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	The Homelessness Problem (Part IV) -

The Solution

June 2006


Let's try a common sense "logical" approach to solving the homelessness problem.  I'm a Computer Programmer and a problem solver by profession.  When I have a programming project, the first thing I do is ask the customer what the end product is going to look like and then work toward this goal.  We all know that the homelessness problem will never be 100% solved.  There will always be some homeless people.  So, what is our goal?  I propose that we try to get the homeless population back to 1980 levels or approximately 20% of current homeless numbers.  Okay, we have a goal.  We need to get 600,000 people nation-wide and 5600 in Hawaii off of the streets and beaches.    

NATIONAL EFFORT  

The Federal, State and City Governments must work together on this effort.  It should be headed and mostly funded by the Federal Government since this must be a nation-wide long-range project.  One state or one city cannot solve the homeless problem - no matter how much money they throw at the problem.  You cannot be too nice to the homeless because the nicer you are, the more homeless people are attracted to your state or city.  San Francisco had a reputation for being friendly to homeless people and now the city is overrun with homeless people.  That is why the Feds must head this program and provide the funding equally among the states and cities based on the number of homeless people and the cost of housing.  A new law needs to be passed making it against the law to send a homeless person from one city to another or across state lines.  We must stop agencies and well-to-do people from rounding up the homeless in their neighborhood and sending them over to yours.

PROPER STAFFING AND MAINTAIN DATABASE  

We already have many coalitions for helping the homeless.  It would be better to combine the resources of these coalitions and set up new offices in all major cities and at least one office in all 50 states and the District of Columbia.  This office should be made up of enough Federal, State and City employees to do the job.  They should work together in the same office under one boss.  If you have three offices, each would do nothing and blame the others for not getting anything done.  This job requires that they get out among the homeless and find out who these people are and which people need help the most.  They need to get the names and critical information about each homeless person and get this information into a computer database.  Hawaii has set up a new Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) to do this.  Resources must be made available to keep this database up-to-date and critical data must feed into the National Homeless Database System.  They must track each homeless person until they die.  

GET THE WORD OUT  

Get the word out to the homeless about what services are available.  The Staff of this new Homeless Office must get out and notify the homeless in person.  Normal advertising will not work.  Most homeless people are not sitting in their easy chair watching TV.  With that said, I do think information about these services should be advertised on TV, radio, and in the phone book.  This is primarily for people who are not homeless now but may become homeless in the near future.  These "about to become homeless" people must be a top priority and helped to keep their housing.  It is a lot easier and cheaper to keep somebody in their existing house than it is to find them and find housing for them after they become homeless.

HELP OUR VETERANS  

The Federal Government, the military and the Veterans Administration (VA) must do more for our Veterans.  Approximately 40% of all homeless people are veterans.  This is a SHAME!!  With the military personnel getting out of the military service after serving in Iraq and Afghanistan, this problem is only going to get worse.  We all hear about the soldiers killed in Iraq but the number of injured is a much greater number and a lot of these disabled veterans are going to end up on our streets.  Combat has a way of messing up your brain leading to an addiction to alcohol and/or other drugs.  It is hard for some combat veterans to function normally in our society after they leave the military.  If these young men and women are going to fight for our freedoms, then we have a moral obligation to help them when they most need it.

THE WORKING HOMELESS  

The homeless people who are working will be the easiest to help find housing.  The new Homeless Office will have a list of all low-cost housing and will be authorized to pay the rent for a specified period of time until the person or family can get back on their feet.  Most of these working homeless people are uneducated, lack job training, and are working for minimum wages.  The minimum wage in Hawaii and every other state must be raised to a reasonable level where a person earning minimum wages can find a low cost apartment to rent.  The minimum wage in Hawaii is $6.75 and will go up to $7.25 in 2007.  With the help of my calculator, I figured out that a person earning minimum wages makes $270 a week, $1170 a month, and $14040 a year.  They figure you can only spend 50% of your earnings on housing so that leaves about $585 a month (before taxes).  Good luck finding a place for this amount in Hawaii.  You might be able to find something for about $1000.  The State needs to raise the minimum wage to about $12 an hour.  All states need to do the same based on their cost of living and housing costs.  There should be a two tier minimum wage: One for dependants under the age of 22 and the normal minimum wage.  The dependant minimum wage should be approximately 60% of the normal minimum wage.  

