
Serving the Homeless in D.C.
Urban Institute, Martha R. Burt

KOJO NNAMDI: From WAMU at
America University in Washington
this is Pubic Interest. I'm Kojo
Nnamdi.

(Music.)

You know, we generally tend to
discuss homelessness in
emergency situations, often in
the middle of the winter during
the coldest period of the winter
when there are reports about
homeless people who may be
dying from exposure. So the
middle of the summer seems to
us an appropriate time to discuss the issue, because we wouldn't simply be discussing it in terms of what the
latest emergency that we have read or heard about in the news has been, and where hopefully we can get a
chance to talk about long-range solutions and innovative programs.

We talked about those at the national level this past Thursday, June 28th, so if you want to go back and listen
to that program at some time on your computer you can go to www.wamu.org and click on Public Interest
and you can see how you can listen to that program.

However, for today's broadcast we wanted to bring it home, so to speak, to talk about what was being done
about homelessness in the Washington area, whether there were similar kinds of innovative programs to the
ones we discussed in our national hour last Thursday. 

And joining us to pursue that discussion, because in part she knows about the Washington area as much as
she knows about the national situation, is Marti Burt, Director of the Social Services Research Program at the
Urban Institute, with whom we have been collaborating in this ongoing series. Good to see you again, Marti.

MARTHA BURT: You too.

KOJO NNAMDI: Also joining us in our studio is Deborah Cooper. She is Executive Director of Silver Spring
Community Vision. Good to have you here.

DEBORAH COOPER: How are you?

KOJO NNAMDI: Stephen Cleghorn is Deputy Director of Community Partnership for the Prevention of
Homelessness. Hi, Stephen.

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: Hi, Kojo.

KOJO NNAMDI: And Joyce Grand is Director of Development and Community Relations at the House of Ruth.
Good to have you here.

JOYCE GRAND: Thank you. It's nice to be here.

KOJO NNAMDI: You too can join us at 1.800.433.8850. You can e-mail us at PI@wamu.org. 

Marti, you have been involved in studying homelessness in the District of Columbia for years. Give us a little
bit of the background on how you became involved with the DC initiative and the changes you've seen over
the past several years.

MARTHA BURT: Okay. Well, people may remember or they may have chosen to forget what the homeless
service non-system was like in the early '90s and even before, where the basic approach of the District
government, which was the funder of homeless services for the most part, was emergency shelter, meaning
probably [from] 9:00 [PM] until 5:30 AM. There was no overnight, very little overnight or long-term shelter.
Families were in motels, which were notorious; [and] various other things, which we need not detail.

KOJO NNAMDI: I certainly do remember them all.
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MARTHA BURT: Well, around 1994 when the Clinton administration came in and Henry Cisneros became
head of the Department of Housing and Urban Development, he wanted to see whether you could put a
significant amount of federal money into several communities and create a coordinated system of care and
support for homeless people. And because the District is the seat of government, he wanted the District to
potentially be the showcase for that. And so the federal government pledged $20 million over five years for
the DC initiative and went looking for an agency, which ended up being the Community Partnership, to be a
non-governmental, non-provider agency that could take a neutral but coordinating position to do this.

And I was asked to do the evaluation of the first year and a half, which was supposed to have been the first
year, of the DC initiative and which I did, and subsequent to that, the Partnership published annual reports
after that, and this is actually the first time that I'm having a chance to relook through an evaluation grant
from the Department of Housing and Urban Development at the District as well as 24 other communities
around the country to see how far they've come in terms of developing systems of care.

KOJO NNAMDI: You can't help saying that this is not the first time that a prominent either elected or
appointed official has cited the District of Columbia as being a model city for some program that would be
launched. One remembers former House Speaker Newt Gingrich talking about the District of Columbia.

MARTHA BURT: Wanting it to be, wanting it to become.

KOJO NNAMDI: And you've got to wonder what happened, because obviously the District of Columbia is not
now a model city for how homelessness should be dealt with.

MARTHA BURT: It's a lot more model than it was when DC Initiative started by a very long shot.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, Stephen, the Community Partnership is a public/private entity that directs the funding
for all agencies and non-profits that provide homelessness services in DC. Can you explain exactly how that
works, who the partners are, where the funding comes from?

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: Well, we don't have funding for all agencies. To give you kind of an overview, there
are about 8,300 beds in the District of Columbia for homeless persons in emergency, transitional and
permanent supportive housing. The public system for which we're responsible has about 5,500 of those beds.
That means that on any given day about almost 5 percent of people who are poor in the District of Columbia
are being cared for by the public continuum of care system that we manage.

