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	Homeless in Hawaii
July 28, 2010
	  1311008


The first “My Drift” column I wrote back in June 2006 was a four part article about the homelessness problem in Hawaii and the rest of the United States. It seems like in every election year, the homeless problem becomes a major issue. This year is no exception and since our nation has been in a recession for the past several years, there are many more homeless people to worry about. So, I have decided to re-visit this issue - focusing mostly on Hawaii. I will be consolidating, summarizing, and updating the information from my first columns on the homeless. We will be examining the causes for being homeless, who these people are, where they are staying on Oahu, some startling statistics and finally a few common sense solutions for reducing the number of homeless people. 
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	The homeless have tents in every beach park
	Homeless tents by Nimitz Highway overpass


The primary reasons for people being homeless in Hawaii are:

1.  Lack of affordable housing

2.  Lack of employment or low paying jobs

3.  Substance (alcohol and drug) abuse

4.  Mental illness

5.  Family conflicts

6.  Chronic physical illness – Unable to work
7.  Laziness or homeless by choice

The current recession will force 1.5 million more people into homelessness over the next two years in the United States. This equates to another 1,000 homeless people here in Hawaii. 
Hawaii (population is about 1.4 million) and there are about 8,000 homeless people on any given night.  The rounded breakout by county:


Honolulu (Oahu)
4,500


Maui


1,500


Hawaii

1,400


Kauai


   600

The number of homeless people has doubled since 2003.  The number of homeless people living on our beaches has tripled since 2006.  Let’s take a closer look at who these homeless people are:

3200 (40%) have some sort of mental illness  
 

3200 (40%) are veterans

3200 (40%) have alcohol use problems
2000 (25%) have other drug use problems
2800 (35%) have chronic health conditions
2400 (30%) are families (1600 children)

1600 (20%) have jobs 

1600 (20%) other homeless men

640 (8%) are homeless youth (12-17)

160 (2%) other homeless women

You don’t have to be very good at math to figure out that these numbers add up to more than 8,000 and the percentages add up to more than 100. This means that many homeless people have multiple problems and fall into several categories. For example, there are a lot of veterans with some sort of mental illness, other chronic health conditions, and also have a drinking problem. Most of the homeless youth have drug use problems. Many homeless family members and other homeless people have jobs but can’t make enough money to get housing.  
In general, a chronically homeless person is an individual who has been continuously homeless for over one year. The face of homelessness in Hawaii has changed. About half of the 4,500 homeless individuals on Oahu are chronic homeless – those that are seen passed out on the sidewalk, sleeping on a park bench or pushing a supermarket cart. The chronically homeless population is driven by mental illness, alcohol and other drug addictions. The other half are families with children – the economic homeless – those that are driven to live in shelters or at our beaches by the recession. Children of homeless families are the “hidden” victims who suffer the most. Many of these children experience multiple medical and dental ailments stemming from poor nutrition, are dislocated from their friends and support systems, lack the proper environment for learning and must often endure the emotional pain of being considered poor and homeless.
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	Homeless Families
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	The Chronically Homeless


Most homeless families either live in homeless shelters or in tents or cars at out-of-the-way beaches. Most chronically homeless people live in downtown Honolulu or in the visitor industry corridor that runs from the Ewa-end of Ala Moana Beach Park to Diamond Head. These are the worst of the homeless and the ones our visitors see begging for spare change along Ala Moana Boulevard, sleeping on sidewalks or benches behind the Hawaii Convention Center, pushing carts full of plastic bags along Kuhio Avenue, searching the trash cans near the Duke Kahanamoku statue, and dancing drunk in the sand while listening to a boom box at Queen’s Surf Beach. This can’t be good for our state’s biggest industry!
Back in 2006, downtown Honolulu and the surrounding area had the most homeless people.  But today in 2010, it is second to the beaches on the Waianae Coast. Downtown Honolulu is still crawling with crazy people, drunks, drug addicts, beggars, people sleeping on the sidewalks and in the alleys.  Aala Park is full of homeless people.  The Institute for Human Services (IHS) is located close to the downtown area and provides shelter (beds/mats) for about 250 homeless people to sleep at night.  Many of the homeless stay close to the IHS and River of Life Mission so they can get something to eat.
The population of Waianae is about 40,000 and is predominately native Hawaiian and is historically low income. Houses on the Waianae Coast that rented for $200 or $300 a month a few years ago are now renting for more than $1,000.  This has caused many families to join an estimated 1,000 people living in tents along the beaches on the Waianae Coast. There are also a lot of native Hawaiians who prefer to live on the beach instead of dealing with all the hassles and expenses of maintaining a home.
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	Tent city at beach park near Waianae


All of the west Oahu beach parks from Nanakui to past Makaha are filled with homeless people.  On the North Shore, most of the homeless are staying on the beaches across from Dillingham Field.  There are also many homeless people on the East beaches near Waimanalo.  Most of these people prefer to camp at or near beach parks where there are restroom facilities.  Most all of these homeless people don’t have camping permits and are staying on the beaches illegally.  Every once in awhile the city will make them move (usually to clean up the beach and parks) but they have nowhere else to go and will just find another beach or park to stay at.
Hawaii has a big homelessness problem and it is getting worse every day!!  Actually every state (with the possible exception of North Dakota and Wyoming) has a major problem with homelessness. Oh, North Dakota and Wyoming are the only two states with less than 1,000 homeless people. So, what are the Federal Government, the State Governments, and the City Governments doing about the homelessness problem? The answer is – not enough!

If you read my column “The Homelessness Problem (Part IV) - The Solution”, you know that I mostly blame the Federal Government for causing this sad problem and for not taking the necessary actions to clean-up this great nation and get these people off of our streets, parks, and beaches. The United States is looking more like a third world country every day.

