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The challenge: basic needs insecurity

Help exists on every campus — but students struggle to find it when they need it

Food insecurity

Many UC students struggle to afford
nutritious food on a regular basis.

Fragmented resources

Services are scattered across campuses,
departments and websites, with
inconsistent access.
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Housing instability

High cost of living and limited campus
housing create instability.

Information gap

Students often don't know what resources
exist or how to access them.



From student research to launch

Five years of work, shaped by students and basic needs staff across the UC

O O O

Student research UCOP funding Universal design  UC-wide partners Public launch iI0S app
CEJA research surfaces UC Office of the Several years of Ul Development meeting Directory and Al UCBN brings the
students' experiences President funds the design with the ASSIST  with partners across the navigator launched in directory and Ask Al to
with food and housing work; focus groups with Lab, prioritizing UC at UCLA, fall 2024 January 2026 iPhone and iPad
insecurity students and staff accessibility

“The most rewarding part has been seeing students get real value from it.”

Nayan Bhatia, graduate student developer - UCSC News, January 9, 2026
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One directory for every UC campus

A unified platform from the UC Essential Needs Consortium, housed at CEJA

Center for Economic Justice and Action A 2 Ask _ Feedback
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What are Basic or Essential Needs?

The University of California (n.d.) defines basic or essential needs as: An ecosystem that supports financial stability by ensuring
equitable access to nutritious and sufficient food; safe, secure and adequate housing (to sleep, study, cook and shower); healthcare to
promote sustained mental and physical well-being; affordable transportation; resources for personal hygiene care; and emergency needs

for students with dependents.

Getting the Most out the UC Essential Needs Directory

This Directory includes comprehensive information about basic needs resources and services available at each UC campus. The UC
Essential Needs Directory is an initiative of the UC Essential Needs Research, Training, and Promising Practices Consortium housed at
the Center for Economic Justice and Action (CEJA).

To help with your search, descriptions of the resource categories included in the Directory are provided below.

gg, Financial Resources

Find financial assistance to help cover

educational and basic needs expenses.

.y Health & Wellbeing
Resources

Find resources to support personal
wellness, including mental health
resources, medical services, sexual
health support, insurance support, and
services related to substance use.

m) Food Resources

Find food resources, including pantries,

grocery gift card programs, free grab-
and-go snacks and meals, and
assistance applying for CalFresh.

+ Family Assistance

Find family resources, including
childcare, early education resources,
and parenting services.
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Housing Resources

Find housing resources, including rental
resources, renter's rights services, and
emergency housing vouchers.

_’9 Legal Resources

Find legal resources, including free and
confidential consultation, informative
workshops, and services for immigrant
students and their families. Resources
include both campus specific and UC
wide legal services.

Multi-campus directory

All UC campuses plus systemwide services

Semantic search

Finds resources by meaning, not just keywords

Ask Al

Plain-language answers with cited sources

Multilingual

Google Translate integration across the site

Community-driven

Students and staff suggest and rate resources



Built for the whole UC system

Coverage at a glance

© ©

300K+ 10

UC students UC campuses
the population the plus UC DC and
platform is built to serve systemwide services

Ask Al is available 24/7 on the web and in the iOS app.

UC Essential Needs Directory - CHEBNA 2026

1,000+

resources

curated, cited and kept
up to date

O

11

service categories

from food and housing to
legal and tech



A directory students can actually search

Filter by campus and service type, or just describe what you need

v

il

@

Filter by service type and campus

Semantic search across all resources

Contact details, locations and hours

User feedback and ratings

Source citations for every listing
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CalFresh (UCR Basic Needs Department)

% Food R ces OFi ial R ces

UC Riverside's CalFresh program offers monthly food benefits to eligible students, requiring a
prescreening form, an appointment with a CalFresh intern, and an online application.

) Costo Hall 110

walk in hours vary each quarter, appointments available via zoom (link can be found on website)-

E ic Crisis Resp Team (ECRT) (UCR Basic Needs Department)

© Financial Resources
ECRT offers emergency financial aid to eligible students facing unexpected rent or utility crises.