We get funding from several sources. One, of course, is the Department of Human Services, approximately
$17 million a year. The Department of Mental Health has a 400-unit housing program going with us that we
manage for severely mentally ill people housed in the community. That's another $2.4 million. And then we
also are leveraging around $11 million a year in HUD funding that we've won through competitive grants.

So overall we're managing about a $30 million a year system. That sounds like a lot, but when you break it
down on a per bed per day basis, it's $18 a day per person.

KOJO NNAMDI: Which is not a whole lot of money.

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: It's not really a lot of money, and like so many things in social services in America
where we're just sort of deathly afraid that we're going to give somebody something that they don't deserve,
it goes along with other poor numbers like $14 or $15 a day for someone on disability. It just doesn't work
like that. People can't afford everything that they need, housing and so forth.

But as we talk this through, we'll realize that we can't create the kinds of housing and the kinds of programs,
even with those scarce resources, that get people off the street permanently.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, let's talk about in the District of Columbia exactly who is on the street or who is
homeless, because when we in the public think of homelessness we tend to think of the street homeless, and
that is, as we've discovered, the chronically homeless. But I understand that that is not necessarily the profile
of the typical homeless person or family in DC. Nationally, nearly 80 percent of people who are homeless at
any given time in the last year were what is called episodically homeless as opposed to chronically homeless.
Can you explain the difference between the one and the other and how DC compares to the national average,
Marti?

MARTHA BURT: I can describe the difference between how DC compares them, though it's not so easy. What
we think of as the homeless are the chronically homeless, those who have been homeless for a very long
period of time, who tend to have alcohol, drug, mental health, any two or all three of those problems. They
are the visible homeless that you see on the street. They are sometimes—they are often major users of
shelter, but there are also some who do not use shelter. Often people you see on the street use shelter at
night and you think of them as street people, but sometimes they are also shelter users.

The episodically homeless have many of the same characteristics, but a little more going for them, so they
are able to get themselves out of homelessness for periods of time and then back in. Another pattern is
somebody with, say, disability income who can pay for a single room occupancy hotel room for three weeks
out of the month, but then the money runs out so they're on the streets for a week, and so they can go in
and out also. Or they may have a spell in a mental house and they may have housing for a little while. They
stop taking their meds. They lose their housing. They get back out on the street.

Compared to those people who are in the homeless system for very long periods of time, years, either in and
out or continuously, you have many more people who are in and out very quickly, a week, two weeks, three
weeks, a month. Many families follow that pattern. And even more would do so if we didn't have transitional



weeks, a month. Many families follow that pattern. And even more would do so if we didn't have transitional
housing, which they may need but which prolongs the time during which we call them homeless.

There are also a lot of single people who are homeless for relatively short periods of time.

So over the course of a year, you have a whole lot of people who have come in to homelessness or [have
been] helped to leave homelessness or leave it themselves and they over the course of a year end up being
many more than they are at any given time.

KOJO NNAMDI: Stephen Cleghorn, talk a little bit about how the percentages break down across the city,
who is episodically, who is chronically.

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: Well, if we look in our shelters, emergency shelters, you'd see about 15 percent of
the persons using emergency shelters, adult shelters primarily that are there pretty much all the time.
They're using 50 to 60 percent of the shelter resources. For all practical purposes, that's their housing and it's
a very poor form of housing.

MARTHA BURT: And that's the exact figures you heard from Columbus last week.

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: Exactly, the very same pattern that Barbara Poppy out at Columbus spoke to you
about last week.

To refer to something else Marti said, we have about 5,300 beds I believe it is that we manage every day, but
we saw about 13,000 homeless people in the year 2000. So you can see there's a turnover in bed[s]. [There
is much less turnover in] permanent supportive [transitional] housing; [but] lots of turnover in the emergency
shelter part of the system.

The interesting thing is that on any given day we say there are 9,700 people in need of continuum of care
services. These would be people on the street, people in the system and families in precarious housing.

But only about 600 people fit that stereotype of street homeless. That's just 6 percent of the total. So 94
percent of the population on any given day has a roof over their head of some sort. But as Marti mentioned,
when we have 30 percent of our adult system in old trailers and old schools, some of the people who stay
there overnight come out during the day. Now, it's better than before. Before we had 88 percent emergency
shelter back in 1994, much of it overnight. Now it's only 13 percent emergency overnight shelter. But still
there are approximately a thousand beds that are in congregate shelters and old schools of trailers where
people come out into the street during the day, and so the street homeless problem seems worse than it is.

KOJO NNAMDI: Joyce Grand, talk a little bit about the profile of the women, especially women with children
that the House of Ruth deals with chronically or episodically homeless.

JOYCE GRAND: In terms of the population, we would describe them much like Marti did. They have multiple
issues, very complex multiple issues: substance abuse, poverty. If we trace back, there's been a lifetime of
abuse, childhood incest, sexual abuse, so limited education, lifelong poverty, limited life skills.

