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2012 Task Force on Homelessness

Minutes of the

Monday January 23, 2006

Meeting

Members Present: 

Mark Lorenzoni
Corner Merchants

Laura Hawthorne
University of Virginia

Buz Cox
Charlottesville Department of Social Services

James Howard
Greene County Department of Social Services

George Krieger
Nelson County Community Development Foundation

Chief Timothy Longo
Charlottesville Police

Paul Oswell
Louisa County Department of Social Services 

Judith Pitts
Thomas Jefferson Area Coalition for the Homeless

Ron White
Albemarle County

Shelly Wright
County of Fluvanna

Staff Present:

Billie Campbell, TJPDC

Dave Norris, PACEM 

Harrison Rue, TJPDC

Evan Scully, TJPDC

Members Absent:

Rudy Beverly
MACAA

Kevin Kirst
Albemarle County Schools

Tony LaBua
Downtown Merchants

Susan Shellito
Love in the Name of Christ

Consent Agenda: Approval of November 28, 2005 minutes
Mr. Longo made a motion to approve the minutes of the November 28 meeting, Ms. Hawthorne seconded, and the motion passed unanimously. 
Panel Discussion: Where We Are, Where We Are Going

Mr. Lorenzoni introduced the panel.  

· Sharon Root, Homeless Liaison, Albemarle County Schools

· Reed Banks, Director of Psychiatric Rehabilitation Services, Region Ten CSB

· Kenneth Gibson, consumer and advocate

Ms. Root has worked with adult and migrant education for over ten years.  She expanded her work to include homeless students three years ago as Homeless Liaison for Albemarle County Public Schools.  Ms. Root reports that there would have been no need for such a program when she first began working for Albemarle County, but that the incidence of homelessness has risen continually since then.  Two years ago she identified 84 students who were homeless, 220 last year (+225%) and 120 already this year.   A great many are children in households with two working parents or single parents working two jobs. Homeless Liaisons work to diminish barriers for homeless students and to keep them in the same school.  

Ms. Root is now working with an employed low-income family with 3 children, one diabetic, that is struggling to sustain their $900 rent for a substandard apartment.   Many families are forced to double up in overcrowded conditions, with some working in shifts to leave space for sleep and others fully employed but living without heat.  The Meadows converting to condominiums removed the last refuge for many.  

Mr. Banks was a founding member and long-time co-chair of TJACH and has been working Region Ten CSB for 26 years.  He works primarily with adults who face substance abuse barriers and serious mental illnesses. This is a population at disproportionate risk for homelessness, and for whom even the best treatments are likely to fail without housing stability.   Poverty further compounds the challenges they face.  

Region Ten is currently providing services in Charlottesville to more than 250 people with serious mental illness (SMI), and to more than 500 people including the rural counties surrounding Charlottesville. 250 receive some kind of Tenant Based Rental Assistance (TBRA).  At this moment there are 163 adults with SMI looking for housing, and another 30-35 who are hospitalized in any given week.  The local PATH program (Projects for Assistance in Transition from Homelessness) has an annual budget of $29,000 for outreach to shelters and streets.  Region Ten has established a relationship to place staff at PACEM, which is currently housing 45 men.  

Mr. Banks reports that homelessness is clearly on the rise, but that some approaches are known to work.   The Region Ten Dual Recovery Center successfully houses more than 30 men with co-occurring substance abuse and mental illness.   Region Ten administers rental-housing subsidies through the Housing Choice Voucher (Section 8) program, but recently lost 20 vouchers after flooding in New Orleans.  Efforts to provide housing for this population often meet resistance, as indicated by opposition to the Little High Street development.  

Mr.Gibson is an advocate who is a former resident of the shelter system.   He was debilitated in 1998 in a work related accident that led to several rounds of surgery and difficulty in working.  He reports that food is plentiful in Charlottesville, but that housing is scarce.  In his job on the Downtown Mall, he often sees people without homes sleeping in doorways.  He emphasized a significant lack of local services for women, noting that both PACEM and the Mohr Center were able to serve men only.  People having a public crisis related to their mental health are often destined for jail because authorities lack the training or resources needed to deal with such episodes.

Housing in Charlottesville is typically geared towards college students, and moving in to a new apartment requires good credit in addition to two months rent up front.  Mr. Gibson is currently housed and employed, and credited the hardworking and helpful staff of On Our Own of Charlottesville as a significant help to him.  He found his current housing through word of mouth.    

Question and Answer

Mr. White was shocked to hear that Ms. Root had identified over 200 homeless children, and asked how many families these represented.  Ms. Root said that family sizes were small, and estimated these 200 children belonged to 150 families.  90% were considered to be in a long-term situation.  Very few of the homeless were either legal or illegal migrant workers or their families.  Migrant workers are predominantly unaccompanied, and the number of migrant families seems to have dropped significantly.

