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Another tragic number from our streets
IS
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executive director o f  
Street Roots. You can 
reach him  at 
israel@streetroots. org 
or follow  him  on 
Twitter @israelbayer.

e num ber of deaths among people 
experiencing hom elessness in M ultnomah 
County in 2015 is th e  highest it has been 

since we began counting.
According to th e  fifth annual Domicile 

Unknown report, co-authored by S treet Roots, 
th e  M ultnomah County H ealth  D epartm ent and 

the  Medical E xam iner’s 
Office, 88 people died while 
experiencing hom elessness 
in 2015.

Twenty-one of them  died 
from natural causes, 47 by 
accident (including 
overdose), five by suicide, 
five by homicide, and 10 
individuals had unknown 

causes of death, according to the  medical 
examiner. T he oldest person th a t died hom eless 
in 2015 was 78 years old, the  youngest was 17.

During the  past five years, from 
2011 to 2015, 279 individuals have 
passed away hom eless on the
stree ts of M ultnom ah County. T hat 
doesn’t  include those who w ere 
hom eless bu t died in hospitals o r 
under medical care.

T hat’s 279 people. Dead. T hese 
are  sons and daughters, m others 
and fathers, b ro thers and sisters.

“It’s devastating. I don’t even 
know where to start,” said Mary, the 
sister of a man who passed away on 
the streets this past year. “We all 
tried so hard.”

Mary’s brother Christopher died 
a horrible death on April 19.
Suffering from  a perforated  ulcer,
C hristopher spen t two days in agony 
before passing away alone and isolated in a 
storage u n it

C hristopher’s story, like many o thers living 
w ith schizophrenia and bipolar disorder on the  
streets, is a sto ry  of both tragedy and th e  failure 
of our system s.

“The h ardest thing is th a t we couldn’t  force 
him  into treatm ent. He wouldn’t  go,” said Mary. 
“We could have helped him, absolutely. I ’m  not 
holding anybody responsible, bu t as society we 
le t him down. We did everything you could 
imagine and couldn’t  get any help. We tried  so 
hard  for years.”

I t’s hard to describe w hat hom elessness does 
to both th e  people experiencing it, th e ir  family, 
friends and th e  people on th e  front lines of 
poverty.

T he traum a is overwhelming a t tim es. Logical 
circum stances are rare . Reality is d istorted  and 
surreal. I t’s w hat we call on th e  s tree ts a “fuck 
all!” M eaning, th e re ’s nothing even rem otely 
rational about th e  circum stances we find

The feeling of 
judgment from 
peers and the 

stigmas attached 
to having a 

family member 
die on the streets 
c a n  b e  is o la tin g  

a n d  to rtu ro u s .

ourselves in. I t’s not a nice term . It isn’t  m eant 
to be.

Krista, a m other who lost h e r son Jam es in 
2014 w rites to m e often. One of h e r  la test 
com m unications was raw  and honest. “Why 
w asn’t  I sm art enough? Why w asn’t  I creative 
enough? Why w asn’t  I brave enough to ask for 
help o r to ask the  righ t questions? Why didn’t  I 
fight harder? Why didn’t  I pray more?

“I am so torm ented  by my lack of actions and 
w onder why did my son have to die hom eless and 
alone. I realize my son was an adult. I realize my 
son m ade his own choices. I realize my son knew 
the  consequences, bu t as his m other I’m  still 
to rm ented  th a t I wasn’t  the re  to help save my 
baby.”

It’s som ething I h ear over and over from the  
families of people who have passed away on the 
streets. Not only are people dealing with the 
traum a of losing a child, they  are often tim es

grieving alone.
T he loss of a child o r a death  in 

the  family is never easy. I t  can be 
even harder w hen th e  family m em ber 
is hom eless and com m itted suicide 
o r died of a drug overdose. The 
feeling of judgm ent from p eers  and 
th e  stigm as attached to having a 
family m em ber die on th e  stree ts  can 
be isolating and torturous.

“There is nothing I can do now, 
Israel, but pray and ask God for 
forgiveness, guidance and peace,” 
K rista w en t on  to  say, “I ju st w anted  
to enlighten you, encourage you and 
kick you in th e a ss .”

Sadly, our collective asses are 
being kicked in every way in our city. 
T he casualties are  m ounting and 

th e re ’s no relief from  th e  raging sto rm  outside.
“We have to find a way to ensure th a t people 

experiencing m ental health  issues have access to 
help they  need ,” said Mary, holding back tears.
“I literally tried  everything under the  sun. We 
have so many people living on th e  stree ts  who 
are simply sick. I wish I had som e great words of 
wisdom, bu t I don’t.”

T he sad reality is th a t beyond continuing to be 
strategic and working hard to invest in m ore 
affordable housing and m ental health  services —
I don’t  have any words of wisdom either. People 
will continue to die on our stree ts  by th e  dozens 
every year until our com m unity changes course.

“Everyone’s family has a story  and th is is p a rt 
of our story,” M ary told me.

“It’s a devastating story, bu t it’s our story.”
Unfortunately, th e  88 people experiencing 

hom elessness th a t died in 2015 on our s tree ts all 
have devastating stories. T h ere’s nothing I can 
say to sugar coat th a t reality. I t’s a tragic affair. 
I t’s a real fuck all.
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