KOJO NNAMDI: All of the above.

JOYCE GRAND: All of the above.

KOJO NNAMDI: We're talking about homelessness in the Washington area. So far we've been talking about
the District of Columbia. But let's talk to Deborah Cooper a little bit about Silver Spring because it's my
understanding, Deborah, that at one time downtown Silver Spring had some 300 homeless people living on
the streets for years at a time, and my understanding is that that number is now down to about 40 and your
program is credited for playing a big role in that drop. How did you do it?

DEBORAH COOPER: Well, it wasn't easy. What we looked at, we are a very new non-profit organization with
very little experience in the homeless arena. But what we decided to do was to look at what other agencies
were doing for the homeless and do something different. We wanted to reach out to the homeless people and
to empower them and we found out the best way to get to know what their needs were was to go into the
streets where they were.

The first three years we spent a large amount of time out on the streets talking to people, getting to know
them, finding out what their issues are and inviting them inside without asking them to do anything. We don't
provide any type of shelter. We're just a day program. But once they come in for breakfast, then what we do
is very non-traditionally just move from table to table and get to know people, and eventually they begin to
tell you their stories and what their issues are.

We try not to call them homeless. We try to find out what their names were, mister or misses. If they were
older than me, I would still say Mr. Washington. And actually work on one to one in helping them.

We also try to empower them by having them run our agency. We have a brand new building [funded by]
Montgomery County, [which] is probably one of the richest counties in [Maryland]. They spent $3.1 million.

KOJO NNAMDI: Allow me to stop you right there because we've got to take a short break. You will pick up
right after that when we come back. We're talking about homelessness in the Washington area. We'll be right
back.

(Announcements.)

KOJO NNAMDI: Welcome back to our conversation about what to do about homelessness in the Washington



area and what's being done.

Joining us in our studio is Stephen Cleghorn. He is Deputy Director of Community Partnership for the
Prevention of Homelessness. Marti Burt is Director of Social Services Research Program at the Urban Institute.
Joyce Grand is Director of Development and Community Relations with the House of Ruth. And Deborah
Cooper is Executive Director of the Silver Spring Community Vision.

Deborah, we interrupted you when you were explaining just how it was that Silver Spring Community Vision
managed to be a part of reducing the number of homeless people in the downtown Silver Spring area.

DEBORAH COOPER: Yes. Montgomery County invested quite a bit of money, $3.1 million to rehab an old
bakery and we turned this into a beautiful place where homeless people can come, a very safe, supportive
place.

In Montgomery County the shelter systems are there, but they close at 7:00 in the morning and so many
people don't have places to go during the day. Progress Place—that's the name of the building—gives people
a place to go to during the day. And when they come here, they actually come to work. They actually help us
run the facility. Instead of having volunteers cook the food and run the kitchen, homeless people actually go
through an 18-week training program. They actually cook the food, order the food, feed it to one another.
They do all the maintenance in the building. They do all the gardening. It gives them something to do during
the day, another avenue instead of being out on the streets panhandling or behind somebody's building.

If they don't come and make the bread, then bread doesn't get made that day, and I think when you give
people something to do that's building their self-worth, then they feel more like who they are instead of being
homeless.

We have a laundry facility there. We have showers there. We have a clothes closet so they're able to change
their clothes during the day, wash and iron their clothes and get ready for work.

If they're not working, then they're meeting with a case manager, they're trying to find a bed for that night.
They're on the phone trying to make reconnections with their families.

We really believe a lot in empowerment and building up people's self-esteem and I think unless you do that, I
don't think they're going to be able to work on their issues of homelessness.

KOJO NNAMDI: The numbers to call is 1.800.433.8850 or you can e-mail us at PI@wamu.org. Poverty, lack
of affordable housing: They seem to be particularly devastating problems for people who are homeless in
Washington, DC. The vast majority of people who experience homelessness in DC are recipients of temporary
aid to needy families it turns out. Could you explain how the relationship between those two factors drives
people to homelessness.

DEBORAH COOPER: Well, the vast majority of families, you know, most families with children are or have
been recipients of Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, which is what Welfare is now called.

And there's a number of ways in which it can be related. First of all, it's not enough money to help you afford
housing. That's easy. So even if you get it, you can't afford an apartment.

Second of all, you can be sanctioned so that you can lose part of your grant.

And third of all, you can not fulfill the requirements of the grant and so you can lose the whole grant or you'll
be off the roles. Or you can get a job, which they're being urged to do. It wont' be a good job. It won't be
enough to pay the rent, but it may be enough to get you out of benefits and then you lose your housing for
one reason or another. There are many, many roots to it and probably Joyce, who's dealing with families or
with women who have lost their children for one reason or another because they're on the street and used to
have TANF can tell you more.