State and city governments can only do so much when it comes to solving the homelessness problem. If the state of Hawaii and city of Honolulu are too nice to the homeless and give them free housing and money and let them stay at our best beach parks, we will have people from every other state in the union (and a few other countries) flocking to Hawaii and we will be overran with homeless people. That is why the Federal Government must take the lead and provide the funding necessary to solve this problem nation-wide. But, in the past 30 years, the Federal Government has implemented many policies that reduce funding and services required by the homeless and the near homeless. They are making the problem worse.  This trend must stop!  Bring our troops home and let’s take some of that money we are spending in Iraq and Afghanistan and fix some of the problems we have here at home in the United States. Here are some of the key things our Government must do in order to start “reducing” the number of homeless people:

1.
Federal, State and City Governments must work together to implement a common plan.

2. The Federal Government must provide the funding based on the number of homeless people and the cost of housing in each State.

3.
The Federal Government and the military must take the responsibility and do something about getting our homeless veterans help for their problems and assist them in getting some decent housing.

4. The Federal Government must change the law back to what it was 30 years ago so that the severely mentally ill can be involuntarily taken off of the streets and given proper treatment.

5. The Federal Government must authorize and appropriate funds for a National Housing Trust Fund to produce, rehabilitate and preserve permanent affordable housing.
6. The Federal Government must pass a law and enforce it to prevent one state or city or private organization or person from relocating homeless people from their area to another.

7. The Federal Government must require private and public employers to pay livable wages indexed to the cost of housing.  

8. The Federal Government must find a way to stop companies from defaulting on promised pension plans for their employees.

9. The Federal Government must implement a two-tier minimum wage.  A lower minimum wage for dependants under the age of 22 and the regular one for everybody else.  The federal minimum wage must be raised.  

10. The Federal and State Governments must implement temporary cash assistance programs to help “near” homeless people stay in their houses.  

11. The Federal Government must increase appropriations for giving the homeless and near homeless adequate health care.

12. The Federal Government must increase Social Security payments when the cost of living increases.  

13. The Federal and State Governments must keep their homeless databases up-to-date and use this data to find what programs work and get rid of the ones that are too expensive or don’t work.

And with the money received from the Federal Government, here are some of the things state and city Governments need to do for the homeless:
-  Provide assistance in obtaining the benefits they have coming (especially for the veterans).

-  Provide assistance in finding low-cost housing (especially for the working homeless).

-  Provide assistance or training with daily living skills (especially for the mentally ill).

-  Provide jobs, referrals and job training for those who want to work.

-  Provide transportation (especially to job sites and required service organizations).

-  Provide drug treatment and drug support group meetings.

-  Provide mental health care (get the seriously mental ill people into institutions).

-  Provide food and clothing for those who need it.

-  Provide inexpensive child care for single mothers who want to work.

-  Provide a case management person for all the homeless so that they have somebody to go to for help.

Currently, there are organizations trying to address these needs but the number of homeless people keeps increasing whereas funding and people resources required to get the job done are not available.
Here are a few more of my ideas on how to deal with the homeless:

1. Help the homeless families first. Help them find low cost housing. Help them find job(s) if required. The children need a stable family life and this means a home - not living in a car or a tent on the beach.

2. Pass a law to make Waikiki, the most popular beach parks, and the downtown Honolulu Business District homeless free zones. The worst of the homeless are now hanging out in these areas and are causing the state to lose much needed tourists and national/international business.

3. Set aside some land in a couple of isolated places on the island for homeless tent cities. This idea has worked in several states and there is no reason it can’t work here if properly controlled.

4. If another state sends a homeless person to Hawaii and officials find out about it, send this person back immediately.

5. There are always going to be some chronic homeless (those with mental illness and/or substance abuse problems) that there is not much hope for getting them off the streets. I suggest that we hide these people as much as possible. They should be living in a back alley somewhere – not in front of the Sheraton on Kalakaua Ave. in Waikiki.
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	Neil Abercrombie
	Mufi Hannemann
	Duke Aiona


This is an election year where the state of Hawaii will have a new Governor and the city and county of Honolulu will have a new Mayor. Who gets elected will have a major impact on how the homelessness problem is handled for years to come. The three main candidates for Governor are Democrats Neil Abercrombie and Mufi Hannemann and Republican Duke Aiona.  Neil Abercrombie (former member of the US House of Representatives) is best described as a short, fat, gay loving liberal hippy who has done little or nothing good for the state of Hawaii in 34 years of public service. For the life of me, I can’t figure out how he keeps getting elected to Government offices.  Duke Aiona (current Lt. Governor of Hawaii) would be a good Governor who would probably maintain similar policies to that of the current Governor - Linda Lingle. Mufi Hannemann (former Mayor of Honolulu) has all of the makings to be a great Governor.  Hannemann is smart (he did graduate from Harvard and was a Fulbright Scholar) and has the guts to make the tough decisions which are usually in the best interests of most Hawaii citizens.  Mufi is also tall, used to play basketball, has a good personality, and can sing quite well! For Mayor, I think either Peter Carlisle (long time Honolulu city prosecutor) or Kirk Caldwell (current acting Mayor of Honolulu) would do a good job. 
BOTTOMLINE:  The state and city can help make life easier for the homeless but they cannot (by themselves) solve the homelessness problem or reduce the number of homeless people.  Fact: Every state in the union has multiple plans for solving the homelessness problem.  Fact: The number of homeless people is increasing at an alarming rate in every state.  What does this tell you?  The number of homeless people will not start going down until the under lying causes are addressed and reversed.  These under lying causes are a direct result of policies and laws implemented by the Federal Government in the past 30 years.  Only the Federal Government (with full cooperation from the states) can fix the homelessness problem in the United States. What are they waiting for?
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