Homeless Solutions a godsend for those in need

Elaine Powell is 40 years old,
tall, smart, gond-looking, very
wellspoken

wnd poor,

So poor that
despile havinga
£33, 000-a-vear job,
she lives in a sub.
sidized 15-unit
apartment com-
plex in Morris
Township call=d
the Jean Street
Apartments, run
by an estimable
organization,
Homeless Solutions,

Her story: Powell was born
in Caltfornia and grew up in
Utah as a “good Mormoen." She
studied at the University of
Utah and o community collegs

in Salt Laks City, getting an
associzte's degree in graphics
cesign. Then she became preg-
nant secidentally, and “bocanse
of my Mormon upbringing, 1
thought it best Lo get married.

“Boy, was that a bad idea.”

Powell and her hustand
moved to Pennsyvlvania and
they had two children, a boy
and a zirl,

Her hustand turned out to be
physically abusive. She left
him, but she had no means of
support. Her parents were back
n Utah, and she was having =
hard time finding a job

"I was stuck in Pennsylva.
nla,” Powell siud

Some help with rent came
from & domesticviolence pro-
gram m the state; interfaith
churches helped arrangs tem-
porary lodgings, but she had to
move almoest evary week.

“It was hard,” Powell said.

Powell and her husband got
mto & cuslody hight, and her
Iawyer urged her to leave Penn-
svlvanta and flee w o state
more favorably disposed to
abused women,

In Seplomber 5xG, she took
har children o New Jersey,

Her san, Maxficld (after Max-
field Parrish, the artisty had
been experiencing speech prob-
lems in Pennsvivania.

Al a focal school, the Lafay-
ette Learning Center In Morris-

town, the speech-therapy pro-
gram helped him enormously.

Her daughter, Jade, had been
having problems in Pennsylva-
nia. "She wasn't getting it."

Here, she kept winning certifi-
cate after certficate for her
scoomplishments. At one awards
ceremony, Powell satd, “1 stood
i the back of the classroom and
cried. | was so proud of her!™

She applicd lor admittance
into the shelter run by Home-
less Solutions and Bad to take a
drug test. She failed.

She had ezten & poppy seed
bagel, which causes prople to
test positive for oplates
somc:hing she didn't know.
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She had to wait three doys to
take the test again. “And | almost
never cat poppy seed bagels'™

Powell finally got sdmitted to
the shelter. on West Hanover
Avonne in Morris Township,
across from the Firelighters
and Police Academy,

1's an ol throe story build
ing with spare but decent
rooms, coely with o bedd, o dress
er and o sink, Priorily s given
to parents with children,

The tennnts’ guneters arne
divided mto men and women and
poogile with mental problems.

Rules tnchade no drinking,
no drtgs. You must sign in and
out when you leave. No cooking
in the rooms excopt for a
microwave. Lights oul ot 10,

Batsey Hall, who runs Home
less Solutions, told me that the
tonants are enconraged to go
out during the day, oven if they
are not working.

Evervone mast help out by
mopping floors and cleaning
bathroonms

With two kids in tow, Powell
was alinost overwholmoed

More than 50 \olunum
from 50 or 60 organiations &
your e sehoduled to dyop by
avery day to help cook meanls,
paint, do yard work and so
forth, Casoworkers help the
tenants adjust, find jobs and
obtaln transportation,

“It was Hke high school”
Powel] said,

TIhere was alwayy soomuaeh
gomng on,” Most tonants, ke
Ber, were abowt 40 years old,

T tenants can lsten inon
all sorts of clagses, on nutrition,

ilpoting, relaxation, Powell
especially admired workshops
sponsored by the Junior League

I'here’s o relaxod, pleasant
atmosphere. During my visit, |
didn't encounter the Artful
Dodger or Fagin or any other
Dickensian characters,

“You're in close quarters with
a lot of other people, and you gt
to know thom,™ Powell said

Sometimes men and womoen
cat meals togethor and some.
times thoy cal with poople
reociving psychiatric tresstment,

Whoen o new man checked in,
the women might chatler
among themselves. “He's cule!™

I the shelter s grade school,
ransitional housing in tradi-
tional apartments not far away
18 high school, where tenanis
praduate when they can
become more Indeperndont,
"You don’t share a bathroom
there, ard you can sign out oy
weekends,” Powell satd,

College |5 the Jean Street
Apartiments, which are like reg:
ular apartments except that the
rents are controlled: tenants pay
only one-third of their income.