KOJO NNAMDI: Go ahead, Joyce.

JOYCE GRAND: It's a complex issue. I mean, what we have done at House of Ruth is really worked to have
women reunified with their families. We seek to work with women anywhere from 18 months to 24 months in
an effort to eliminate any form of future homelessness. But the obstacles to getting housing as well as
employment are multiple. There is very limited affordable daycare within the city, so as we work with a
mother, for example at a reunified families program, we work with them closely to get child care, deal with
substance abuse, but more importantly trauma. These women have been severely traumatized and we're
working with trauma recovery specialists all in an effort to provide housing that will help them in the future,
but jobs that really do not pay a livable wage. It's very difficult for them to overcome that. So we are
providing housing at no cost for up to 24 months.

KOJO NNAMDI: And after that period of 24 months, what happens?

JOYCE GRAND: Well, there are a couple of things. We're working with them on a rent subsidy program, so
as the woman is obtaining income, she is saving a third. We are working closely with them in a setting, an
apartment, say, for women with three to four children in what will resemble, what it will look like when they
obtain permanent housing. By that end, we hope to bridge all of that. We will help them link to child care if
needed. We will help them in recovery. We will helped them find not only a job, but a job with an affordable
wage.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, you know, Stephen Cleghorn, one of the discussions we were having last week as we
talked about Columbus was how it takes a Herculean effort on the part of both non-profits and city and



federal agencies to all work together to provide the kind of network to do all of the things that Joyce Grand
was saying needs to be done. And what I have inferred from her statements is that that's just not happening
in the District of Columbia with the level of efficiency and commitment that would provide these women with
a viable alternative.

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: It's not, and we've got some programs going that do provide cross-agency
collaboration, but overall it's a task that remains ahead of us. Kojo, if you look at the big picture here, there
are a hundred thousand poor people in the District of Columbia. One out of 13 on any given day rely upon
the continuum of care, the homeless system for their basic survival needs. Over the course of the year, one
out of eight, maybe one out of seven poor people in the District of Columbia rely upon this system.

There are a lot of things that they're not getting from the mainstream systems: access to jobs, daycare,
affordable housing. We've got over 38,000 people in the District of Columbia that are households that are
paying more than 50 percent of their income for rent. We've got 2,500 households on any given day that are
not only paying 50 percent or more for rent but are living in dilapidated, substandard housing and they're at
imminent risk of homelessness.

Poverty,...as I was listening to Deborah talk and I was thinking how much our minds --… this is a wonderful
program, Progress Place, wonderful for street homelessness, but in the District what we think about on a
day-to-day basis is how many of the families and households we have living in poverty are beginning to rely
more and more on this system for what they need. This is the light under the door that they see. And the
light under the door of our jobs' system, our housing system, our mental health system; all of those things
are under reform and making some progress in that, but we're not there yet. We're trying to get there.

KOJO NNAMDI: And one of the reasons we're not there yet is because, as virtually everyone has pointed
out, is the lack of affordable housing. And it would appear as if our affordable housing stock is diminishing not
increasing. Because of the expansion of the economy, a lot of apartment buildings that used to provide
homes for low-income people who are TANF recipients are no longer doing that, and a lot of other people are
resisting any attempt to bring affordable housing into their neighborhoods, the old NIMBY argument, "not in
my back yard." A lot of people in the District of Columbia say, "Yes, we don't mind going to a soup kitchen
every now and then, maybe on Thanksgiving and serving a meal or two, but you're not going to open up one
of these establishments for homeless people in my neighborhood." How do people resolve that apparent
inconsistency in attitudes?

JOYCE GRAND: Well, around the country among the best ways to do that are to develop small or what are
called scattered site facilities that don't look like institutions and that are well-managed, especially for
permanent supportive housing. You can get a four-plex and you can manage that and you can do lots of very
good landlord-tenant relations and you can work with the neighbors so that [they] are [a] part of the
strategies. [There are] many, many strategies that involve developing relations with neighbors before you site
a place there, or getting ownership of the place, which is always a good idea, before you start doing the
neighborhood relationship building, but before you actually make the facilities you end up with the neighbors
on your side.

And after you've done that once or twice, what a number of communities find is that once you can point to
good neighbor relations in some blocks, in some areas, you have an easier time working with other neighbors.

KOJO NNAMDI: The number to call again is 1.800.433.8850. Would you be willing to have such a facility be
opened in your neighborhood? Will you be prepared to develop a good relationship with such a facility? You
can call us: 1.800.433.8850 or even if you have a different attitude, you can also e-mail us at PI@wamu.org. 

