SAVE MONEY

With the tight economy, the most powerful
argument for wet housing may be its cost efficiency.

“It would save us a fortune” in police, jail and
hospital costs, McDonald said.

Numerous studies have backed up the claim that
paying for housing the most needy homeless saves
far more money in jail, police and hospital costs.
Two years ago the Journal of the American Medical
Association (JAMA) published a scientific study
funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. The
control group study of Seattle homeless people found
that a wet bed program cost about $13,000 per year
per person to prevent $86,000 per year in police, jail,
court, hospital and other costs.

In 2006, The New Yorker magazine reported on the
case of “Million Dollar Murray,” a homeless alcoholic
in Reno who ran up huge hospital bills before dying
on the street.

Eugene’s blue ribbon committee found “very
similar” cases of intensely costly homeless people in
Eugene.

The PeaceHealth emergency room costs an
average of almost $400 a day per person. The Johnson
psychiatric unit averages almost $1,000 a day. Detox
at the Buckley House costs $220 a day per person. The
jail, filled in large part with homeless people, costs
$379 a day per bed.

By comparison many cities are able to provide wet
beds, including case workers, for less than $40 a day. In
Eugene, renting a bedroom costs only about $10 a day.

The wet beds would only have to be provided to a
small share of the worst-off homeless people to make
a huge impact.

Eugene Police Officer Randy Ellis told a West
University Neighborhood Association meeting in
January that 80 percent of the problems with street
people could be attributed to just 25 people, according
to meeting minutes.

Norman Riddle, a White Bird Clinic caseworker,
agrees that the worst homeless problem is highly
concentrated. Riddle said he remembers troubled
individuals from when he started working with the
homeless in Eugene 25 years ago. “There are still
some of those people out there running around.”

Riddle said a few homeless people show up over and
over in the police blotter for jail or hospital transports.
“There are people out there that everybody knows,” he
said. Even getting a few off the street would save a lot
of money, Riddle said. “Twelve would be a big deal.”

In other cities, some have questioned whether
focusing money on a relatively small number of the
hardest to cure homeless is better than spreading
money out to more people that are easier to help.

But McDonald said to save the most money, you
have to help the worst to save the most jail, police and
hospital money. “They take up the most money per
capita,” he said.

Getting the most visible people off the street and
into housing could also have a big impact on the city’s
multi-million-dollar effort to redevelop a downtown
struggling with a perception that the area is plagued by
homeless people.

“It benefits us all to get people with a roof over their
head and food in their bellies and able to move on with
their lives,” Mayor Piercy said.

SAVE PEOPLE

“Everybody agrees you have a better chance of
helping those people if they are housed,” Piercy said
of the chronically homeless.

In addition to the big cost savings, the JAMA study
found that wet bed participants drank less.

With caseworkers and medical help provided in
wet bed housing, “it allows them to continue to use
in a condition that’s safe.” McDonald said. Compared
to using on the street, “they live longer and healthier
lives.”

Doug Bales, coordinator of the homeless warming
center program named after Egan, agrees that housing
for alcohol and drug users is needed on more than just
the coldest nights.

Even with just a few nights of housing and attention
provided through the Egan centers, “these people
start to change,” Bales said, citing several people
who cleaned themselves up. “It’s really profound,”
Bales said. “It just causes a chain reaction with better
behavior.”

IDEOLOGY

The cost efficiency and humane appeal of
the wet bed/housing first approach has had wide
appeal, winning backing even from the former Bush
administration and congressional Republicans.

But an ideological opposition remains among those
who perceive the approach as rewarding the most
abusive vagrants with free apartment keys.

“It’s a political thing with people in AA (Alcoholics
Anonymous) and NA (Narcotics Anonymous),” said
Riddle. “They are hardcore abstinence.”

“There is a need to educate people,” said Piercy of
some possible opposition on the City Council.

Wet bed proponents argue that the housing first
approach recognizes that drug and alcohol addiction is
a difficult-to-cure disease rather than a moral failing.
Housing reduces the harm of that disease to society
and to the individual. For homeless people statistically
unlikely to solve their difficult addiction problems
while struggling to survive on the street, wet housing
is the only practical, realistic alternative, they argue.

