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- HOUSING OPTIONS

CURE

HOMELESSNESS

BY KINGSLEY HAMMETT

ple who are homeless and mentally il commands

ever-increasing amounts of public resources yet
delivers few substantive changes in the condition of
homelessness, In most instances the prevailing sys-
tem is highly regimented, gives its clients few
options, and is littie more than a revolving door
berween the institution and the street,

The traditional system forces the homeless
mentally Il into hospitals, shelters, or congregate-liv-
ing programs where they are required to eat, sleep,
and wake when told, warch preselected television
channels, observe curfews, and restrict guests, all
while being forced 0 earn privileges by proving they
are sober, taking prescribed medication, and staying
fully under control.

There Is one program in New York City, howev-
er, that gives the homeless mentaliy ill the one thing

Ihe industry that has sprung up o deal with peo-
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they crave most: 2 home of their own, FPathways to
Housing has taken the path less traveled and
reversed the order of priotities typically practiced by
those trying to help the homeless. It recognizes the
fundamentat fact that many of the homeless mental-
ly ill are fully capable of taking care of themselves
most of the time, and that they would rather see a
landlord 1o discuss ways 10 alleviate their housing
¢risis than see a psychiatrist for their long-standing
mental Blness.

“One of the hallmarks of mental illness is
denial,” says Pathways founder and director Sam
Tremberis. “People often behave as if there's nothing
wrong with them —and for the mast part, this is actu-
ally true. They can learn to live their lives and cope.
Symptoms come and go, and none of us are in a dis-
tressed state all the time, and certainly not forever,”

Few know that better than Pam Parlaptano, a




Bradiey Jacobs, East
Harlem team leqder
balping new client
James Fatal move in.
(Photo courtesy
Margarer Morton}

photographer who teaches the gift of the camerz to
Pathways clients. The first recipient of the Gordon
Parks Humanitarian Photography Award, she has
been with Pathways from the beginning.

“What I love about Pathways is that from the
very momen: people have an encounter with
Pathways, they start being talked to like individual
human beings,” she says. “That's what's so different
from other programs. There’s much more asking,
"Who are you? What are you looking for? Do you like
this apartment? Do you like this neighborhood?” It’s
not, ‘Here’s you're apariment. Here's your key™

That difference allows people to see the home-
less mentally ill as individuals and not as a category,
she says. And from that very first moment, Pathways
clients start guiding their own destinies.

*They don't have to be drug compliant if they
don’twant 1o be,” she says. “They don’thave to be in
a drug program if they don’t want to. Sam’s concept

is that people have the tght to direct their ives. The
more you have, the more you're going to do the
right thing to keep it.”

Certainly there are those who il and lose what
they have gained, she says. Drug addiction has an
irresistible puli for many people, and it can rake
many tries 1o beat it. But if they don't lose their
homes, don’t wind up in jail, and don’t get into big
trouble, they can turn things around quicker.

“To get off deugs can take several attempts,” she
says. “But because people have their apartment and
are working with their service coordinators, they
have someone 10 go to. They're no longer alone and
they know it.”

And that’s enough for Pathways clients to keep
coming back, even if they've fallen off the wagon,
stopped taking thelr medications, or lost their apart-
ment and want their morey 1o go outand buy drugs.
“They come back because Pathways becomes their
family and their lifeline,” she says. “Sam is totally
nonjudgemental.”

Tsemberis recognizes that in many cases the
homeless mentally il had, somewhere along the line,
been evicted from housing they'd once enjoyed,
often through no fault of their own. He believes that
the major reason for the rising rates of homelessness
in the last twengy-five years is the elimination of feder-
ally subsidized housing. The federal government
reduced construction of subsidized housing units in
the latter part of the 19705 and virtually eliminated
them when Ronald Reagan took office in 1980, after
which the number of new units of subsidized hous-
ing went from approximately 350,400 per year to less
than 30,000 per year. In the early 1980s, this loss was
coupled with 2 very strong real estate market that was
husy converting affordable housing units into Co-Ops
and condominiums for affluent buyers, The poor
were left homeless when relarives could no longer
support them. For those with the least support, espe-
cially the mentally ill, America’s streets became their
home atalarming rates.

“There is a certain degree of sympathy for the
mentally ill because people can recognize they did-
n’t choose it for themselves,” Tsemberis says.
“However, when homelessness and mental iliness
are coupled with substance abuse, the public’s per-
ception shifts to believing that the person is prmari-
ly an alcoholic or a drug addict and is homeless
because of weak character or bad choices.”

