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many cities, being homeless is against the law
y Karl Lydersen
fhen the Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) released an intensive, threeyear study on homelessness in December, it proved
what the homeless themselves have long known:
Homelessness will continue to plague this country as long as
cities fail to provide adequate shelter and social services.
The study, which involved the efforts of 12 federal agencies and thousands of interviews, showed that approximately
2 million people are homeless at some point during any

offering drug and alcohol treatment and job counseling, a
large percentage succeed in finding permanent housing.
"Homeless people are locked out of America's prosperity, but
we have the key that can let them in," HUD Secretary
Andrew Cuomo said. "Assistance programs can replace the
nightmare of homelessness with the American dream of a
better future."
The "key" to helping the homeless rests in the hands of city
governments. But instead of looking for real solutions, politicians all over the country
are more concerned with
maintaining an image of
prosperity. Playing down the
homeless problem means
finding new ways to "clean
up" the homeless, whether
by police action or through
more subtle maneuvers.

N

ew York Mayor Rudy
Giuliani has become
infamous for his overzealous
prosecution of "quality-oflife" violations, ranging
from jay-walking to public
drinking. Even tourists and
wealthy residents have
been arrested in the crackdown, but it is the homeless
who bear the brunt of
Giuliani's law-and-order
mentality. In November, he
threatened to arrest anyone
sleeping in the street, sayUnable to pay rent on the meager wages he earns as a day laborer, Larry Barnes spends his nights ing "Streets do not exist in
on the Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority's Route 22 bus. Tlhe only bus in the county that
civilized societies for the puroffers 24-hour service, No. 22 is a warm place for many homeless people.
pose of people sleeping there.
Bedrooms are for sleeping."
given year, a third of whom had slept on the street or in some
Giuliani is far from alone. San Francisco Mayor Willie
other public place within the last week. Families are the
Brown, who promised to address homelessness in a meanfastest-growing segment of the homeless population, and
ingful way in his first campaign in 1995, has earned scathing
more working people are becoming homeless because of riscriticism for his attempts to evict the homeless from Golden
ing housing costs and a lack of living-wage jobs. Two-thirds
Gate Park. Last summer the city budget passed with an extra
of the homeless suffer from chronic or infectious diseases,
$250,000 allotted for prosecution of quality-of-life offenses.
and 39 percent are mentally ill.
These funds will be used against homeless people charged
HUD offered one positive spin on the information: When
with infractions like sleeping or urinating in public and posthe homeless do hook up with social service organizations
sessing open containers of alcohol. Police harassment of the
JUNE 12, 2 0 0 0 21

