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“How It Feels to Be Homeless”
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To: Karl Widerquist, USBIG CONFERENCE 20 February 2004 Washington, DC 

Today I will speak about “How It Feels to Be Homeless”.    This presentation is relevant to the USBIG Conference because we need to know how poverty effects people;  and how a guaranteed income would alleviate a lot of this pain.

            The following paper comes in three parts:

                        I.   How Does It Feel to Be Homeless?

                      II.    What to Do If You Become Homeless

                     III.   How to Rejoin the Community                                            

PART I:              

            In my job as Case Manager,  I had the opportunity to systematically ask 33 women participating in a homeless women’s dinner program, here in Washington, DC,   what is it like to be homeless?   Their responses  make the need  for  affordable housing painfully evident.

            The first page of my survey was essay form:  I wanted to hear their unbiased response.    Most of the ladies wrote a brief,  six-line paragraph.

            On the second page were about 15 multiple-choice questions.   I wanted to be sure they answered specific questions about themselves:  How old are you?  How long have you been homeless?  How did you become homeless?

Interestingly,   many of the ladies skipped those questions  and  concentrated on  the essay.    No one has asked them before.    It’s  a  painful subject.   I was able to ask these ladies because I had developed a close rapport over the course of six months as their Counselor and Information Specialist.

            In Washington, DC  the cost of housing has increased  45%  the past three years.   Nationwide,  that increase is 25%.    45% of D.C residents live at poverty level or less.

It  is  estimated  that   3,000,000   people  are  homeless  in  the United  States.  

        What did these women tell me?

            It’s become difficult to pay rent, they said.    They’re right.  

The lack of affordable housing is a national crisis for everyone:    college students,   the working poor 

and lower middle-class,    persons experiencing unexpected catastrophes,    and people on fixed incomes. 

            All are swelling the ranks of the homeless.

            Social scientists  say  the  average person would  be out  on  the street  within three months of losing a job or source of income.        Homelessness is not just a problem of substance abusers, the physically handicapped

or the mentally ill.          It can happen to anyone.

            The women at this dinner program told me about being evicted,  how humiliating and emotionally shattering it is to watch all your belongings,       family heirlooms,      important papers,      and identification;   ...thrown out into the street,                                                                                                                                                    scattered in the wind

You begin to feel rootless, they said. 

Exposed,       naked,       alientated;

it seems like the whole neighborhood knows all your business,    but doesn’t cares.

Soon afterward,  human vultures pick over your possessions and steal what’s not guarded.

Now homeless,  you spend all day looking for  hot meals,   a place to sit without being told to ”move on”,

somewhere to take care of bathroom needs,    and a dry quiet warm space to sleep.

There are no safe places to store belongings. 

Opportunities become elusive.

Discrimination against the poor,  especially the homeless, makes it harder to take care of grooming, 

or more complicated tasks like securing employment with living wages.

Even getting a glass of water is a challenge.       Nobody wants you around.

You walk everywhere.     Public transportation and laundremats are non-existent;   they cost money.

In so many little ways you’re constantly reminded,   “You’re nothing without money.”

It’s difficult to get a job when you’re homeless.     Employers look at you askance when they discover 

you live at  “no fixed address”.

If you reside in a shelter,     you share a shower and toilet with something like 10 to 25 people. 

There is no privacy.

Many shelters are chaotic,     dirty,     dangerous environments with rigid schedules.

You sleep uneasily among a room full of people:   the mentally ill,     substance abusers,      combative jerks,     

thieves,     mothers with children,      people with AIDs or tuberculosis.

Few people choose to be homeless.

Those who sleep on the streets are guarding the only possession they feel they have left:   their personal freedom.

            The longer a person remains homeless,       the more difficult it is to return to the mainstream of society.

            Being homeless is destabilizing,    demoralizing,      depressing.

            You’ve lost your base,   a foundation from which to function.

            Constant obstacles chip away at your self-esteem,  and your normal healthy personality withers,

            disintegrates,      scatters.

            You become scared,    frustrated,    angry,     bitter,     distrustful. 

            You’re always tired,     over-whelmed.            Little tasks become chores as depression saps your energy.

            Stress clouds your judgement. 

You grab at anything that looks like an opportunity, yet you feel like you’re getting nowhere.                                                                                                               

No one should ever be homeless.         

In a country as wealthy as the United States affordable housing should be a right, not a privilege.

_________________________________________________

by  PAULA  DYAN;  MA, CCHt           202/452-7688                    Mredwind@Hotmail.com

“How Does It Feel to Be Homeless”   was copywritten  03/01/02.

PART  II:    WHAT  TO  DO  IF  YOU  BECOME  HOMELESS                                          

1.  Travel lightly.   Take only what you need.   If you do not travel light,

a.  you will burden yourself with the extra weight.

            b.   you will lose things or it will get stolen.   NEVER walk away from your bags,

                        not even for a moment.    

                (Lockers at the bus station are $4 - 5 a day = $150  per month)

2.  Two,  no more than three bags are all you need to carry EVERYTHING.

      Pack like you do for a one week trip.  

