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Reaching out to the homeless

For too long, the homeless, City Councilman Dave Ware believes, have been invisible in Hattiesburg.

Whether they live in their cars, in the woods or under bridges, or make their way into shelters at night, they're below the 
radar of much of society.

Ware, with other homeless advocates, is determined to change that.

"We want to provide help to everyone we can," Ware said.

To that end, Ware set up the Pine Belt Coalition on Homelessness and believes that by joining forces with local 
homeless outreach groups the city will be able to address an underlying problem more aggressively.

But Ware's efforts aren't without challenges.

"The homeless thing is so abstract," said the Rev. Bill Prout, executive director of Christian Services Inc., a local 
outreach ministry that provides a multitude of services to hundreds of the city's needy every day.

And that makes wrapping your resources around the problem that much more difficult, he said.

There's also the challenge of breaking down public stereotypes that have stigmatized the homeless population and make 
them more reluctant to come forward.

"Many people in Hattiesburg just think that homeless people just sit on the corner at Wal-Mart and beg for money - and 
some do," said Kathy Garner, executive director of the AIDS Services Coalition shelter in Hattiesburg. "They perceive 
homeless people as different, (but) they have the same aspirations and goals."

And given the country's volatile economy right now, homeless advocates say the population in Hattiesburg is swelling.

"(The economy) is forcing the price up on everything," Prout said. "As a result, it's putting these folks in a bind they 
haven't been in before.

"There's no question you and I could be in the same situation tomorrow."

Which makes combating homeless now even more critical for city officials.
Difficult to count

One of the most difficult challenges officials face is knowing just how many people are actually homeless in the Pine 
Belt.

Every two years the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development requires that communities conduct one-night 
counts - referred to as a "point-in-time" survey - of homeless persons, both at shelters and living on the streets.

HUD uses the data from the study to determine how it will allocate federal funding to programs. The next PIT count 
will be conducted in January for the Pine Belt.

"We try to pick the coldest day at the end of the month," said Tony Dorsey, a member of the Mississippi United To End 
Homelessness Coalition. "If it's cold, they'll come into the shelters."

The last PIT count reported that the Pine Belt area had about 250 homeless people, Garner said. But she said that 
number is inaccurate because of the criteria HUD uses to identify those who are homeless.

"It does not include people under the age of 18," Garner said. "It does not include people who go from couch-to-couch.

"When you deal with that specific definition you miss out on probably a ridiculous number of people that are truly 
homeless - if you go by what would be a humanitarian definition. To me that would be people who do not have a 
regular place to live."

In an effort to deliver a more detailed account of the nation's homeless population to Congress, HUD released its first 
"Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress" in February 2007.

The reports states Mississippi has 1,624 homeless persons on any given night.

"We believe there's a lot more people out there to help in (our) population," Dorsey said. "(And) their needs are 
profound with addiction and mental health disorders."

That is Dorsey's specialty. He manages two housing support groups in Hattiesburg sponsored by Forrest General 
Hospital's Pine Grove Behavioral Health Division. The homes serve homeless men and women suffering from addiction 
or mental health problems.

Homeless advocates believe that HUD's report excludes the hundreds of persons who live under bridges and in 
homeless camps throughout the state.

"I will tell you finding homeless people is not easy because if I were hungry I wouldn't want to be found," Garner said.

Homeless, but hopeful

Living beneath the radar of society is something a Hattiesburg couple - "Richard" and "Betty" - know all too well.

Out of concern for their safety, the couple declined to give their real names to the Hattiesburg American.

Richard and Betty were living in a wooded area in South Hattiesburg in September. The couple said they were forced 
into a transient lifestyle shortly after moving back to Hattiesburg from Kentucky several months after Hurricane 
Katrina.

They ended up homeless after their landlord evicted them, they said, although they say they paid their rent.

Their landlord told Betty that Richard could not live at the apartment because he had a criminal record, she said.

"Up north, I had a lot of problems," Richard said. "I was in and out of jail."

In September, they had been living at their homeless camp in the woods for five months.

"It's hard, man," Richard, 46, said. "You don't know what's going to happen."

The couple slept in a tent and cooked meals on a camp stove. Although they had meager belongings, Betty prided 
herself on keeping everything orderly and clean.