REDUCE THE COST OF HOUSING  

The number one American dream is to own your own home.  Because of the high cost of homes, for many citizens living in Hawaii, this is an impossible dream.  The average cost of a house in Hawaii is approaching $700,000 dollars.  There is something wrong when you can buy a 6 bedroom brick mansion on 5 acres of ground in Utah for less than you can buy a single-walled 3 bedroom wooden house on 5,000 sq. feet of land in Hawaii.  I guess this is the price you pay to live in Paradise.  It still doesn't make it right and the direct result of these high prices is higher rents and more people becoming homeless.  The state of Hawaii must find ways to lower the cost of buying a house for Hawaii residents.  If some rich tycoon from Japan or a movie star from Hollywood wants to pay $10 million for a house in Hawaii, let them, but there must be affordable housing here for Hawaii residents.  Land owners and developers are making a fortune.  How about giving the working class of Hawaii a break?

CLEAN UP OUR PARKS AND BEACHES  

Homeless people should not be allowed to take over the state and city parks.  Hawaii families and our tourists should be able to enjoy Hawaii's beautiful parks without the problems some homeless people bring to the party.  Let's face it, some homeless people stink, openly go to the bathroom, hassle people for money, and some might be dangerous.  Recommend that all of the primary city and state parks implement a curfew between 10PM at night to 6AM in the morning.  Stopping people from sleeping in these parks will greatly reduce the number of homeless people hanging around during the day light hours.  Law enforcement must make sure that the people camping at parks and beaches (that do allow camping) have a valid permit.  I also don't think homeless people should be allowed to sleep on our city’s streets (including Waikiki and downtown Honolulu).   So, where are all these homeless people going to sleep at night?  Well, after we reach our goal of finding housing for 80% of them, this will not be a problem.  But for now, we need to use a combination of shelters, churches, warehouses, tents, trailers, buses and cars to get a roof over their heads and a safe place to sleep. 

TAKE CARE OF THE MENTALLY ILL  

Have the state Psychiatrist (assigned to the homeless office) examine all mentally ill homeless people.  The ones who can’t take care of themselves or could be a danger to others should be taken off of the streets and institutionalized.  It is estimated that there are 108 severely mentally ill homeless people in Honolulu.  Mental health treatment and training should be given to the rest.  This segment of the homeless population will be the hardest to find permanent housing for because landlords and apartment managers don’t want crazy people living in their units.  The state must own and manage several apartment buildings where these people can live.  It is a fact that some of the mentally ill homeless are not capable of maintaining a house or apartment.  I’m afraid that these people will remain homeless and hopefully will sleep in one of the shelters at night.

HELP THE DISABLED AND ELDERLY

The number of homeless elderly is increasing at an alarming rate.  Most of them are on a fixed income and the cost of living just keeps going up.  You would think that an elderly couple living on Social Security and a small pension should be able to find housing.  Not in Hawaii!  Fortunately, most of the elderly have family to help take care of them.  Recommend that there be special housing units set aside for the elderly.  Some place where transportation is available for going to the store and doctors.  It is about time we showed a little more respect for our elders.  There should also be a similar setup for disabled homeless people.

Plans and coalitions for solving the homelessness problem are a dime a dozen.  The Federal Government and every state have multiple plans.   All of them help but none of them are working or will work to reduce the number of homeless until the under lying causes of the homelessness explosion are addressed by the Federal Government.  The Federal Government must take the lead and provide most of the funding on a “long-term” commitment to implementing policies and changing laws that will get the homeless off of the street and into decent housing.  In the past 25 years, the Federal Government has implemented policies that reduce funding and services required by the homeless and the near homeless.  This trend must stop!  Let’s take a look at 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 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 some decent housing.

4. The Federal Government must change the law back to what it was 25 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.

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 25 years.  Only the Federal Government (with full cooperation from the states) can fix the homelessness problem in the United States. 
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