Let's go to Carrie in Vienna, Virginia. Carrie, you're on the air. Go ahead, please.

CALLER: Yes, thank you for taking my call.

My question to your guests is I have an aunt who's been homeless in the District for about two years now and
a couple of your guests have mentioned one of the goals is to reunify the homeless folks with their families in
order to help them get better or gain some sort of stable housing. And I wondered what their suggestions
might be for someone who is extremely resistant to being helped by family members. And we've even
considered getting legal guardianship of my aunt in order to force her to get help for housing and I just
wondered what any suggestions that you might have.

KOJO NNAMDI: Anyone? 

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: Well, I would suggest that there are probably people who know your aunt and have
some kind of relationship with her and we'd want to start there. I'd really encourage you to call our number at
543-5298 to follow up after this program so that we can be specific with you about this and see to what
extent she is being served by the Department of Mental Health, by one of our outreach agencies.

KOJO NNAMDI: For that matter, Carrie, since you're in Vienna, Virginia, you might want to talk to some of
the agencies there.

CALLER: That's true, although her being in the District I guess --

KOJO NNAMDI: Oh, I'm sorry. I'm sorry. 

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: We want to get her back to Vienna, but we have to start from here. And that is
possible but again give us a call and we can try to figure out who knows her here and who's working with her.

CALLER: Okay. Thank you.



CALLER: Okay. Thank you.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay, Carrie, thank you very much for your call. The number again is 1.800.433.8850.

Deborah, though, you are serving some of the toughest, hardest individuals to serve people who are chronic
homeless with drug or alcohol, mental health problems. You don't provide housing right now. Why was the
choice made to do just day shelter and is housing anywhere in the future?

DEBORAH COOPER: The choice wasn't for us; it was the community that was against the housing in the
Silver Spring community. Building Progress Place we had to find three buildings. Every building someone
would buy. I would protest because again it was too much in their neighborhood.

When Progress Place was founded in no one's neighborhood—it's near a train station—and so the community
was very happy. They loved Progress Place after that, but the condition was no sleeping. And that was okay
with us because the fear was that we're right on the border of the District, that everybody was going to come
over from the District into Progress Place, and that downtown Silver Spring was going to have hundreds and
hundreds more of homeless people, which that didn't happen.

What we started to do was we collaborated—our continuum of care system in Montgomery County seems to
really be working. We don't want to duplicate any kind of services, and Montgomery County is real clear about
that. And so we partner and collaborate with the other housing programs there. Although our clients have to
go far, you know, 45 minutes to get to a shelter, we do provide them bus tokens and things like that. If we
have to take them, we take them.

But to have a real comprehensive day center, we do have to have a housing component and we are working
on that. And I think one of the things is you have to educate the community that this is a community
problem; it's not our problem, it's everybody's problem. Then they're more able to welcome homeless people
into their community.

MARTHA BURT: Talk a little, if you can, about how you induce people to want to leave the streets and work
on some of the issues that they have to do to get back into jobs and housing.

DEBORAH COOPER: Well, I think what really sold us with the homeless community was a few years ago
when they had a horrible snowstorm that my staff and I, we stayed two days at the center and we walked the
streets every single night looking for people and we brought them in. That night we did stay in Progress
Place. There were probably about 50 or so homeless people. And again that was so different than the norm
that we could have been at home with our families instead of 11:00, 12:00 on the streets. And the word got
out and more people started coming to us. When someone got sick on the street, they would call us. When
we start out, we give everybody a quarter. Call us, whatever time it is. We will be there. And we did. Before
the police got there, we got there, even if some of us had to drive 30 minutes to get there. And again they
started welcoming us into their community, showing us where they slept, where they kept their things.

And I think by working with their families—I know the lady that called about her family, we have a lot of
homeless people that we bring the family into the center instead of them going to them, and the family has
to work within our environment. With the homeless community, mental illness, everybody's not able to go
home and sit at their family's table for Thanksgiving, but you may be able to come and sit on a park bench
with your son if we tell [you] where he is and if he's welcome to that and we work very slowly in doing things
like that.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, there was a caller who couldn't stay on the line who wanted to know if people like the
previous caller's aunt who don't want to be helped, what do you do about it?

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: Well, that's a problem. The engagement process can be a long and arduous one to
help people to come into housing. It's not by any means I think the majority of what we see every day, Kojo.
We've got 700, 800 units of housing out there now for severely mentally ill people, people with other kinds of
disabilities, HIV/AIDS. They want their own housing and they deserve their own housing, and you've got to
find a way to get with landlords and deliver the services to the housing and make sure the housing stays in
good shape and put a system together that delivers to the individual the kind of privacy and autonomy that
all human beings desire.