Their canned goods were stacked and organized in a cardboard box. Their most prized possessions - like warm blankets 
- were tucked away and neatly arranged inside their tent.

"We try to keep our camp clean and appearances up," Betty said at the time. "We have a friend's house we go to and 
take baths."

Richard said he found temporary work through Labor Finders in Hattiesburg to earn money for food and a few other 
essentials while Betty stayed behind to protect their possessions.

"We could probably go to a shelter, but it's just not worth it," he said. "We're OK out here."

The couple said they were determined to save as much money as they could to secure a roof over their head, buy a 
vehicle and become legitimate members of society again.

"I don't wanna be out here," Betty, 49, said. "I don't mind paying rent and paying utilities. I don't mind at all. Our 
problem is coming up with all the money at one time to get an apartment."

Garner said Richard and Betty's story could happen to anyone.
"If you were without a paycheck for two months ... you or I might be out on the streets as well," she said. "I don't know 
very many people that if you took them out of a job situation, gave them an extra medical bill, or four or five, who 
would not be on the verge of homelessness."

The coalition

Hattiesburg has decided it needs to tackle the issue of homelessness more directly.

In the city's 2009 action plan for Community Development Block Grant funds, city leaders have requested that $50,000 
be allocated to combat homelessness.

And Hattiesburg City Councilman Ware wants to take it a step further.

"I feel this is an invisible population in the City of Hattiesburg," Ware, of Ward 4, said. "It came to my attention that a 
number of individuals were sleeping outdoors in Ward 4 and all around the city. As a member of the community, I 
needed to know about that."

About a year ago, Ware initiated a meeting with several officials who provide specialized services for the city's 
homeless population. Both Dorsey and Garner were included in that meeting.

The meeting led to the creation of the Pine Belt Coalition on Homelessness - a grassroots organization Ware has 
charged to coordinate efforts to help the city tackle Hattiesburg's homeless problem.

Garner serves as the group's co-chairman alongside Prout, of Christian Services.

"I realized quickly I'm not an expert at this," Ware said. "There are a lot of groups doing a lot of things for homeless. 
What was lacking before this was coordination. Basically the left hand didn't know what the right hand was doing."

For the past year the group has been working on a 10-year plan to end chronic homelessness and coordinate training and 
develop a more concise survey they'll use in January for the PIT count.

The 10-year plan is a HUD requirement if the city wants to secure additional federal funds.

The plan will also serve as a resource guide listing all the service programs for homeless persons in the Pine Belt. It will 
also have to be approved by the City Council.

"It's a huge step that we're taking," Ware said. "(But) I think we're doing what we need to do."

The group is expected to present the plan to the city in early next year, Ware said.

"One person homeless is one too many," Ware said. "We realize there are homeless here. What we're going to do is 
address it head on."
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==============OUR VIEWS==============

 Addressing homeless issue commendable

Out of sight, out of mind is too often the preferred response to the homeless in Hattiesburg. For Councilman Dave 
Ware, that is not an option. He's made it his mission to get a more accurate count of the homeless in our area and to 
address the problems of that population - which is likely to grow during these tough economic times - in a more 
concerted way.

Ware founded the Pine Belt Coalition on Homelessness last year, with the intention of coordinating efforts to help the 
city tackle various issues surrounding the homeless population.

Ware is working with such outreach experts as the Rev. Bill Prout of Christian Services and Kathy Garner, executive 
director of the AIDS Services Coalition shelter in Hattiesburg. The coalition aims to find out all the various services that 
are being provided to the homeless, to better coordinate those efforts and figure out where the gaps are.

The coalition is also working on a 10-year-plan to work to end chronic homelessness in Hattiesburg, and will present 
that to the city early next year.

However, one of its biggest undertakings will be to try to get an accurate count of the homeless population here. The 
coalition is preparing for a survey conducted every two years by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development to determine a city's homeless population. The next one will be held in January, when it's hoped that most 
homeless will be in shelters.

"One person homeless is one too many," Ware told reporter Terry L. Jones. "We realize there are homeless here. What 
we're going to do is address it head on."

We commend Ware, Prout, Garner and all others who are working so diligently on this issue and we hope that some 
actionable goals come out of their work.


