Asenda. # 3q(2)

April 10,2006

To: TheHonorableMayor Kevin Foy, Council Member Sally Greene, and other
Honorable membersof the Chapel Hill Town Council.

Re: Request for town participation in exploring the effectivenessof 1FC servicesto the
homel ess popul ation and addressing immediate concernsrelated to the safety of clients
residing at Project Homestart

Honorable Council Members;

| have been personaly involved in homeless advocacy in Orange County since December
of 2004. Inthat time, | have beeninvolved in the Community Initiativeto End
Homelessness (CIEH), participatedin the CIEH Community Assessment committee
dealing that organizesthe federally mandated point in time countsof the homeless
population, and have had extensiveinteractionswith I|FC officials, staff members,
volunteers, clients, and community members. Working with my co-editor Bruce
Whealtonand others, | have set up a websiteand community portal called The Other Side
Of The Hill, which promotescommunity advocacy on homelessissuesand providesa
forum for persons experiencing homelessness and othersin the community to sharetheir
viewpointsand perspectives. Aspart of my efforts, | have maderegular visitsto IFC's
officesand its Community Housefacility and | have gottento know the personal stories
and experiencesof alarge number of IFC clientsand residentsof both Community House
and Project Homestart over the course of the past 16 months. It isfrom this perspective
that | am writing to you tonight and asking for your assistance.

Tonight the IFC is presenting a petition requesting town appointmentsto working groups
dealing with the task of relocation of IFC’s facilities. I, of course, applaud the extensive
commitment the town of Chapel Hill has been willing to make on the issue of

homel essnessin our community. Mayor Foy has been persondly involved in many local
effortsto combat homelessnessto a far greater extent than the majority of mayorsin
North Carolinaand el sewhere. Council Member Greene has put in a great deal of work
asthetown’s representativeto the Orange County Partnershipto End Homelessness, an
organi zation dedicated to ending homelessnessin our community within ten years. Town
officialshave been extremely informed about the issuesrelating to homel essnessand
understanding the needs of personsexperiencing homelessness. For that, the community
should be grateful. In addition, thereare several staff membersat the IFC who are
extremely dedicated to assisting persons experiencing homelessnessthrough very
difficulttimes. Nothing inthisletter is meant to disparagethe hard work and dedication
of peoplewho put so muchtime, effort, and hard work into addressing homel essness.

But while praise should be given whereit is due, there are also numerousissuesthat
cannot simply be sugar-coated or ignored any longer. Although | would prefer to not be
involved in the specificsof offering servicesand | would certainly prefer to address
issues within IFC as opposed to the public sphere, | aninvolved inthisissuein an
attempt to help clients, not agencies. Therefore, consideringthe systematic problems



within IFC'sfacilitiesthat | have become aware of over the past year and after numerous
fruitlessattemptsto addresstheseissuesdirectly with IFC management, | feel compelled
to speak out. My purposein speaking out isnot to air alaundry list of petty grievancesof
individual clients. If that were all that | had to speak about, | would not waste either my
owntimeor that of the Council. But it has become clear to me over the course of a year
that thisissueis not one of petty complaintsby afew disgruntled residents. Rather,itisa
systematic problem of an agency that often operatesin an arbitrary and power-hungry
manner that does not serve clientseffectively or help them makethe transitionout of
homelessness. Infact, IFC policiesand proceduresoften increasethe adversity that
people who are aready going through very difficult timesin their lives haveto face.

My concernsdo not come from talking to one or two disgruntled clients. Rather, they
come from listening to alarge number of people over a period of many monthswho have
all had smilar problemsand complaints, dong with my own observationsof staff
interactingwith clients. Thus, it isincreasingly difficult to explain these complaints
away asisolated incidents. While | want to believethat IFC hasthe best of intentions,
what | have too often encounteredisa culture of denia and indifferenceto the plight of
many clients. |FC management does seem to realizethere are problemswith their
facilitiesand they seem unwilling to listen to anyone who suggeststhat any problem
might exist. Listeningto some IFC officialsdescribethe environmentin their facilities, |
am reminded of the claims of our President that Iragiswould greet American troopswith
flowersand that al iswell in Iragtothisday. Thus, it isnot difficult to understand why
many clientssmply give up or leave without speaking out about their experiencesor the
IFC policiesthat create additional obstaclesfor peopletryingto get their livestogether
and be a part of thiscommunity. Clientstoo often seem afraid of losing their housing or
needed services and staff memberswho see what is going on seem afraid of “rocking the
boat” or losing their jobs.

