Finding a Way Home
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Agencies Take First
Steps in 10-Year Plan

1o End Homelessness

% There’s
no such things as

friends, family,
love and help BY BRIAN CLARK
: 3 THE SUNDAY TIMES
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homeless. ou won't find his name among the hun-
dreds of people who qualified for disas-
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While some lost more when the remnants of
Hurricane Ivan deluged the region, Phil lost

Of course, when you're homeless, “every-

“We lost two brand new tents in that,” said
Phil, a 51-year-old Navy veteran, recalling the
day the rain-swollen Lackawanna swept away
the riverbank encampment he shared with a

Still, a month after the flood, Phil, a Bing-
hamton, N.Y., native who declined to give his
last name, had a new home — an apartment on
Theodore Street with solid walls, running water

United Neighborhood Centers placed Phil
there under a new permanent housing pro-
$271,909

grant from the U.S. Department of Housing and
S




Homeless Get Help
From City/County Initiative
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steps in a 10-year Scranton-
Lackawanna County plan fi-
nalized last March.

A year after its inception,
the number of homeless in the
area has increased. A count in
the spring of 2004 identified
450 homeless people in the
Scranton area. By January,
another count made by staff
members from local homeless
service agencies put the num-
ber at 529, a jump of 17 per-
cent.

The rising number in the
latest count doesn’t mean the
city-county plan is failing, ad-
vocates say.

Scranton had 53 chronically
homeless in 2004. The number
of individuals who have been
without a home for at least a
year or had multiple incidents
of homelessness fell to 48 in
January. Some, like Phil, who
were on the streets the year
before, had shelter the night
of the count. Other fended for
themselves.

The 10-year plan prepared
‘ast year by the Lackawanna
County Housing Coalition/
Continuum of Care Commit-
tee is designed to end chronic
homelessness by housing the
already homeless and helping
them become self-sufficient. It
is also geared to prevent the
problem through training, le-
gal, medical and job search as-
sistance.

It comes with the recogni-
tion others are on the brink
and at risk to join the ranks
homeless ranks.

Especially troubling to
many who deal with the
homeless: the January count
included families who, due to
financial problems, found
themselves on the street.
Nearly two-thirds of the new
homeless were identified as
parents with children.

“Years ago we'd say they're
families on welfare. But
they’re not. They're working
families that just can’t make
it on the wages they get,” said
Michael Hanley, United
Neighborhood Centers’ execu-
tive director.

“(People) think of the guy
who maybe has mental health
issues living down by the
river or the drunkard, but it’s
much broader than that in the

- community,” Mr. Hanley Sald..

‘YOU'VE GOT TO MOVE’
Recognizing the chronically

_homeless consume a dispro-

portionate amount of social
services, the Department of
Housing and Urban Develop-
ment has pushed communi-
ties to form plans to offer
homes and jobs.

Among the first completed
after the mandate, the local
plan, notes preventing and
ending chronic homelessness
“sound like lofty ideals, even
a dream.” But communities
across the nation are realiz-
ing that ending chronic home-
lessness “is well within the re-
alm of possible”.

Recognition of the need for
a local plan was “community-
wide,” Mr. Hanley said. Rep-
resentatives of local social
service agencies saw that life
on the streets was a strain on

heaith and well-being of the

chronically homeless — and
the community.

The winters are especially
hard.

“You build a fire. You go to
bed. You cover up with a lot of
blankets and sleeping bags.
You’re all right until you get
up. Then you’ve got to move.
The cold hits you fast,” Phil
said.

That kind of life leads to
myriad medical problems.
Many chronically homeless
suffer from asthma, diabetes
and other illnesses. Drug and
alcohol abuse are common
problems. Mental illness also
is prevalent among the chron-
ically homeless.

“It's poor decision-making
and it’s poor decision-making
under the influence. You have
a string of those and you put
yourself in a financially chal-
lenging situation.” said Steve
Nocilla, executive director of
the Scranton office of Catholic
Social Services.

The homeless need help and
are unable to pay for it. They
go to emergency rooms and
clinics, like the Primary
Health Care Center. Staffs at
places like the Community In-
tervention Center help them
with their addictions and psy-
choses.

The center, its director Tara
Finnerty said, functions as a
day shelter for the homeless,
addicts and people with men-
tal illness. The staff coaxes

people back onto medications.
“The real focus is to offer
some stability — just the con-
tinuity of contact,” Ms. Fin-
nerty said. “That is so impor-
tant when people are
alienated or isolated.”

L'he expense of the care falls
to the community. The 10-year
plan is designed, it says, 0
change the planning process
for homeless services “from a
system of managing homeless-
ness to one of ending it.”

STARTING TO GEL

While the goal is eliminat-
ing homelessness, the plan’s
early focus is on reducing it
and helping people progress
toward self-sufficiency.

Tracking the number of
homeless was the first step.
Volunteers now will condupt
counts each January, said
United Neighborhood Cen-
ter's community services di-
rector Lea Dougherty.

Other steps will be funded
through grants from the fed-
eral government like HUD'’s
grant for the United Neigh-
borhood Center’s housing pro-

gram. Those organizing other
steps are looking for funding
sources, Mr. Hanley said.

“Some of it is starting to gel,
Some of it we continue to look
for the resources to do it,” e
said