Ms. Campbell asked what process was used to identify these homeless students.   Mr. Root works with homeless shelters and trains school staff to identify homeless children and educate them about the program.  She related the story a woman who had to ask for $20 so that she could wash her children’s clothes, and another who needed $10 to get to work.  When the Ms. Root began the program three years ago, there was no funding attached to it.  She has managed to raise $30,000 through Project HOPE, but was left to wonder how a rural county like Greene could launch such a program.  She is not using an overly broad definition of homelessness, and is still overwhelmed.  Each school district is required to have a Homeless Liaison. In Charlottesville the Homeless Liaison is Jim Miller assisted by Beth Baptist 

Mr. Longo asked Mr. Gibson if he perceived design behind the lack of affordable housing, who replied that it sometimes seems that way: Charlottesville is a university town with neighborhoods either good or bad and none in-between. 

Mr. Lorenzoni said that the solutions were staring us in the face, and that the Task Force needed to define affordable housing.  Mr. Banks noted that the common definition of “affordable” means housing costs 30% or less of total income.  Ms Pitts pointed out that disability payments are $324 per month.   Mr. Banks added that according to the Bazelon Center for Mental Health Law, it takes 102% of a disability benefit to rent a 1-bedroom apartment.   Excessive spending on housing is often unsustainable, leading to utility shut-offs and evictions/foreclosures that ruin credit ratings and make recovery even more difficult. 

Ms. Root commended the MACAA Hope House, a time-limited transitional housing facility with subsidized rent and savings accounts established for residents.  Ms. Pitts hoped to learn how many units like Hope House would be required to successfully assist the population she works with, but Ms. Root was unsure. She thought that the success of Hope House was partly due to their strict selection criteria, and doubted the model could be effectively applied to all.  

Ms. Hawthorne and Mr. Lorenzoni both wondered about the coordination of services, but Mr. Banks was quick to point out that an appalling lack of resources was the fundamental problem.  Mr. Rue agreed that while coordination is important, the core issue is a lack of resources.  The Continuum of Care is a good model, and providers have expended great effort developing strategies and refining their approach.  TJACH submits yearly applications for funds, and quickly reached the point of competing amongst themselves for limited resources.  Mr. Banks felt strongly that homelessness is a failure of imagination.  One former mayor said publicly “We don’t have a problem of homelessness.”  It is sometimes said that people choose to be homeless, but the real question is how they wind up with such poor choices.  

Service Matrix

The nearly completed Service Matrix was distributed for review.  Information on services available for youth is not yet complete. 
Street Census 

Mr. Garrett Durrette introduced himself, and expressed his support for the group.   He is the founder of Sole Survivor, a magazine addressing issues of poverty and homelessness.  He emphasized the desire of people to advance in life and their willingness to work. Mr. Gibson expressed his belief that it was a crime to tolerate homelessness in a community of such high standing, and Ms. Pitts agreed.  He expressed his hope to continue to work as an advocate, and thanked the panel for the opportunity to speak.  

Review of King County Washington Plan
There was general agreement that this plan lacked the specificity that the Task Force hoped to achieve.  Perhaps because the plan had been finalized so early, it lacked detail of funding mechanisms and number of housing units needed.  Mr. Lorenzoni expressed his intent to make a difference in this crisis, and spoke of his strong desire to issue a report that had a call to action and measures for success.   Ms. Pitts suggested that the report start with the types and numbers of housing units needed.  

Ms. Root thought that referral was a major problem, and that obtuse eligibility criteria make referrals frustrating and difficult.  Mr. Oswell reported clients who were treated though the UVA hospital, through the Indigent Care program they thought, and were then presented with bills they were unable to pay.   Mr. Gibson commented that people migrate to be near the UVA hospital, but are then unable to find housing.  

Assignments

Mr. Norris invited Task Force members to drop by the PACEM intake site between 5:00 and 6:00, or to come by for dinner.  Ms. Pitts announced the meeting of a working group on SRO January 31 at 1:30pm. Mr. Lorenzoni requested more information on SROs.  Ms. Root announced the March 19 meeting of Women-Aid, a women-only philanthropic group, which led Mr. Norris to note the anticipated expansion of the PAEM program to include women.  

Mr. Banks expressed his support for public policy solutions.   Current services exist to keep people from dieing on the streets.  This is our first and lowest obligation, but does not diminish the true problems.  Mr. White noted the long-standing challenge of creating affordable housing with a market driven by the upper end.  

Mr. Krieger noted that the national system is built to restrain changes like the kind needed.  Mr. Lorenzoni returned to his belief that the Task Force needed builders at the table, and various names were suggested.   Mr. Longo agreed to speak with Tim Hickman.  Ms. Wright pointed out that if we want a call to action, we must be realistic about who we target.  The residential tax base in rural counties may be able to support workforce housing, but rural counties are likely to depend on Charlottesville for some solutions.  There was general agreement that Mr. Lorenzoni should invite the Executive Director of the Charlottesville Free Clinic to address the group.   
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