The resultis a system that blames the victim and
demands clients be clean and sober before obtaining
what they most need: housing, Conseqguently, those
who are homeless and have both psychiatric and
substance-abuse problems are the least likely to get
into existing housing programs and most likely to
get evicted and end up on the streets.
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Tsemberis’s attitude is a sharp departure from
the more familiar approach. Pathways provides
cients with immeciate access o independent apart-
ments, moving them directly from the streets into
homes of their own, and, wherever possible, ones
located in the neighborhood of their chotce.
Aparunents are furnished with the essentials and the
client js accompanied to shop for the amenisies,

“People are overjoyed 1o have a place of thelr
own,” Tsemberis says. “They love having a key to
open and close their own door, deciding when to
sieep and when to wake up, choosing which channel
10 watch, or using the phone when they like and
being able 10 leave a call-back number. People per-
sonalize their places beautifully. They are very
resourceful with very little money. Once people are
off the streets and safe and secure, they can relax and
begin to consider their next step.”

Pathways is funded by government conzracts
and pays most of the rent on the apartments. Clients,
in turn, must meet two program requirements: (3)
contribute 30 percent of their income (usually 2
Social Security Disability check) toward the cost of
rent, amdd (2) meet with their service coordinator
twice a month. Pathways is the representative payee
for most clients, and service coordinatorss have
monthly budget meetings to help clients pay their
bills. Whatever money Is left over is the client's to
keep, and he’s free to live his life as he sees fit.
Furthermore, about 30 percent of the Pathways staff
are in recovery from homelessness, mental iliness,
or substance abuse, and they speak to clients froma
place of experience.

“People would tell me, 'l want a place of ry own
and I want beer in the fridge and when you come
over I don’t waat to have to hide the beer,™
‘Tsemberis says. “How could you not listen to that?”

He and Parlapiano listen to it 21l the time and
they are continually astounded at what they hear.
Peter Frice, one of Parlapiano’s photography stu-
dents, had been homeless for twenty years, had 2
severe drinking problem, and was highly manic and
fairly volatile. But he was very quiet when he first
came into the program and one day he and
Parlapianc started tatking about Federico Fellini.

“He nor only knew about Fellini,” she says with
amazement, “he knew everything asbout him ~ every
Blm he ever made, everyone in the cast. And when |
asked him 10 explain Alm development he explained
emulsion and how it's mixed. He knew 21l about the
archirecture in New York and he was an amazing
mathematician, Bvery time it came to the science
section of The New York Times on Tuesday I calied up
Peter to cipher it out for me. Everybody in Barnes &
Nobie knew Peter, who would sit on this one couch
with a gigantic math book checking the problems
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justto see if they had done it right.”

One day Peter lost control and Parlapiano con-
vinced him 10 check into the hospital for a few days.
The doctorasked if interns could sit in on the intake.
Peter agreed, and the doctor started by asking him if
he knew who the president was.

“He not only knew who the president was,” she
remembers, “he knew every president and what
years they served!”

When the doctor asked if Peter could count
from 100 to 1 backwards, he responded, “In incre-
ments of seven?” When he asked if Peter recognized
the saying, “Those who live in glass houses shouldny't
throw stones,” Peter told them not only what it
meant but where in the Bible it came from.

“It was 2 humbling experience for everyone,”
shesays. “The interns could have learned that even if
people have extreme emotions it has nothing ro do
with them being smart or not. But the interns didn’t

Jose Rosado tries to vecre-
aite everyihing, In bis
apartment tn the Browx
be painted bricks in bis
balhpay. He bas spertt
bowrs staving ai the
Brooklyn Bridge just to
cracite this miniaiure ver
ston. (Photo courtesy
Pam Parlapiano)



Terese DiTerlizzi decovat-

ed ber apartment with

crtouls from magazines
and fresh things from the

street. (Phoio courtesy
Pam Parlapiano)

get it. Perer died in his late seventies of a heart attack
in his home, in hig apartment, in the program, with
people who cared about him and he knew it. Tdon’t
think Peter missed having a fuil life.”

Parlapiano has always loved teaching photogra-
phy to people who might have a special need, she
says. She's comfortable in that role and knows that
people who have special situations also have special
creativity, She has traveled the world photographing
leprosy victims and is the author of Quest for
Dignity: Personal Victories Over Leprosy/Hansern's
Disease, which formed the core of a major photo-
graphic exhibirion at the United Nations in 1997. She
also teaches photography at Empire State College in
Manhattan, where much of the time she is encourag:
ing people 1o discover their creativity, to find out
what they feel about things. But her students from
Pathways are people who are already dealing with
extreme emotions and their feelings are right on the

surface, requiring little coaxing.

“We all know art is in the extreme,” she says. “I
know if someone has that particular talent, they have
that other component — they are out of the norm,
they have that extrerne emotion. If I can direct them
into photography I'm going to see some great stuff. 1
also have an opportunity to give them a chance o
sae what they're able 1o do after living by themselves
as ‘unable’ for years.”

And by putting a Nikon around someone’s
neck, she says, even if the people they encounter
recognize thar they're a lictle different, they have a
common denominator — a camera ~ if a stranger
wants to strike up a conversation.

“Then they would find out how brilliant Peter
was because he could teli them everything about the
mechanism of the camera,” she says. “So you have
this equal thing everybody can talk about with
respect. What you are now is something other than 4
category, And if you are 4 category, you're a photog-
rapher, not someone who was homeless.”

