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THE HOMELESS MYTH AND ECONOMIC REALITIES

half reported health issues as the primary cause of their
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of the nearly 1400 horaeless are children. The Interfaith Hospitality
Network provides temporary suppert services, including shelter and
food, for single parents with children. The local faith community,
with 2g congregations in the area participating, provides immense
support to the [HN, according to Lawson

The city, however, seems to have different priorities, and
actually has been studying ways i restrict how many pecple a
church may feed, or increasing the minimurm Jot size for the siting of
a religious facility.

“In the downtown area, you have restaurants serving till 11 pm
with no restriction on how rmany customers can dine there, and bars
can serve countless drinks tili 2 am.” says Lawson “Buttwo chirches
next to each other can't both serve food after 8:30 p.r. and then may
only legally serve 20, people! It's absurd.”

EARLY EFFORTS

Other advocates agree that city regulations and police can be
an obstacle to their work. Before 2003, only a few local residents
conducted outreach to pecple living in the woods. One of these
citizens is Arupa Freeman, who coordinates the Homeless Qutreach
Mobiie Effort (HOME} Van program from a modest house in
Seutheast Gainesville decorated with the effects of her other passion,
painting. She doesn't mince words.

“The HOME Van is able te serve food consistently because we
have a good lawyer”

Arupa alsc agrees that the number of working poor has increased
as housing has disappeared. “We're seeing mote and more elderly.
and families with children, cancer patients, pregnant women, pe’ople
veith disabilities, vets, people with mental illness. And as for addiction,
there are just not enough resources for people with addiction.”

Freeman first began drving around town in September 2002
looking for people sieeping outside, as she says, “Because I was
curicus how they survived”

“We started by giving out blankets, food, that kind of thing. We
didn't require any information from people we were helping, like asking
for a date of birth before giving out a bar of soap. It's difficult sometimes.
Give someone a blanket and cup of chocolate in the cold, and ther leave.
But T decided my discornfort is a poor reason not to do this.”

Her approach inspired DeCarmine. “When 1 first met Arupa, what
Ihad seen as homeless advoracy’ was littte more than efforts to mold
people into a way of living more palatable to rriddle-class norms and
standards — fixing people through life skills courses, budgeting and
so on, with little eraphasis on the structural or systertic problerns
inherent in the housing crisis. From them, Ilearned a lot about
at and working cooperatively as allies

meeting people where they'

and friends, rather thanfrom a position where one person s

they had the authority to tell someone else how to live their life
Also i 2003, through DeCarrine’s efforts, Gainesville officially

began keeping track of homeleseness with "Pointin Time Surveys.”

a kingd of local our woods, parks, known

wsts and tally these i jails. shelters and hospitals to count

an effort by housing activists to by 1

med

here volunteers

hang-o
who is without housing. It w3
come to grips with a growimg problem, one that the City was dealing
with in such heavy-handed fashion that Gaine: nized
as one of the top 5 of “Meanest Citles” in 2004, hesting even the mean
streets of New York City and Los Angeies inthe award, the National
Coaiition for the Homeless quotes City Commissioner Ed Braddy as
saying, "l don't want to give comfort to rmisery !

Fortunately not everyone agreed with addy. By 2005,
recognizing that existing Tesources were inadeguate to address
the problem, more than 200 people — staff at the Alackua County
Housing Authority. activists, officials and concerned residents
_ worked for six months on what became Project GRACE. the
Gainesvilie Region Alachua County Ermpowerment Ten Year Plan. It
was adopted on December 15, 2005,

It was an altruistic effort, in part because the City is not required
to address social service issues at 11 but in 2005 hopes were high that
homelessness could be successfully tackled at the local level.

CURRENT EFFORTS

Prevailing winds on how to address the issue had shifted from the
so-called continuum of care model to Housing First, neiped by studies
on how costly homelessness can be when not addressed directly.

Por example, the cost of providing emergency shelter and
services to one homeless individual for a year is $8,700, whezeas
providing & family of four with a subsidy of $300/month sufficient to

prevent homelessness would cost $3600.

Likewise, arresting a homeless person costs $600 plus
$63 a day to keep them injail, usually until the court date
when, for minor offenses, they are often given time served.