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

IN THESE TIMES

A homeless family in Phoenix.
homeless in San Francisco has been stepped up over the past
two months, with five times more sleeping-in-public citations issued in March than in previous months. "[Brown] has
given up on doing anything to solve the problem," says
Adam Arms, a staff attorney at the San Francisco Coalition
for the Homeless. "He's just leaving it to the police to sweep
them away so they're out of sight."
Chicago has also taken steps to criminalize the homeless. Last winter, the city made controversial sweeps of
homeless encampments on Lower Wacker Drive, throwing
out the belongings of homeless people who had been
congregating by the heating vents on the covered downtown roadway. The city then fenced off the places where
people had been living.
Now, in the wake of several highly publicized crimes on
the "el" trains, Chicago plans to remove the homeless from
late-night public transportation. The city says aid stations
will be set up at the end of the all-night Red Line to refer
homeless people to shelters and other services. While advocates for the homeless say this aid is a good thing, but barring
the homeless from getting back on the trains is a gross violation of their civil rights. "They originally announced the
policy as a homeless removal program, and that's what it is,"
says John Donahue, executive director of the Chicago
Coalition for the Homeless. "It was only when we began to
advocate against it that they started saying they would just be
offering services. Well if you're just offering services, you don't
need a press conference with the police there, talking about
violence on the CTA."
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The Coalition for the Homeless is especially incensed at the
city's criminalization of homeless people on the trains, given
the shooting death of Arthur Earl Hutchinson, a homeless
man, earlier this spring. Hutchinson was shot by a Chicago
police officer outside a train station after he was seen acting
erratically on the train; the officer chased Hutchinson into an
alley before shooting him, claiming he thought Hutchinson
had a weapon. He was found holding a fork.
Other cities have created similar ways to criminalize their
homeless populations. Keeping up military-style operations it
perfected during the 1996 Olympics, Atlanta has been conducting regular sweeps to remove people from under
downtown bridges. Officials there also distribute photos of
homeless people they have labeled "habitual drinkers" to
liquor stores. In Tucson, Arizona, city officials have attempted to privatize sidewalks in downtown business districts so
business owners can legally deny access to homeless people.
Even efforts by homeless people to improve their situation
have been thwarted by city governments and police. When
Seattle closed 130 shelter beds on March 31, the official end
of winter, more than 50 homeless people set up their own tent
city in a meadow on the south side of the city. Strict rules
against alcohol, drugs, fighting and profanity governed the
community, and neighbors were impressed with its atmosphere, according to local newspapers. The encampment was
on private land owned by a sympathetic landlord, but the city
government was determined to close the tents down. Mayor
Paul Schell decided to enforce zoning codes that prohibited
that many people from sleeping on the owner's land, and
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threatened to fine 1 im $75 a day until the campers were gone.
On April 25, the day the fines were to take effect, the
campers moved to a new location, where the cycle may start
over again. "They're managing to zone the city so the homeless aren't permitted anywhere," says Claude "Cowboy" Nails,
a resident of the tent community. "The only way we can survive is by sticking together like this, but the city wants to
disperse us. Then we'll be under viaducts or in the woods,
where all kinds of harm can come to you."
j rganizing efforts by the homeless may become harder to
^!r shun as the dangerous combination of welfare reform, a
nationwide affordable housing crunch and more exclusionary
shelter plans promises to increase the homeless population.
Employees at shelters around the country say they have
seen numbers of homeless people needing shelter go up in
direct response to welfare cuts. The effects of welfare reform
will continue to snowball over the next few years as people
reach their time limit on the public aid rolls. Many people
kicked off welfare fail to get any kind of work at all, and those
who do succeed in getting jobs are likely to have such low
wages that they may still become homeless.
Public housing redevelopment in many cities promises to
put thousands more out on the street. In Chicago, nearly
16,000 units of public housing are slated to be destroyed over
the next five years. But numerous studies have shown that
enough affordable housing for those who qualify for government subsidies just isn't there. The Chicago public housing
plan also includes a get-tough approach on tenants that
could leave many with no housing if they have any minor
drug violations or are late with their rent.
Likewise, San Francisco has decided to start implementing
a policy to make it easier to evict elderly and disabled lowincome tenants who "pose a health and safety hazard to their
neighbors." The policy stipulates that inspectors can issue
tickets to residents at 22 of the agency's assisted-living projects for minor infractions including "tolerance of unhealthy
conditions." A one-strike policy for possession of drugs,
firearms and even dogs is another part of this plan.
In Silicon Valley, the cradle of out-of-control dot-corn
wealth, the housing crunch has gotten so bad that even people working two jobs have taken to sleeping on the area's few
all-night buses. In February the New York Times reported that
even professionals making more than $50,000 a year are turning to homeless shelters. Conditions are similar in the Pacific
Northwest. "We have a very overheated economy because of
all this high-tech stuff," says Tim Harris, director of the street
newspaper Real Change in Seattle. "It's getting harder and
harder for anyone who's not a yuppie to afford rent anywhere."
While the need for shelters is becoming greater, the number and accessibility of shelter beds continues to decrease.
Under San Francisco's new shelter plan, the homeless must
pay for their beds. Those on public aid will have the cost
deducted from their benefits, signing away all but about $60
of their monthly checks if they stay in the shelter full time.
Under the new plan, only 255 of San Francisco's 1,520 shelter beds would be available for people not receiving welfare,
even though nearly 70 percent of the more than 14,000
homeless in the city fall into that category. Of those 255 beds,
only 50 would be reserved for women. And while the homeless would be effectively paying rent for the shelter, they