We have not had a whole lot of NIMBY ["Not In My Back Yard"] problems in putting these 700-plus units out
into the community. In fact, quite the opposite; we've found a great deal of support from landlords and
neighbors, as long as it's kept small and it really is community living and the behavior problems when they do
occur are dealt with rapidly.

But for people like the aunt, it can be a long, long process sometimes to get them in. And that's why we
never want to start from scratch. We want to have better, more integrated systems where we know who's
working with her now, what chance do we have. Maybe she's going to Rachel's Women Center, a drop-in
center, a day service center like Progress Place, and there is a start. And what we need to do is get over the
hill and get her back to her family in Vienna. She may not have told them about her family in Vienna, so it's
just real down home kind of work you've got to do so solve some of these problems.

KOJO NNAMDI: If you want to join this conversation about homelessness in the Washington area and what
to do about it, what's being done about it, you can call 1.800.433.8850 or you can e-mail us at PI@wamu.org.

Joyce Grand, I want to get back to the issue you raised for a minute about the complexity of the problems
that [you] confront especially the homeless families or the homeless women with children that you deal with.
As I said earlier, I inferred and you can now state that you are frankly disappointed with how the District of



Columbia government has performed in relationship to bringing the services, that you think should be
available to these women, to them.

JOYCE GRAND: I think the District could have done more. I mean, I do want to highlight one thing that I
think has been very effective since the inception of the community partnership, and that would be the gap
analysis that has been done in looking at what services were being provided versus the need. I know that at
House of Ruth since 1994 when I joined the staff, we have nearly doubled our services, and those services
have been doubled in an effort to meet the needs for services, the need for additional child care, affordable
child care. We went from serving 30 children to now serving 76. So I think there has been some progress
made. I don't mean to rain on your parade.

KOJO NNAMDI: We're going to take another short break. When we come back, for those of you already on
the phone, stay there. We'll be right back.

(Announcements.)

KOJO NNAMDI: We're back to our conversation about homelessness in the Washington area and what's
being done about it with Marti Burt, Director of the Social Services Research Program at the Urban Institute;
Deborah Cooper, Executive Director of Silver Spring Community Vision; Joyce Grant, Director of Development
and Community Relations for the House of Ruth; and Stephen Cleghorn, Deputy Director of Community
Partnership for the Prevention of Homelessness.

Allow me to get to the telephones going to Andrew in Bethesda, Maryland. Andrew, you're on the air. Go
ahead, please.

CALLER: Yes. I have three things to say. The first one is anybody that imagines there are only 40 homeless
people living on the streets of Silver Spring is blind.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, we were targeting a particular area in Silver Spring, the downtown.

CALLER: I'm talking about downtown. A lot of those homeless people are friends of mine and there are
probably 150 to 200 homeless people out there on the streets every night, which brings me to the second
point, which is the police in Montgomery County are conducting a massive sweep of the homeless, especially
in Silver Spring. They are doing things like issuing completely illegal notices for public buildings, telling people
they can't go into the public building. This is simple Maryland law; you can't do that with a public building.
They do it anyway. Of course, the homeless buy it; they have no lawyers. The one exception is Tim Piatling
(ph), who's going to be taking them to court over it.

That brings me to the third point, which is Visions. Visions is not to be confused with the Shepherd's Table. I
got evicted very recently in no small part for taking in refugees from Progress Place, and all of them had a
uniformly bad feeling about Visions and about Deborah Cooper in particular. Tim Piatling, the gentlemen who
finds himself unable to use the restroom in the police station now, Tim Piatling is suing Visions for having
destroyed his small stock of worldly possessions and ripped out the garden they told him he could plant. And
this is not unusual; I've got pretty much the same story from everybody.

I'd like to hear some honesty out of Deborah Cooper.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay, Andrew, did you plan on hanging up?

CALLER: No, no.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay, stay on the line so we can have a response.

DEBORAH COOPER: Well, in regard to the police department—well, let me just back up a minute. In regards
to the number of people that are sleeping on the streets of downtown Silver Spring, we have made many
night counts with the Police Department, with the social service department, and our last count with the police
department, they believe there's even less than 30 people that are actually homeless on the street. There's a
lot of substance abuse, a lot of panhandling out on the streets. I don't know if all those people are homeless,
so I would like to address that issue.

I'm not really sure of some of the other things that the gentleman is talking about.

KOJO NNAMDI: Andrew, at least the question of the number of people on the streets at any given time, you
say at least 150?

CALLER: Oh, I'd say at least and if you're getting your figures from the police department --

KOJO NNAMDI: No, no, she says they have counted with them, they have counted with the police
department. 

But the impression I get from you, Andrew, is that the people that you are talking to paint a picture of
Community Vision as a heartless, inhumane, cruel place.