Almost all the tepants in the
transitional bousing and the
Jean Stroet apartments are
employed. Powell has one of the
highest Incomes.

She pays $427 a month remt
for two bedrooms. Like many
olher people at Homeless Solu-
tions, she has other problemes
A her case, $20,000 in Jegal
debrs, which she pays ofl at
$900 1 month, “ICs o Big hit ™

As for Jean Stroet, which
oponed in Jume 200, 1T win
lucky to get tn. s o great
place. IU°s secluded and park-
ke, and there's even a lennis
court. | teel that [ won the lot-
tery, living in the Jean Street

Apartments”

At Jean Street, many tenants
Kisow one nnothor; many cne

Trom the shelter, then through

transitional housing.

“Going throngh HEall unites
us” Powell saud. “We're ethni-
cally diverse, from all sorts of

backerowsds, and we came here
for different reasons, but we get
plong o well. Somothing tragic

happened 1o cach one of us, and

we neoded help. Last night, |
was hnging ont with my

nelghbors outside, trading CDs

v Videos, 11 was nwesonme

The caseworkers have been
wonderful, Powell said, When
Ier won wortld throw a il the

cusoworker 1old her exactly
whit todo "Cynthia was

"

always on top of telngs,” Powell

safd

Powel) s outlook on 1, in o
fow years, has gone from shid

ow to sanshilne

She has a Job as o graphiles
artist ot Plains Printer in East
Hanover, She's oven running

for the Morris Township Coun-

cil, although, she ndmits, her
chances for election are slim.

And she has a new boyfriend

“How do you foel abowt

Homeless Solutions?” | asked

her over lunch recontly at

Arthur's in Morris Township

“1 would do anything for
them,”

shoe said samply, “Thoy

helped me when 1 hed no other

“
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Neing poor in Morris County
I o feboplpe clneh. 1t's a nnsty

combinuntion of low Incomes
nned high ronts

Who are the poorest”

Not gounting the unem-

ployed, they are cashiors (avers

age wage: $16,445), childcare

workors (316.426), hawd packers



and packagers (817,110), hair-
SEVTINLY (8173200 aaml waitors
and waltresses (317,955),
(Sonree: New Jersey Depart
ment of Labor, 2002,

And in New Jersey, a family
wortld hoave to earn $40,500
yer to afford $1,058 for a two-
bodroom apartment, (Source:
Natlonal Low Income Housing
Coadition, Out of Reach Report,
A0 )

Marrls County housing costs
are 20 percent higher than the
nuttonnl average, The resull s
that more than 20 peroent ol the
COunty s poplation pays more
than 10 percent of thelr gross
income for housing, And 30 per-
cont Is considered the right per-
centage — the very definition of
“aftordable ™

The ranks of homeless here
Are growing.

A survey eonducted In Janu:
ary, as parl of te 2005 Morris
County Homeless Plan, foomt
509 homeless people, up from
41 in January of last year.

Strme 95 were in some sort
of shelter, and 112 ware home-
loss without o sheltor,

In 2004, the number of
unsheltered homeless was only
i

Morristows and Dover bt
the highest homeless popilie
tions, no doubt hecause ther:
are food vans and soup
Kitchons there,

[} 1

The Roev, Dr, etsey Hall, the
cloquent executive director of
Homeless Solutions, isn't cam-
padgning tor o bigger sheltor
with more rooms, “We don't
want bigger shelters. Wo want
more aftordable hausing.