Of immediateinterest isthe current situation at Project Homestart, | FC'sfacility for
women and children. In arecent email from an IFC official in responseto one of my
many attemptsto bring seriousproblemsat Homestart to the attention of the main office,
| wastold that everyone wasenjoying their experiencesat Homestart. No mention was
made of wanting to speak to any of thefivedifferent people | have spoken to at length
who haveafar different view of thefacility. In one case, alengthy written explanation of
some of theissuesat the facility written by aclient who has since |eft thefacility was
given to IFC and even posted on the Other Side Of The Hill website. IFC did not even
bother to respond to that letter in any way, even though it and other entries posted to our
website extensively document a culture of bullying, harassment, special treatment, and
homophobiathat existsat Homestart. | have attached acopy of that |etter here and the
other entriesmay be viewed at http://www.wor dsalad.net/Str eetExposur €. The other
residents | have spoken with describe smilar circumstancesat thefacility. | haveaso
heard numerousreports of staff membersberating clientsand being verbaly abusive.
This sort of behavior isagainst IFC’'s own stated values, as well as simple common
standards of decency and humanetreatment. Being subjected to bullying, harassment,
and verbal abuseisalso not conduciveto individualsgetting their lives back together.
From what | have learned, it also appearsto be creating tensions that at |east two clients




believe create a seriousrisk of someone being hurt. One client has told me specifically
that she doesnot feel at all safeat Homestart. Another hassaid, “I just want a safe place
to livel”

Asidefromthe very immediate and serious safety issue, thereisno real stability for
clientsat either Community House or Homestart. Inlarge part, that is becauseof IFC's
policy of requiring extensionsevery two weeksto continueto stay at the facilities. The
reasonsfor granting or denying these extensionsare not at all clear and are often arbitrary.
The extensionslead to another immediate problem at Homestart. Two clients, a mother
and daughter, are about to be thrown out into the streetsof Chapel Hill in ten dayswith
no transportation and nowhereelseto go. Thisisin spite of thefact that the mother isin
poor health and that they have numerousobstaclesthey are trying to overcome. They
have been making tremendouseffortsto get their livesback on track in spite of the
repeated harassment and even stalking by other clientsthat they have been subjected to at
Homestart that has required both of them to focus most of their energiesmerely on day to
day survival rather than doing what they need to do to rebuild their lives.

Thisharassment seemsto be at least in part based on untrue rumorsthat have been spread
that the daughterisgay. Sheisthesecond client | have spoken to in recent weekswho
has been subjected to taunts of “lesho” and other such behavior that should be considered
entirely unacceptableina facility built on the values of respect and decency. The
daughter hasambitionsto go to collegeone day and it is clear that given the chance, she
hasalot of ability. | have been personally involved in recent weeksin trying to help her
overcome the obstaclesto achieving that goal. That isdifficult with the lack of stability
and IFC’ s seeming eagernessto toss her out onto the street where sheisill-equipped to
survive. Both of these clients have also found it difficult to complete even basic steps
like the lengthy application processfor SSI due to constant uncertainty about whether
they will have any placeto stay.

The case | have described isonly oneillustration of the numerousproblemsclientsface
in trying to make the transition from homel essnessback into the community. | havecited
this example specifically becausethereisstill timeto take specific actionto relievethis
situation before | FC has said that theseindividualswill be thrown out on April 20. 1 will
not reiteratethe serious obstaclespeopl eface in overcoming homel essness, because the
Council isfor the most part familiar with them. Thisis particularly true of Council
Member Green and Mayor Foy who were present at the March 22, 2006 Partnershipto
End Homel essnessmeeting where data was presented from JQUAD and Associatesas
well asacommunity assessment team from UNC’s School of Public Hedlth. This
community hasthe information they need to realize that several weekswill often not be
enough timefor clientsto get their livestogether. Finding jobs, saving money, applying
for disability or other services, and other thingsthat people need to do to help themselves
are often dow processes. The processes becomeeven dower when clientsalso haveto
ded with unwelcomingand unsafeenvironmentsin IFC’ s facilitiesor verbal abuse from
IFC gtaff. IFC staff should betrained and willing to help and encourage people rather
than deal continued blows to their salf-esteem and drive to succeed.



In getting to know so many of the peoplein our community who are experiencing
homelessness, it has become quite clear to me that many of these people havealot to
contributeto our community if giventhe chance. Theseare people who need support and
encouragement from the agencieswho servethem. Thereistak in our community of
raising $5 million—over 3times|FC's annual budge—to build another shelter. Weare
told that this upgraded men'’s facility will like Homestart, a mode of afacility that exists
to help people get back ontheir feet. But Homestart isno more amode facility than
Community Houseis. Itsresidentsare subjected to the same obstacles and the same
culture of denial and indifference asthe men at Community House are. These services
need to be investigated and improvements made where necessary. Since | FC does not
seem willing to addresstheseissueson their own and since no progress seemsto have
been made on issuesthat have been repeatedly brought to IFC’ s attention over the past
year, it hasto fall totherest of the community. To that end, | ask that the Town Council
establish someway that we can continue to get information to the town as we work on
compiling and documenting what isgoing on at IFC facilities. | aso ask that the town
and the community encourage | FC to be willing to address needed improvementsand
work with the community in the light of day as opposed to hiding behind denial, stalling,
and vague allusionsto confidentiality.

| am including on thisletter the signatures of others who haveread it and endorsed its
message.

| thank the Council membersfor their time and attention.

Regards,

R. Michad McGee
Co-editor, The Other Side Of The Hill/Street Exposure website
Community activist