CALLER: More a bureaucratic place I think.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, why would it even exist if that's what it was doing?

CALLER: Well, I imagine madam Cooper and her fellow bureaucrats are drawing good salaries.

DEBORAH COOPER: What I might say to the gentlemen is that one thing about Progress Place is that
everybody has to do something when they come there. It is not a place where people can just sleep, read the



newspaper. Everybody has to be about business and we expect them to be on the phone talking to their case
managers, trying to get into rehab, helping around the buildings. And so sometimes the program is not for
everybody.

CALLER: Then why won't you let them use the phone? It's very, very difficult to get to even use the phone at
Progress Place.

DEBORAH COOPER: If I understand how this works, the Progress Place took over the middle section of the
day between a breakfast program that anybody can use at any time and a dinner program that anybody can
use at any time and is offering something in the middle for people who want to do something more. And the
doors are closed to people who don't want to do that. It is a program to do what it is a program to do.

KOJO NNAMDI: It indeed raises a broader issue and, Andrew, thank you very much for your call.

CALLER: Thank you.

KOJO NNAMDI: It indeed raises a broader issue, and that is exactly what do homeless people need to do for
themselves when they find themselves in these situations. I'm sure the House of Ruth also has requirements
about what the women that you are serving ought to be doing with their days.

JOYCE GRAND: Exactly. One of the things we provide is a structured setting. There are definite requirements
for what meetings to attend. Now, I would say that our case managers develop what we would call an
individualized recovery plan, and we've done those plans, our goals and objectives to achieve on a timeline.
So the structure is what makes the services effective.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay, on to Kathleen in Silver Spring. Kathleen, you're on the air. Go ahead, please.

CALLER: I'm so glad to have an opportunity to speak to this. Approximately six or seven years ago, when my
husband unexpectedly died and my house was foreclosed on, I, a fairly well educated middle class person,
found myself homeless in Montgomery County and wandered into this illustrious system of being thrown
out—well, first [there were] months and months where I could find no shelter at all. Then you get into [a
shelter] where [at] 7:00 in the morning you're out on the street. You're treated where you're supposed to
take some entry-level job.

Now, I'm going to switch to the vaunted services of Montgomery County and they're horrible, across the
board. The gentleman from the District spoke more to the point, and I believe his name was Mark, who said
we are, in a sense, in a catch 22. If you're educated, such as I am, where your problem was you were
suffering from severe depression,… I finally got subsidized housing.

Now, I'd love to go get a job. As soon as I do that, since there's no provision to allow us to put away an
amount of money to save up because there's no job where we could afford to pay the rent anywhere in this
metropolitan area without savings in the bank, but as soon as I did that, I'd lose my housing and the whole
cycle would start all over again.

KOJO NNAMDI: You know, Kathleen, one of the things --

CALLER: Therefore we're forced to sit in idleness when you could go and be a productive citizen. If there
were simply a provision allowing you to save money toward[s rent], but on a time limit, whether it's one year,
two years, three years, [and] you're allowed to save your salary but keep your subsidized housing, then you
keep your job and you can pay your own way and you're back on your feet, but there's no such thing.

KOJO NNAMDI: Joyce Grand, one of the things I understand that the House of Ruth does is to encourage
them and to assist them in saving money.

JOYCE GRAND: That's exactly right.

KOJO NNAMDI: How do you do that?

JOYCE GRAND: Twofold: We would work with women to develop life skills. Those could be financial
management, developing a budget. Any woman earning an income at House of Ruth is required to place
one-third of that income into a rent subsidies program. So essentially we are keeping money in escrow for a
very loose term, that ultimately that is to save for permanent housing, which is the goal.

KOJO NNAMDI: And Marti Burt, why is it difficult to write that kind of provision into a system that is being
run by a county or a city?

MARTHA BURT: Ha! (Laughter.) There are a lot of systems and a lot of sources of money for different
things, whether it's Welfare or SSI. The VA actually is the more sensible, where they give you a percentage
disability and so they will subsidize you forever at that percentage and then you can work up to whatever
percentage you can. SSI will not let you do that. There is a little bit you can make, but again if you make too
much then you're out of the system altogether. Welfare is the same way.

I'm not sure what kind of rent subsidy program this woman is talking about, but if it is a Section 8 or public
housing, what it does is take 30 percent. It compensates, it makes up for the difference between 30 percent
of your income and the cost of the unit. So I'm not exactly sure why she's saying she couldn't save, unless
what she's saying is that she can't live on 70 percent of what she could make. It may be a different kind of a
program that is an all or nothing program. We have far too many all or nothing programs that don't allow
somebody the dignity of being able to make what they can and then compensating for it. So I would need to
know more detail about it.



KOJO NNAMDI: Kathleen?