Bag # 1:   toiletries, office supply, medication

            Bag # 2:   clothes, shoes, 

            Bag # 3:   papers, anything you’re working on

                  # 4:   small wallet  you can hang around your neck and tuck in your shirt  

            to safe-keep your I.D,  money,  very important valuables.  

(It’s  become much more difficult to replace lost identification.)

3.  In the winter it’s easier to carry your clothes because you can wear as many 

     as three layers to stay warm.               

4.  Wear natural fiber or natural fiber mix.    Natural fibers are warmer and let your skin

     breath.    Natural fiber mixed with some synthetic wrinkle less.

        Carry no more than:

CLOTHES

3 pair underpants or panties             3 bras              3 pair heavy cotton socks

1 pair jeans or cotton slacks                1 pr sweat pants  (or 2:  an extra pair to sleep in)

one jacket                                            one sweater or sweat pullover

one large trash bag to wear as a raincoat                     a cap, hat, or headscarf

3 t-shirts, including long-sleeved jersey shirt, sweater, or thermal top,   

hiking boots or tennis shoes (or comfortable shoes for a lot of walking)

flip-flops  (for public shower or to lounge in)

WINTER:   cap,  gloves,  scarf                2 pair top & bottom long-johns 

OFFICE SUPPLY

a notebook and a pen, your address book,  3-5 rubberbands, 1 pair scissors  clear heavy tape

TOILETRY ITEMS  (where applicable)

comb and brush                         toothbrush & toothpaste             dental floss  

wash cloth                                small bath towel                    bar of soap 

shower-cap                               hair rubberbands                 sml box cotton swabs       

toilet tissue                              handkerchief or small package of kleenex tissue

10-pk tampons                           personal medicine,  athletes foot powder, etc. 

plastic bags to put in wet rag and soap, etc                            1 shaving razor

deoderant                                 saline solution & lens cleanser for contact lens      

hearing aid batteries                      denture cleaning kit 

small container of olive oil for dry hands, hair, chapped lips, etc.

(Bar of soap  and  bathroom tissue  are  VERY  valuable  and  get stolen  as easily as a cigarette lighter or pen.   Beware!)

            (Use several different sized  plastic bags  with zippers  to  compartmentize socks, underwear, pants, shirts, etc.  This makes it easier to retrieve as well as keeps everything neat when the police stop you to search your belongings.)

III.  HOW  to  REJOIN  THE COMMUNITY

Seek help.   Everything is more difficult  without a support group or counselor or life coach or  your  priest,   or  even just  a  trustworthy,  clear-thinking  friend   with  whom  you  can regularly  ventilate  and  bounce  off  ideas.   Many community mental health clinics are free.  Begin there.   (This does not mean you’re crazy.)   

A.   If family or friends take you in,  do not stay longer than three months,  have a written plan for what you will do daily toward getting a job and your own residence (and do it),  and please  help  with the upkeep of the house every day by washing dishes, sweeping, mopping, baby-sitting, etc.    Share  whatever  little  you  have:   your time,  skills,  foodstamps,  etc.    You want to be an asset,  not an ass.

B.   See a therapist 1 x mo.  for antidepressants, talk therapy,  referral to social services.

C.   Plan your days for  job-hunting and job hunting support group or life coach, apartment hunting,  training   or   school  and  career counselor,   and  even for doing volunteer work.    

Volunteering with your church or a civic agency or with the arts is very therapeutic.  (The healthiest holocaust survivors were the ones who focused their energy on helping others.)

A therapist is important, but don’t revolve your whole life around mental health sessions.

D.   Seek out free services for clothes, toiletries, food, transportation, and entertainment.   

A  social worker  or  case manager  can help you.    Many cities now have  a  211 #  that acts as a directory of services.     In Washington, DC it’s:   Answer Please  202/463-6211.

E.  Use the public library, Dept of Employment, or even Kinkos Printing for your “office”.  Most MacDonald’s are good about letting you hang out in their restaurants as long as you buy a cup of coffee.  Refills are usually free.

F.  Immediately  apply  for  entitlements:    foodstamps,   unemployment  insurance, workman’s  compensation,   mental  health  services,   subsidized  transportation  (if handicapped),  subsidized housing at the  Dept of Housing,  Social Security Disability and Vocational Rehabilitation (if you are handicapped or have a history of substance abuse or incarceration).   Ask  your  Case Manager  or  Social Worker  to  help you maneuver the system.   (Believe  me,  it  isn’t  easy.   The  U.S  government  does everything  to  discourage  people  from  seeking help;   i.e,  most  Social  Security Disability applications are frequently denied the first time around... even if you’re half dead.   It’s important to appeal any denials of  your application (and even better with a lawyer.  Lawyers receive a percentage of your “backpay”, money accumulated from the time you appeal to the time the appeal is finally ruled in your favor.  This can take anywhere from 6 to 36 months.  Sorry.)

G.  Keep the faith.

_____________________________________________________________

(c)  by  PAULA  DYAN;  MA, CCHt           202/452-7688                    Mredwind@Hotmail.com