"People don't belong in shel-
ters, Thay may need sheltor in
emergencies, but they belong in
apartments, Some of them just
mude stupld mistakes. Some
survive and some don't, We
wiant 1o help bmprove the sure
vival rate."

Sinee 1953, Homeless Soln-
tlons (onee called the Morris
Shelter) has been the largest
provider of services to the
homeless in the county. It
sorves about 145 moen, women
and ehlldron a night

I'ne main facility has:

(1) A shelter progrion for
families and single wamen,

(2) A shelter program for
men.

(3) A shelter program for the
Homeloss mentally il

Tenants are called “"guests.”
The easeworkors know how to
netwark. Thoy can pul giests
n touch with sowrces of finan

cial help, medical help, job
Belp, clild doy care, substance
abuse programs, legal referrals
anel so forth

"Ihe poor nuy oot lnow
how to game the system,” Hall
il

What happened 1o provoke
the establishment of a perma-
nent shelter in the 186057

"Someone diad in a Dump-
wter,” Hlall said. Tdidn’t ask her
to elaborate.

Whal's the suceess rate?

Some 40 percent ane stable o
year atter they leave, Hall said
Thut comparos with & pereent
nibionadly, Families are more
stable than individuals.

Flandb s o Preshyterian minis
ter. having oblained a master's
dogroe in divinity from Drow
University and a doctorate
from Columbia Theological
Seminary.

She worked in parish
churehoys for 14 years, She had
nelped ont with the homeless
fene in the carly 1530s,

Would sl work full-time?
someons asked her “Sure,” she
soird,

Bul 1sn't her job somewhat
deprossing?

"Is aorent job! Hall
answered. “We bring hope to
preagle Tlike challengos, and
this thing is o huge chullenge.

“Hat 1 ke taget peaple with
oot s and good hearts to
see the problems we have (o
face — that affordable, decen
housing is fundamental 1o peo
ple's lives."

The motto of Homeless Solue
tions is: A Hamd Up, Not a Hand
Ot

mEn

Why is there not enough low-
tncome housing?

James W, Hughes, dean of
the BEdward ). Bloustein School
of Mlanning and Pablic Policy
at Ruigers University. told me
last woek that, first al oll,
there's little or no cheap land in
New Jersey, o miature state

“Cheap Lot 1s aodistand
memory ol the "0 ami 505, e
oxpladned. "Builders can't
altord to butht anything but
non-affordable housing

Notonly bs there o seareity of
Tand: there's a searcity of lo1s
zoned for multefamily howses

"This is o high-incoma
state,” he subd, and prosperons
CORRERLNATies seem o want
restrictive zoning, (The
Colonel's Lady doosn’t want to
live down the street fram Hosy
O'Crady )

The searcity of low-nconwe
housing is exacerbated by "vir-

mons” activities, Hughes went
on, rades intent on proteching
the environment that also dis-
courage construction,

Theso days, even land in
older, less desirable areas that
gl Jave boen used for low.
incomme houwsing has been gob-
bled up For sale (o the wealthy,

O conrse, there's the et thit
many people don't want low-
Ineome housing bulle poenr them
They're worried that it might
Tower their property values,
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Candace Waeeks, president of
e board of trusfocs, roports
that Homeless Solutions recent-
Iy pirehased property ot 3842
Abbett Ave in Morristown to
huild ¢ Marrislown officials
Npprove) as many o 12 low 1o
moderatemneome rental wnits

“The ultimate solulion Is to
provide more attordable hows
ng,” she said. “Our geal aver
the sext five voars or so s o
open an average of 10 new units
a yoear, That's a drop in the
bucket, of course, but it's a sig
nificant amount to the families
thiat et them,™

Ta make o contritmition, semd
acheck 1o Homeless Solutions,
H4 W, Hanover Ave, Sulle 100,
Morristown, N.J (T98).

Warren Boroson writes abaus
moviey matters Wednesdays, Fri-
days and Sundayy
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