CALLER: It is HUD housing. Now, let's just say you get that job or your income is let's say $800 a month,
now on which—and, in fact, I do pay taxes on my late husband's pension. You tell me where in this county on
$800 a month I could rent an apartment, buy food, buy clothes to wear --

MARTHA BURT: Okay, that's actually a different issue, if I can interrupt you. It's not a problem of the
subsidy and what the subsidy is making you do; it's a problem that is a much larger problem with which we all
agree with you about affordability of housing and that the subsidies need to be higher and there need to be
more people who are eligible for them, and none of us here will disagree with you about that.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay, Kathleen, thank you very much for your call.

STEPHEN CLEGHORN: And, Kojo, if I could just add quickly, 83,000 households in the District of Columbia
are paying more than 50 percent of their income for rent, and yet when we talk about at a policy level what
we mean by affordable housing in the District, we're looking right now unfortunately at setting that to the
area median. That means that we're going to really make it impossible, you know, we're using standards of
the counties and we've got all these poor people in the District who really we should be setting at $20,000,
$25,000 a year income as being affordable housing, but instead the way that we're doing it, a family of four
can make as much as $45,000 and still be considered low-income.

From a policy perspective, we have to be very careful that we don't do things that constrict even further the
supply of affordable housing. Those programs I told you about, those 700 people that we put in housing, that
has happened in an environment where there's been vacancy rate in affordable, low-cost housing. The cost of
that housing is going up. We're using more and more of what HUD calls the fair market rent in the remainder
of that subsidy that Marti was talking about. It's getting tighter and tighter. Unless we start increasing the
supply of affordable housing and doing it keyed to our particular area, and Kathleen's area in Montgomery
County, they need to be targeting for some of those folks that make that $800 a month. And what is called
affordable usually does not do that.

KOJO NNAMDI: Randall in Chevy Chase, Maryland. You're on the air, Randall. Go ahead, please.

CALLER: Hi, Kojo. Thanks for the opportunity. I missed a lot of the show and hope I'm not off target, but I
do want to follow up with what Kathleen was saying. I had a piece I wrote in the Post about some of these
problems with the Section 8 program. There are too many of these problems to go into in such a short time,
but one of the things I'd pointed out in my piece is that a lot of properties when people do get the Section 8
vouchers are imposing illegal income requirements on people.

MARTHA BURT: No, they're doing it in a legal way, but the effect is the same.

KOJO NNAMDI: Could you explain?

MARTHA BURT: Yes. You are not allowed to make a differentiated—it is illegal to differentiate by source of
income. You may not discriminate against people getting Welfare or SSI or so on. But what they often are
doing is requiring that people have an income that is equivalent to three months rent, which of course you
don't. And then that's a universal requirement so they get away with it.

KOJO NNAMDI: Randall, thank you very much for your call.

MARTHA BURT: They're actually saying, "I won't take Section 8s?"

CALLER: What they're doing is they're telling people that they're basing the income requirements, and I can
refer you to my piece on June 17th in the Post Outlook section. They're basing their income requirements to
say $30,000 to $40,000 on the total market rent of the unit, say a unit that runs for a thousand dollars. But
at least in Montgomery County they've had a law for the last ten years that says they should only be looking
at that portion the applicant has to pay, and as you've already pointed out with vouchers, the applicant is only
paying 30 percent in general of their income. And I worked out, for example, a person who is making $800 a
month is only going to have to pay about $240 a month in rent in general; it could even be less than that if
they have medical expenses. So that means the income requirement based on 30 percent of your income for
rent should only be $9,600 as opposed to approximately $40,000. A lot of people go from apartment to
apartment and are told that they have to meet these same requirements that anyone else would of $35,000,
$40,000.

MARTHA BURT: That's how they're doing it.

KOJO NNAMDI: Randall, I'm afraid we're just about out of time in this broadcast.

I wonder if in about 30 seconds or so, Deborah or Joyce, you could tell us a little bit about the relationship
between education and job training and homelessness and what you do to address that.

DEBORAH COOPER: I think education and job training is very important. Especially in Montgomery County to
be able to afford affordable housing you're going to have to have some type of training for employment. And
we do offer job training at Progress Place and it's very successful. We have three job training programs and so
far more than 200 clients have gone through our program.

KOJO NNAMDI: Joyce Grand, the same thing at House of Ruth?

JOYCE GRAND: In addition to education and job training, we're also providing supportive employment
services. We have key staff who are job coaches, so they are working with the women to deal with those



external barriers.

KOJO NNAMDI: And I'm afraid we're out of time. Marti Burt, Stephen Cleghorn, Deborah Cooper, Joyce
Grand, thank you very much for joining us.

This has been Public Interest. I'm Kojo Nnamdi.
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