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By Al Abbott

Families we don’t see.
It’s a very cold night in March, nearing 10 p.m. Closing time at the mall.  At the far corner of the parking lot, a middle-age mom and her two teen-age sons huddle almost motionless in their old SUV.  The back crammed with their most prized possessions.  It’s been hours since they’ve had anything to eat or drink.  With barely $8 among them, any kind of meal is out of the question.  They know they can’t spend the night parked at the mall, but have no idea where they will go.

Scenes like this are played out hundreds of times every night across Puget Sound.  Parents with children are the fastest-growing yet least-visible segment of the homeless population.  At its core, homelessness is driven by poverty and lack of affordable housing, and the breadth of the problem may not yet be evident as families who lost their homes in this lingering recession still hang on with relatives.

The slide into homelessness usually begins when parents are laid off.  They eventually must turn over the keys to their home or apartment, no longer able to afford the rent.  Other triggers may be eviction, divorce, a medical emergency, chemical dependency, mental illness or, as is often the case, domestic violence.

The vast network of programs and agencies in place to help the homeless – offering everything from childcare to subsidized housing – is bottlenecked at every turn.  Often, struggling families must already be homeless before they can begin to get help.  And, once they are in the door, their progress through the system can be slowed as agencies link them up with money-management or parenting classes meant to get them “house-ready” – stable enough to stand on their own when they do get into places of their own.

Changing the Paradigm

The network of agencies offering support, each with different rules is a labyrinth with no clear way in and no easy way out.   For that reason, The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and Rotary are joining forces to change how homeless families get help.  By overhauling the support system to prevent families from becoming homeless and making it easier for those who do to be helped.  The goal is to move them quickly into permanent housing and deal with their problems afterward.

 One front door

A one-stop center that families in need could enter day or night is being developed.  King, Pierce and Snohomish counties have all signed on to the core goals of the program.  A coordinated entry system, which families in need can tap into, would screen families for their specific needs, rather than offering a list of places to call that may result in a dead end, is being put into place.  Families would quickly be referred to a single agency for a deeper assessment of their needs and what it would take to quickly house them.  Everyone agrees that a shortage of affordable housing makes family homelessness a persistent problem.  Those trying to make it work are hoping the key pieces of the overhaul will reduce the need for more housing.  Included in the plan are prevention strategies – ways to intervene early, perhaps helping families move from apartments they can no longer afford into ones with rent that’s more doable, along with provisions to quickly re-house families that do become homeless, offering them assistance with rent.

Rotary Club of Gig Harbor Gets Involved

On April 22, The Gig Harbor “Morning” Club awarded $2,500, along with a matching grant from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (a total of $5,000) to KPFRC (Key Peninsula Family Resource Center).  
The grant will be used for two different purposes.  $2,500 will be used for directly paying utility bills for potentially homeless individuals and families.  The remaining $2,500 will be used to partially pay for expert staff to help those in need with skills in financial management, asset building, resource development and systems navigation. The Key Peninsula Family Resource Center (KPFRC) will utilize qualified Rotarians to assist in this financial training.  The Gates Foundation/Rotary Grant will increase the number of people that the Key Peninsula Family Resource Center (KPFRC) serves by approximately 10%.
Jud Morris is the KPFRC program manager and he can be reached at (253) 884-5433 if you would like additional information about their services to the community.  You can also contact The Rotary Club of Gig Harbor at PO Box 342 Gig Harbor, WA 98335
 