The police pick up drunk homeless people, and
“where do they have to go?” Solomon asks. “Really,
the only options are the jail and the emergency room,
and those are very expensive alternatives,” he said.

But some local conservatives have argued that
Eugene’s politics are overly tolerant and attract the
homeless. They’ve advocated a punitive approach
with police sweeps, criminalization, incarceration and
harassment to move the homeless problem out. Some
of'those opinions were expressed at the West University
Neighborhood meeting on homeless problems.

Were talking about human beings
You cannot make therm sweep and

McDonald said the downtown police approach has
done little but clog the courts. “We’re talking about
human beings. You cannot make them sweep and
disappear. They’re not dust,” he said.

COLD CASH

But even if wet beds are a fiscal and warm-and-
fuzzy “win win,” whether they ever happen in Eugene
will come down to cold hard cash.

“We all know that you save money, but you still have
to have the money to do it,” Piercy said. “You’ve got to
have the original money in place to see that savings.”

The hospital, police and jails may save big on wet
beds, but that doesn’t mean they want to share any of
their budgets. “Everybody has mentioned it. Everybody
wants somebody else to pay for it,” McDonald said.

Already, county and federal cuts are hitting local
alcohol and drug treatment programs. “We’re losing
some of our housing capacity instead of growing it,”
Piercy said.

But hundreds of other cities have creatively
solved the wet bed funding problem. In Portland, “the
hospitals chipped in,” Solomon said. “It was pretty
successful,” he said of the Portland program. “Many
of these people were costing the hospitals hundreds of
thousands of dollars a year.”

Bales said local hospitals may be able to help with
some of the medical supervision costs for wet housing.
“That medical liability issue seems to be the big
stopping point.”

Corvallis, a city a third the size of Eugene, was able
to raise more than $1 million in grants and individual
donations and volunteer time to open its wet beds in
July.

Other cities have tapped into federal funding,
although there are a lot of requirements for sobriety
first before housing. Still, wet bed caseworkers could
help homeless people get the veteran, disability and
other benefits they are entitled to receive to help fund
their housing.

Bales said he’s seen an outpouring of generosity
to support the Egan Warming Center program. “This
community really steps up,” he said. “When it’s time

disappear. Theyre not dust.

- TERRY MCDONALD, ST. VINCENT DE PAUL

But at the meeting, Police Lt. Doug Mozan said
that police have tried to send homeless people out of
the community, but they just come back, according to
minutes.

The blue ribbon committee report sought to debunk
some of the myths that homeless services create
homelessness: “Existing assistance programs were
actually created as a remedy for complaints from
the public related to the impacts of homelessness.
The homeless people being served are from this
community. Those who become homeless end up in
their situation as a last resort, rather than by choice.”

A decade ago the police performed a “sweep” of
the homeless in the West University neighborhood
targeting street people for jaywalking and other minor
crimes. Many were swept to the downtown. Now that
the police are in the midst of a sweep of the homeless
from downtown using a new exclusion ordinance and
added officers, the West University neighborhood is
again seeing a rise in problem street people, according
to the neighborhood meeting minutes.

for wet housing, and we get the dots connected, I
anticipate the same thing.”

The city could also prioritize a few hundred
thousand dollars out of its half-billion dollar budget.

The city is already spending a half million dollars
a year on extra police to enforce its “exclusion
ordinance” targeting the homeless downtown.

Since FY 2000, the police budget has increased
72 percent to $46 million a year, despite falling crime
rates. With only a 7-percent increase in people working
in the department, most of that big jump is in added
police salaries and benefits.

Police officers got a 3 percent raise last year and
pay only 5 percent of their insurance costs. A one-
percent trim in police personnel costs would save
$377,000 a year, enough for about 25 wet beds. The
police department budget now works out to $138,000
per employee.

The police have also added two analysts and one
forfeiture coordinator administrative positions in the
last year.
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