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Vie hear from people who 
are trying to keep their 
lights on and stay in their 
homes. And three weeks out 
of the month, there aren't 
resources available to them 
tor rent or u tility  assistance. 
So we make a referral to food 
pantry. And clients and food 
pantries tell us that their 
boxes are getting smaller 
and smaller because they've 
been deluged by people 
going there trying to stretch 
their dollars. People are 
struggling to pay their bills 
and put food on their tables 
for the families. And the 
safety net is doing 
everything it can, but there 
just isn't enough in it."

getting back into housing ,” says M arc John, 
JO IN ’S executive director.

For exam ple, John says, federal funds m ay 
pay for re n t for a couple of m on ths to  get

som eone into housing, 
b u t it w on’t  pay for a 
deposit o r  for th e  
application fee. T h a t’s 
w here  local funds 
connec t th e  dots.

T he  num bers of 
people  com ing to  JO IN 
looking for assistance  
to  housing  is growing, 
John says. So is th e  
n u m b er of people who 
have go tten  into 
housing, b u t because  of 
th e  prolonged econom ic 
stagnation , a re  now 
com ing back looking for 
eviction prevention.

“We’re  definitely 
continuing to see  th e  <- 
nu m b er of folks actually 
on th e  s tre e ts  and in 
vehicles and in th e  
sh e lte rs  grow,” John 
says. “T he  recession  
has dragged on long 
enough  th a t a lo t of 
people  who w ere ju s t 
barely  m aking it m onth- 
to-m onth, th e n  w en t to 
a couch-surfing 
a rran g em en t, have 
w orn  o u t th a t 
oppo rtun ity  and  really 
have no place left bu t 
th e  s tre e ts .”

T h e re  a re  already m ore  th an  1,700 
hom eless peop le  sleep ing  ou tdoors every  
night, according to  th e  city and M ultnom ah 
C ounty’s 2011 one-night count. T h a t’s o u t of
m ore  th an  4 ,600 coun ted  as h o m e l e s s . __

— LIESL W EN DT
CEO OF 21 1INFO

Waiting lists for transitional housing in the

city average from  several w eeks to  several 
m onths, w ith hund reds of people  waiting to 
ge t in to  housing  th is past w inter. T he  
H ousing B ureau  e stim ates  th a t an 8 p e rc en t 
budget cu t will m ean thousands m ore people  
will be tu rn ed  away from  serv ices, including 
nearly  500 from  w in ter shelter, and nearly  
1,400 who w on’t  ge t housing  re ten tion  
se rv ices o r assistance  to secu re  Social 
Security  benefits.

B ut w hat is m ore difficult to  quantify are 
th e  num bers of th o se  who haven’t  h it th e  
bottom  yet. T he  city e stim ates  th a t th e  
n u m b er of househo lds who are  “doubled u p ” 
to  m ake ends m ee t is four tim es th e  nu m b ers  
on th e  s tre e ts  o r sh e lte rs . In  th e  last one- 
n igh t hom eless count, th e  nu m b er of 
u n sh e lte red  fam ilies had increased  by 
35 p e rc en t since 2009.

Liesl W endt is th e  CEO of 211Info, a 
cen tra l call c e n te r  for social serv ices, 
w hich receives $240,000 for th e  re ferra l 

serv ice , th e  H ousing C onnections w ebsite  
and for severe  w e a th e r she lte r. L ast year, h e r  
organization received  nearly  28,000 calls for 
re fe rra ls  re la ted  to  housing issues from  
P ortland  res id en ts  alone. T he  top th re e  needs 
w ere  energy  assistance , re n t  assistance  and 
shelter.

“I ’m  w orried  because  I don’t  th ink  people 
realize how th in  th e  safety n e t has go tten  
over th e  p ast couple of years,” W endt says.

“W e’re  h earing  from  m ore  and m ore  people  
who don’t  know w hat to  ask  for, who have no t 
accessed  se rv ices before, who don’t  
u n d e rs tan d  th e  com plexity of asking for a few 
dollars to  keep  th e ir  lights on. M ore people 
a re  tum bling in to  th e  chaos of w hat being low- 
incom e is in o u r com m unity,” W endt says.
“We h e a r  from  peop le  w ho a re  try ing  to  keep  
th e ir  lights on and stay  in th e ir  hom es. And 
th re e  w eeks ou t of th e  m on th , th e re  a re n ’t 
reso u rces  available to  th em  for re n t  o r utility 
assistance . So we m ake a re fe rral to food
pantry . And c lien ts and food p an trie s  tell us

th a t th e ir  boxes a re  ge tting  sm alle r and 
sm aller because  th ey ’ve b een  deluged by 
peop le  going th e re  try ing  to  s tre tc h  th e ir  
dollars. People a re  struggling  to  pay th e ir  
bills and p u t food on th e ir  tab les  for th e  
fam ilies. And th e  safety n e t is doing 
every th ing  it can, b u t th e re  ju s t  isn  t  enough  

in it.”

Fish says h e ’s head ing  in to  th e  budget 
negotiations w ith  th e  position  th a t th e  
$4.8 million is secu red  from  th e  ou tse t, 

before o th e r  req u ests . “W e’re  still in a 
recess io n ,” F ish  says. “A lot of peop le  a re  still 
hu rting . We canno t go backw ard on o u r 
com m itm en t.”

“If you do n ’t  sp e n t th e  m oney  u p stream  
w ith sho rt-te rm  re n t  assistance , you’ll have 
m ore  peop le  on th e  s tre e ts , in th e  em ergency  
room s, and w e’ll end  up as a com m unity  
spend ing  m ore  dow nstream ,” F ish  says. “If 
we don’t  invest in hom ebuyers, w e’ll have 
m ore in fo reclosure. If we don’t  invest in 
sh e lte r  and em ergency  serv ices, m ore  peop le  
will be p u t a t risk  on th e  s tre e ts , and th a t 
leads to  a spiral. T h e  $4.8 m illion is a m o d est 
investm ent. If we d on ’t  m ake th a t investm en t 
w e’re  going to  pay substan tia lly  m ore  
dow nstream .”

A n o th er dynam ic in th e  budget cycle th is  
year is th e  fact th a t a t leas t two m em b ers  of 
City Council, A dam s and R andy L eonard  — 
who c o rn e r  th e  public safety budgets on th e  
council — will be ou t of office a fte r  th is  year, 
leaving th e  com pletion of th e ir  budgets to 
new  office ho lders.

T h is is th e  firs t in w hat will be  m any of 
years budget declines for th e  bu reau  as th e  
tax  in c rem en t financing revenues from  urban  
renew al d is tric ts  drop to  a fraction  of th e ir  
value. T h is p rom pts th e  question  of w here  
new  revenue will com e from . To th a t, F ish  
suggested  a la rger com m unity  discussion  and 
even a decision  by vo ters.

“W e’re  going to have, to find a way to deal
w ith  th a t  s tru c tu ra l prob lem ,” F ish  says.
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Vote for Dignify,

Vendors are regular contributors to Street 
Roots content, as columnist, poets and  
artists. Look for your favorite vendor’s 
writings in each edition o f the paper.

Street Roots is a proud partner 
with Jesuit Volunteer Corps 
Northwest and Americorps.
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