would have no tenancy rights and would still be subject to the
shelters' strict rules. As of early May, it was still unclear
whether and how the plan will be implemented, given the
intense criticism from the community.
Last year Chicago proposed a similar centralized shelter
plan. Critics say the plan, which has yet to be implemented, will further decrease the number of people receiving
shelter and services. Women who are fleeing domestic
abuse—a large segment of the female homeless population—say the centralized intake center would mean their
abuser would know exactly where to find them.
Undocumented immigrants, already grossly underserved by
homeless services, would be even more wary of visiting the
centralized centers. "Latino homeless people already face
numerous obstacles to getting shelter, because of cultural
and language barriers and racism in the shelters," says Jose
Landaverde, a leader of the Latino Task Force Against
Homelessness in Chicago. "And if they're undocumented
they're nervous about being deported. This plan makes it
even worse because they are even less likely to go to a shelter if it's not in their neighborhood."
advocates agree that city governments can begin
I ost
to address the homelessness problem only by turning
away from the criminalization approach in favor of a cooperative model involving various sectors of the
community. In particular, they say governments should
turn to and help finance nonprofit housing, substance
abuse treatment, and job training agencies, instead of trying to tackle the problem by themselves.
Thresholds, a city-funded private organization in
Chicago that offers intense one-on-one service to the mentally ill, is one group that is taking a proactive approach to
homelessness. Advocates also point to church-based programs such as the Night Ministry as effective service
providers. Homeless advocates in several major cities were
reluctant to name any city programs as being effective in
directly fighting homelessness. They say the best things city
and state governments are currently doing involve
affordable housing programs and tax breaks or subsidies to
developers of private low-income housing.
On the national level, lobbying for affordable housing has
proven most effective in fighting homelessness. The
National Coalition for the Homeless, with members in most
major cities, continuously advocates for affordable housing
and against criminalization of the homeless. And coalitions
of nonprofits like National People's Action (NPA) have
made concrete strides in Washington regarding various housing rights. Improvements in the financially troubled Federal
Housing Administration loan program is just one area where
legislators responded directly to NPA's demands.
Such interest-group pressure is key to influencing the
behavior of city governments toward the homeless, says
Donahue. Pushing for reform on a national scale puts cities
and their policies under a much-needed microscope. "They
want to hide the truth about the fact that this hot economy
is making more people homeless," he says. "But people are
demanding justice." •
Karl Lydersen is a reporter at the Washington Post Chicago
Bureau and associate editor of Streetwise.
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Leave the Kids Alone
Poverty is their real problem
By Mike Males

I

n a boom economy, the most recent figures show that a
staggering 40 percent of America's children and youth
remain in low-income families. Thirteen million are poor,
and 6 million of those suffer destitution in households with
less than half of poverty-level income. U.S. child poverty rates
are two to 10 times higher than in Western Europe, Canada or
Australia. Poverty is so strongly connected to nearly everything adults think is wrong with "kids today"—murder,
violent crime, unintended pregnancy, AIDS, smoking, dropping out of school—that it dwarfs every other factor.
Yet child poverty is rarely discussed today, buried under the
popular, all-consuming "values" crusade and by the usefulness
of children in pushing other agendas. New Democrats and
Republicans agree that today's big menaces to kids are violent
video games, TV, caffeine, R-rated movies, unfiltered
Internet porn, raves, gangstas, Marilyn Manson, baggy pants,
or any unmonitored free time. White kids with guns grace
"kids without a conscience" cover stories in People and Rolling
Stone that dismiss poverty as irrelevant.
But in the real world, the likelihood of a youth being killed
by gunfire, getting arrested, going to prison or dying before
age 25 has a lot more to do with how poor he or she is.

Obsession with fictional screen images crowds out realities of
grinding poverty, crumbling schools, vanished jobs and
grownups in disarray. Culture warriors such as President
Clinton, former Education Secretary Bill Bennett, the
Manhattan Institute's Kay Hymowitz, Tribe Apart author
Patricia Hersch and West Point video-game blamer Dave
Grossman cite (or more often distort) scary statistics to buttress claims of a "youth culture" driven by pop-culture
corruption into mass degeneration.
In truth, where U.S. kids enjoy low poverty rates like those
of Europe, there are correspondingly low murder and gunfatality rates. In California's five richest urban counties, with
a combined population of 6 million, white teen-agers' poverty rates average 4 percent—similar to those of Scandinavian
youth. Even in this state with one of America's highest gunfatality rates—where white households are the most likely to
harbor guns, violent cable channels and video games—the
gun death rate among white teens (three per 100,000) is as
low as Sweden's or Canada's. Meanwhile, poorer California
youth of all colors (the vast majority black, Latino and
Asian) suffer gun-fatality rates three to eight times higher.
Poverty is associated with 85 percent of gun deaths among
children and youths, as well
as the adults who commit
most murders of children.
The figures on gun murders
per 100,000 youths show
that class, not race, is the
issue: richer white (0.8),
middle-income white (2.1),
lower-income color (3.1),
poorer color (6.7). (Poorer
California white youth are
more affluent than the
average youth of color.)
During the late '80s and
early '90s, when the press,
police and politicians went
hysterical over the tripling
in juvenile firearms homicides, no one mentioned a
crucial factor clearly visible
in crime statistics in major
states like California, New
York and Pennsylvania.
There was no increase in
murder among America's
Children are given lunch on the porch of City Hall in Homestown, Missouri.
middle-class and affluent
youths, whose
trends
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