LIVING NIGHTMARE

Ferocious demand for homeless shelters keeps groups busy 
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As New Orleans struggles with an unprecedented housing crisis that has left scores of homeless people sleeping in makeshift shelters, abandoned houses or their cars, the Volunteers of America of Greater New Orleans offers a ray of hope, opening the first of two apartment buildings for the working homeless. 

The Duvernay House, 1801 Canal St., will provide 70 single-room apartments for homeless people who have addiction problems but are in recovery. A second home is set to open on Tulane Avenue in three to four months, VOA officials said. 

Despite the openings, advocates for the homeless say there are still far too few emergency shelters and temporary homes to keep the city's most impoverished residents safe and off the streets. 

"We need every phase of employees in the city," VOA director of marketing Sheryl LeBlanc said. "Our goal is to bring back 1,000 units of affordable work-force housing for people to come back." 

The residence at 3901 Tulane Ave. will house 81 people, LeBlanc said. Both facilities will provide residents with a bedroom, desk and refrigerator; bathrooms will be shared. 

The VOA's next phase will focus on housing for families, LeBlanc said. VOA's Coming Back Home Initiative is working to identify multiple-family properties, like apartment complexes, to turn into work-force housing for families. Identifying, securing and renovating the properties could take as long as two years, she said. VOA officials are hoping the work can be expedited. 

Housing crisis 

But that won't help New Orleanians coming back to the city now. With FEMA rental subsidies cut, they face unaffordable rents. And many emergency shelters have been shuttered since Katrina. 

To make matters worse, transient workers have come to the city and have no place to live. 

"It is a homeless crisis not seen before anywhere in the country in modern history," said Martha Kegel, executive director of UNITY of Greater New Orleans. "It's just a shame that so little has been done to meet New Orleans' affordable rental housing needs. By that I mean not enough trailers for renters, not enough housing search assistance to find what rental housing exists, and FEMA unfairly cutting people off from rental assistance or never giving it to them in the first place." 

UNITY, the lead agency for about 60 local groups who work on behalf of the homeless, recently launched a Welcome Home program that includes putting more outreach workers on the streets, housing search and housing placement along with a Web site that has information on affordable housing. The program is financed by the Department of Housing and Urban Development, United Methodist Committee on Relief, Keller Family Foundation and the American Friends Service Committee. 

Kegel said 10 people will be hired for the new program, and she hopes the Web site will be operating by September. 

Kegel said only a small portion of the $10 billion in Community Development Block Grant assistance the federal government allocated to Louisiana is going to assist low-income renters. She said UNITY is trying to ensure that New Orleans gets 2,000 units of housing for people with disabilities with the federal grants. "It's important that vulnerable people with disabilities do not get left out of the recovery," she said. 

Families first 
Connie Andry and Michell Brown of Catholic Charities Archdiocese of New Orleans think that housing for families should be a priority. 

Andry, director of homeless services for Catholic Charities, and Brown, program director for the Baronne Street Transitional Housing Program and the CARE Center, said they have been bombarded with calls from people needing housing. Finding child-care services is also a problem for returning families, Andry said. 

"Everybody has a completely different set of issues even though it's all Katrina-related," said Brown. "The problem is people who are working cannot afford the rent." 

The CARE Center, a former emergency shelter for women and women with children, changed its mission after its building was severely damaged during the storm. It now provides rental assistance and case management to the homeless. Brown said the CARE Center is doling out money as fast as it comes in. It recently distributed $75,000 in United Way money in seven weeks, she said. 

"The amount of rent we cut in checks has been enormous," Andry said. 

Brown said the Baronne Street Traditional Housing Program, which formerly served families only, tweaked its mission after Katrina to accommodate single people, couples, the elderly and families. The program provides a home for up to one year while residents get their lives in order. There are currently no openings. 

"We're getting people in their 80s that are coming to the shelter, which is not the population we saw before Katrina." Brown said. 

Other programs operated by Catholic Charities include Voyage House, which provides permanent supportive housing for single women 39 and older who are homeless, mentally ill or substance abusers; and Jefferson CARE Center, an emergency shelter for singles and families on the West Bank. 

Bombarded by requests 
On a recent Tuesday, Denise Chan, executive director of the small nonprofit House of Ruth in Algiers, had 45 openings to provide rental assistance to the homeless. She was alarmed when she found 305 people in line, most of whom had spent the night in the parking lot. She had to call police for crowd control. 

"It's beyond a crisis right now," Chan said. "It's never been this bad before." 

Ozanam Inn office manager Bill McGuire said the shelter must turn away 30 to 50 men a night because there is no room. 

"What's so frustrating is that we don't have any facilities to recommend," he said. 

Before Katrina, McGuire could refer the overflow to other emergency shelters, but places like Salvation Army and Brantley Baptist Center have not reopened. 

The New Orleans Mission is renovating its facility and is not accepting male clients in its emergency shelter or transitional housing program for men with jobs until next month. The mission's transitional housing for women with jobs is open but full, said Linda Gonzales, the Mission's assistant director. 

McGuire said the need for beds is growing, especially since FEMA cut rental subsidies. Many of Ozanam's clients before the storm are returning to the city and joining the new, working poor needing a place to stay. 

When he gets calls from former clients living elsewhere who want to return to New Orleans, "I advise them to stay where they are." 

New Orleans Mission will reopen its male emergency shelter and male transitional housing in September, and it plans to open a family shelter for women and children in mid-February, Gonzales said. 

Shelter space scarce 
Living Witness Ministries, which has a program for homeless male substance abusers, has also been getting lots of calls for help. 

"I get phone calls from people every day looking for housing," said Rose Richard, a nurse at the Nehemiah Restoration Program, a substance abuse program for homeless men operated by Living Witness Church of God in Christ. "All we can do is tell people what we know. It's hard because a lot of the people have children." 

St. Jude Community Center opened a shelter shortly after the storm that started out as a place for men and women, but "we realized that it really was not good to have men and women together," said shelter director Sister Beth Mouch. 

The shelter now serves single women who pay a daily fee and are required to find employment, Sister Mouch said. 

The shelter, which accommodates about 30 women ages 25 and older, normally stays full, she said. "We try to make first choice for women who are coming back who are trying to rebuild." 

She said she refers women younger than 25 to Covenant House, which also operates an emergency shelter. 

Covenant House recently increased the age limit for clients from 21 to 24 to accommodate more homeless youth, said clinical programs manager Louis Byron. 

He said the emergency shelter houses 30-40 clients on any given night, most of whom are from local poor, disenfranchised families rather than from out of town. They get a safe place to sleep, meals and shower, clothing, medical services and case management. 

Most stay at least a week, Byron said. 
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