asked if she had a chance to be connected to their services.

She responded in kind, saying that she hoped to share some ideas for how the agency could better address homelessness. The official suggested Dunn couldShe responded in kind, saying that she hoped to share some ideas for how the agency could better address homelessness. The official suggested Dunn could
join one of their committees.join one of their committees.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2AoxCkySv34


Rita Dunn prepares to hit the streets while volunteering in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count in Chatsworth Tuesday night. Dunn, who isRita Dunn prepares to hit the streets while volunteering in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless Count in Chatsworth Tuesday night. Dunn, who is
homeless herself, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park.(photo by Andy Holzman).homeless herself, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park.(photo by Andy Holzman).

As the evening neared its end, Dunn and her teammates headed back to the deployment site to turn in their tallies, amounting to eight possibly homelessAs the evening neared its end, Dunn and her teammates headed back to the deployment site to turn in their tallies, amounting to eight possibly homeless
people.people.

In return, they were to receive certificates thanking them. Dunn chuckled at the idea of getting an award, but she may indeed have felt a bit like a winner. SheIn return, they were to receive certificates thanking them. Dunn chuckled at the idea of getting an award, but she may indeed have felt a bit like a winner. She
got a chance to make her point, encouraging more input from the homeless.got a chance to make her point, encouraging more input from the homeless.

Dunn recognized one neighborhood as one where a man she knew kept a collection of recreational vehicles parked along the streets. He is not homeless, butDunn recognized one neighborhood as one where a man she knew kept a collection of recreational vehicles parked along the streets. He is not homeless, but
he lets homeless people stay in the RVs, she said.he lets homeless people stay in the RVs, she said.

They drove by a Seabreeze in relatively good condition. Huck assumed it belonged to a resident who used it for vacations.They drove by a Seabreeze in relatively good condition. Huck assumed it belonged to a resident who used it for vacations.

But Dunn was not so sure. “Aw, plenty of people have nice RVs like that,” she said. She knew of two homeless people who live in one just like it.But Dunn was not so sure. “Aw, plenty of people have nice RVs like that,” she said. She knew of two homeless people who live in one just like it.

Frazier sided with Dunn. He pointed to the windows, which he noted were “all blanked out.”Frazier sided with Dunn. He pointed to the windows, which he noted were “all blanked out.”

As they rounded the bend, a cluster of bikes strung to the back of the RV came into view.As they rounded the bend, a cluster of bikes strung to the back of the RV came into view.

“See, bicycles on the back! I actually know them,” Dunn said with excitement. “They “See, bicycles on the back! I actually know them,” Dunn said with excitement. “They areare homeless.” homeless.”

“I know,” she added. “That s̓ their Seabreeze right there. There s̓ actually three people that live there. I know this for a fact.”“I know,” she added. “That s̓ their Seabreeze right there. There s̓ actually three people that live there. I know this for a fact.”

Seeing the bikes, Huck finally agreed.Seeing the bikes, Huck finally agreed.

“I was like, yep,” Huck said, “she s̓ right.”“I was like, yep,” Huck said, “she s̓ right.”



Rita Dunn makes her way through a parking lot behind a Chatsworth shopping center while volunteering in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles HomelessRita Dunn makes her way through a parking lot behind a Chatsworth shopping center while volunteering in the 2020 Greater Los Angeles Homeless
Count Tuesday night. Dunn, who is homeless herself, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park.Count Tuesday night. Dunn, who is homeless herself, was urged to help with the census by Kathy Huck, a community advocate from Canoga Park.
(Photo by Andy Holzman).(Photo by Andy Holzman).
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