© Costo Hall 110 for general questions
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Ask AI: intelligent
resource matching

Large language models turn a student's plain-language
question into a cited, campus-aware answer.

v) Understands complex, conversational questions
v) Answers with citations to the original sources

v) Matches students to multiple relevant resources
v) Uses the student's selected campus for context

v) Available 24/7, on the web and on iOS
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EXAMPLE

| just lost my job. Where can | get
groceries near UC Riverside this week?

Here are places to start:

Campus food pantry — free groceries for
enrolled students [1]

CalFresh — monthly food benéefits; interns help

you apply [2]
Emergency aid — one-time grants for
unexpected crises [3]

lllustrative example



How Ask AI works

From a plain-language question to cited, actionable answers

e Search for Essential Needs resources
near you!

This interactive tool helps locate Essential Needs resources at all UC campuses and
surrounding communities. Enter your query below to search for food, housing, finances, health,
childcare, and more.

libraries in ucsc. °

Libraries at University of California, Santa Cruz

Let me provide you with information about the libraries at University of California, Santa Cruz (UCSC):# Libraries at University of
California, Santa Cruz

Main Campus Libraries
University of California, Santa Cruz has two primary library faciities:

McHenry Library.

2
the natural and physical sciences. 2
urnals (2]

b

Together, these libraries contain over 1.47 million books

Special Collections & Archives
Located in McHenry Library, the Special Collections & Archives preserves and provides

e available to both the UCSC academic community and the general public [1].

Library Resources and Services
Digital Resources
CRUZCAT cat
Online journals, ebooks,
Digital collections including UCSC Photography Services, Lick Observatory Archive, and Santa Cruz County History [1]

ia Digital Library system [2]
edia

Query & answer

Real example: a student asking about libraries at UC Santa Cruz receives a structured answer with

numbered citations and a source list.
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Note that hours are more restricted during quarter breaks and in summer [2].
Contact Information
McHenry Library:
Reference: 459-2711
Circulation and reserve books: 459-5185
Book renewal: 459-2756 [2]
Science & Engineering Library:
Circulation: 459-5300
Reference: 459-2886
Book renewal: 459-5300 [2]

Both libraries are located at 1156 High Street, Santa Cruz, CA 95064 [8][9].

Was this helpful?

& Sources

[0) hwsilguides.ibrary.ucsc eduspeccoll

m physics.uc:
o

[3) httesiibrary.ucsc.edufgiving/contact-us

m https://library.ucsc.edu/make-a-bequest

Contact details & cited sources

Ask

Student types a question in
natural language

Retrieve

The system searches the
resource database and source
pages

Answer

The LLM writes a contextual
response with citations

Act

Student gets contact details,
hours and direct links



Every resource, fully detailed

2-1-1 San Diego

UCSD

®© virtual

® calls Open 24/7, Administartive office open Monday - Friday\n8:30 a.m. - 4:30 p.m.

About This Service

As a local nonprofit organization, 211 San Diego is the region’s trusted
source for information and connections to community, health, and
disaster resources. Help is available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year,
and in more than 200 languages. We maintain a database of more than
6,000 services and resources that are updated on a real-time basis and
our Community Connectors help connect San Diegans to the accurate
information they need.\n\nWe believe access to health and social
services provides a foundation for individuals and families to build and
sustain\nhealthy lives, so we're collaborating with service providers in
the San Diego region to build a more efficient, equitable, and
accessible system that addresses the whole health of a person through
integrated, person-centered care.

UC Essential Needs Directory - CHEBNA 2026

Each listing gives students what they need to take the next step

& Share

) Off Campus Resources @ care Coordination

211SanDiego is a 24/7, multilingual nonprofit that connects residents to a real-time database of 6,000+
community, health, and disaster services, fostering integrated, person-centered care.

Contact Information
& 211help@211sandiego.org
Q 21

& Visit Website 7

Social Media

(o

Was this resource helpful?

@y Helpful CP Needs Improvement

Citations [ Sources A

1

@

Service description

What the service offers and who it's for

Location & hours

In-person, virtual, and when it's open

Contact & social

Email, phone, website and social links

Feedback

“Was this helpful?” ratings from users

Citations

Sources behind every piece of information



Built with the community

Students, staff and resource managers keep the directory current

O

Resource suggestions

Anyone can suggest a new resource
to expand coverage.