“These nuisance crirnes like open container, public
urination, and trespassing are directly linked to the fact

. of not having a place to go.” said Freeman

So there was momenturr be hind the
irplementation of the Plan. The Gainesville/ Alachua
County Office on Homeiessness was created and work
began In the firstig months, homelessness decreased
by 20 percent, according to Gail Monahan of the Alachua
County Housing Authority Although the nummbers were
expected to vary year to year, it was encouraging, More
important was a pilot program o make existing state
housing subsidies svailable directiy for permanent
housing, initially 10 65 people. Collaboration with the
ACFA and Meridian led to successiully ousing 13
severely mentaliy il chronically homeless.

But ther in Septernber. the Gainesville Police

Department vegan clearing homeless encar npments,
targeting the visible homeless Advocates say police
flouted procedures that had been agreed upon to
guaraniee respect for people’s rights and property, even
if they were trespassing.

At the sare time, advocates working on locating
the One-Stop began meeling the Arst of a senes of
organized neighborhoods that refused to consider people
without housing a part of their commun

Recently. the Gamnesville G2ty Cornmission held
a special meeting to vote oft a zoning change for the
proposed One-5top Center on Nerth Main Terrace. In
five hours of public comments. residents with horaes
crowded the meeting and insisted they did not want it
Jocated near theix neighborhood.

Commussioner Braddy joined the fray. having
requested GPD arrest statistics that aliegedly show a
correlation between homelessness and criminality.
Ironically, g 1s tough thetoric, Braddy was himself
showri leniency wher he fled th e of an accident
in January 2006. Despite 2 blood-alcokol level of twice

WE DIDN’T REQUIRE |
ANY INFORMATION 3
FROM PEOPLE WE
WERE HELPING, L1KE
ASKING FOR A DATE OF
BIRTH BEFORE GIVING
OUT A BAR OF SOAP.

the legal limit, and side-swiping another vehicle, he
was charged with a misdernsanc: DUL 2 d returned
+o his City Commission seat after several months in
renabilitation

Residents say most peopie could only hope the
law wowid smile on thern so brightly, “Hypocrisy is the
tribute vice pays to virtue,” sighs Freemar, quoting
La Rochefoucauld

Freeman was at a rally before the meeting, where
Commissioners appeared tc bow to the dema 1
resigents to find a new location, farther out of town,
Joe Jackson, a legal skills professor at the University
of Florida who also spoke to the raily, addressed
Braddy's atternpt to link homelessness to violence. "It's
deplorable, and prejudiced Recently a b ssmman
committed murder. Will there also be background checks
for occupational license applicats "
When asked about the perception by some
advocates that the city pays lip service to the Ter¥ear
Plan, while in reality pursuing a policy of making
Gainesville inhospitable for anyone without means.

“It is clear that there are different intezests. ...
that the city has to address susrounding the issue o
homelessniess. vid :

writer

Sere individuals and business interests '
pressure the city and GPD to do things like clear Tent
City or make things more difficult for people who
provide assistanceto th ; P ot
s0, the City Administration has pursued a po}ic‘;’ Yhat you
could call cracking down on the homeless. Those efforts
are not consistent with the spirit of the Ter Year Plan,”

Jackson said.

Taken together, the obstaces to successfully
implementing Project GRACE may be formidable. City
and county budgets for most programs were recently
cut. Local business owners are adamant that seeing

homelessness and poverty is bad for business. Market
forces and zoning regulations do not faver SROs and
other last-refuge housing solutions

£nd while the public may syrapathize,
not enough visible voeal and passionate sup
taxpayers for programs addressiny
of homeiessn

But perkaps most
such as Gainesville's { requires ruindmum-wage
earners to work 77 hours per week to pay Fair Market
Rent is one that is structured to ensure homelessness. It

there is rust

ort from local

s.suchas d 110 VK

is engineered to create failure

DeCarmine identifies the issue as an employment
market that is out of tune with t community. “When
a corapany can get away with only paymng $6 an hourto
comeone and that wage is obviously not meeting their
basic needs, it creates a situation where we taxpayers
in turn subsidize that ¢ rporation’s ability 1o pay less
money,” DeCarmine said “That's becauise we're gIving
that person food stemp . we're giving them housing
vouchers, or we'te paying for their time in jail or the
hospital or the shelter We are paying for the things that
company doesn't want 1o pay for. The lack of a Living
wage Creates 2 situation where the owners profit at the

expense of the cormmunity.”

Maybe whe conomy crashes next year, we
will finé the courage to hold them accountable, those
who succeed by expleiting others.
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