2

Admin panel

Resource managers update
information in real time.
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*

Feedback system

Rate resources and comment on
quality and helpfulness.

O

Accessibility focus

Multilingual support and inclusive
design for all students.

+ Suggest a New Resource

Know a resource that should be listed? Help us expand our directory by sharing
the details below.

Resource Name *

e.g., Campus Food Pantry

Campus *

— Select Campus —

«

Service Type

«

— Select Service Type —
Description (Optional)

Brief description of the resource...

0/2000

Contact Information (Optional)

Website Email

https://... contact@example.com
Phone Location

(555) 123-4567 Building name or address

Cancel Submit Suggestion
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NOW ON THE APP STORE

UCBN for
iPhone & iPad

The full directory and Ask Al in students' pockets,
free.

Choose a base campus, or browse all campuses

4 B

Filter by category; save and share resources

+

¢: AskAl uses the selected campus for context

+

© Not an emergency service: call 911, or call/text 988

apps.apple.com/us/app/ucbn/id6781016780
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UCSC Basic Needs

Find help fast

Search food, housing, finances, health, childcare,
and more.

Not sure where to start?
‘ ck

Take a quick nee
Browse by category

9 @ J

Food Resources Housing Financial
Resources Resources

9 (]

Health & Family
Wellbeing Assistance

o 9 -
Care Technology Transportation
Coordination Resources Resources

A4 Q %+ e 0

Home Explore Ask Al Saved Help

Legal Resources

Home

Resources near you
Q

® Open now M On campus & Urgent

rces found Sort: Relevance v

Mobile Crisis Response Team - Santa Q
Cruz County

Health and Wellbeing Resources & Urgent
Qu

n-violent mental

2-1-1 Information Services

Health and Wellbeing Resources

24(7 Mental Health Crisis Line (UCSC
CAPS after-hours)

Care Coordination

AB540/Undocumented Student
Emergency Fund (UCSC EOP USS)

Financial Resources

4+ ©® 0

Explore Ask Al Saved Help

Explore

o) . Ask Al

Answers use UCSC resources

Hi, I'm here to help.

health,
TRY ASKING
Where can | get free groceries near UCSC?
How do | apply for CalFresh as a UC student?
Mental health resources at UCLA

Emergency housing at UC Berkeley

Qa % e 0

Explore Ask Al

Ask Al
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Technical architecture

A modern, production stack designed for scale and reliability

O O

Frontend Backend API Database Al layer

React.js Node.js + Express MongoDB LLM integration

Responsive design RESTful architecture Document store Semantic search
Multi-language Ul Admin endpoints Real-time updates Cited responses

Built for scale & reliability Collaboration

*  Production system available to the entire UC system «  Center for Economic Justice and Action (CEJA)
*  Admin panel for resource management «  UC Essential Needs Consortium

« Citation-based responses with source tracking
*  Continuous integration and deployment

UC Essential Needs Directory - CHEBNA 2026 12



Roadmap

Where the platform is headed next

° DONE

Shipped

 iOS app on the App
Store

«  Campus-aware Ask Al

«  Community
suggestions &
feedback

*  Multilingual web
experience
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@ NEXT

Smarter Al

. Multi-turn
conversations

. Personalized
recommendations

. Predictive resource
matching

e NEXT

Deeper data

* Real-time availability
status

* Integration with
campus housing &
dining systems

. Android access

@ NEXT

Community

« Usage analytics to
guide resource
allocation

 Peer support and
community forums

«  Expansion to other
university systems

13



Acknowledgments

Collaborators & partners

University of California Office of the President

Project funding

Center for Economic Justice and Action (CEJA)

Heather Bullock, Faculty Director

UC Essential Needs Consortium

Tim Galarneau, Project Lead and Education & Training Co-Director

ASSIST Lab

Prof. Sri Kurniawan, guidance on interface and universal design

Student developers

00000

Kaushik Hariharan and Rishita Wairagade

UC Essential Needs Directory - CHEBNA 2026

Special thanks

To all the students, basic needs staff,
and administrators across the UC
system who contributed feedback,
resources, and support to make this
platform a reality.

14



THANK YOU

Questions & discussion

Nayan Bhatia
PhD Candidate, Computer Science & Engineering
University of California, Santa Cruz
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