While working at Pathways, Parlapiano has met
any number of gems of human beings, like Bruce, a
brilliant artist who knows all abour Michaelangeto
and every other Renaissance artist. “He should be
tezching at a university,” she says.

Jerome is a Pathways client who, when he’s not
on drugs, is brilliant. When he is on drugs, he's one
of those tenants who gets his apartment, loses his
apartment, gets his aparument, loses his apartment.
And every time he gets a new apartment he puts
down new tile and installs wild lighting himself.

“Bvery time he loses an apartment he creates a
new one,” Parlapiano says, “He’s a different kind of
success story. He's not in jail, he’s not on the street,
and he never quite lets go completely. Sam just went
to give a talk about housing. Who did he take? Not
the angel, He took Jerome.”

Jose is an artist who is very precise. His apart-
ment in the Bronx was not in great shape, so he

‘painted the bricks on his wall. He sits in front of the

Brooklyn Bridge for days and days at a time and
recreates it in minjature form our of anything he has.
“Bverything about him is meticulous,” she says.
“He’s immaculate in a starched shirt.”

What people have to know is that behind the
category are a ot of individuals with amazing stories
and a lot of gifts to give because of what they've been
through, she says. They involuntarily became differ-
ent, and in doing that they lost some things and
gained some things.

“What I want ta see is not the story of their loss,
but the story of the gains,” she says. “Behind these
faceless statistics we're always talking about is the per-
ception that mental iliness is bigger than the persor.
It's not. Human individuality usurps everything.”
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Tsemberis’s thinking about how to help the
homeless menrally il began to evolve after he com-
pleted a doctoral program in psychology at New York
University in 1983, Well-intentioned professors had
taught him how o idensify, classify, categorize, and
diagnose people with stigmatizing labels as a prelude
1wy delivering treatment. Upon graduation, Tremberis
worked in New York City’s psychiatric hospitals. Then
he ran an outreach program designed 1o treat people
who were homeless, living on the streets, mentally i,
and possibly posing z danger o themselves and oth-
€rs. He and his colieagues could assess up to thirty
people a day, and those who met the dinical and legal
eriieria were taken 1 Bellevue Hospital ~ involuntari-
ly, i necessary. Some of the people they got to the hos-
pital were in had shape, with severe medical problems
such as infections, frosthire, and pneumoniz. If they
received the necessary medical treatment, Tsemberis
felt he had done them a useful service.

"Ulsimarely, however, this program was very dis-
appointing,” he admits. “People we had anguished
about taking to the hospital with the hope that they
would get treatment and be discharged to 2 decent
place o live would, within 2 very short tme, be right
back on the streer.”

Many people they reached ous to would say,
“Leave me alone. I don't need to see a psychiatrist; [
need 1o see a landlord. The problem is obvious: P'm
homeless.” His efforss probably saved a few lives and
amputations, but the experience primarily taught him
how rolisten 1o people and understand theirproblems.
Nevertheless, he remained frustated that he couldn't
get people off the sireets and into permanent housing,

By the late 19805 the agenda concerning the
homeless mentaily il shified from clinical needs to
housing. But the official focus was trained on creat-
ing more places of congregate housing ~ forty to
sixty residents, single rooms, common kitchen and
dining room with treatment services on-site. Each
facility was essentially a mini institution, but many of
those assigned there couldn't take the regimenta-
tion and found themselves back out on the streer,

People felt their program routines were
demeaning, that they were being treated very poorly
and were forced to compromise their dignity, auton-
omy, and self.determination. Many people found 2
way to cope with the restrictions, Tsemberis Says,
“but [rom my perspective as a street cutreach work-
er, [ could see that approach was not working for
those who remained on the streets.”

There remained a desperate need for an alerna-
tive to this “treatment first” gpproach 1o scooping
people up off the streer and wking them to hospitals,
So Tsemberis and his team started opening drop-in
centers where people could take a shower, gera meal,
and speak to 2 fiendly face — which to those on the
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street seemed like a wonderful break from the chaos
outside. If someone had a broken leg, Tsemberis
explaing, you'd ger him a cast, 2 cane, or a wheelchair,
The handicap doesn’t end his life and debilitate him
completely. In the same way, Tsemberis and his col-
leagues began to work around the disabilities posed
by people’s mental flinesses and o get them to focus
theirabilities on ways that they could cope.

“instead of the clinician saying, I think you
need this or [ think you need that,’ it changes the
entire refationship by asking clients, “What do you
need? or ‘How can Thelp you?™ he says. “Te becomes
much more a service-oriented approach to working
with people and giving them a greater voice in what
will happen to them. In fact, they begin 1o dive the
intervention as opposed 1o having the intervention
imposed on them. Then people start 1o have a differ-
ent conversadon with you,”

In 1992, desperate 1o provide housing for those

Jerome Dinkins was fin-
ishing the tiles in bis new
apartment and instaliing
great liphting. (Photo
coirtesy Pam
Parlapiano)




Bruce Eyster is an artist
through and through.
No matter what bis situ-
ation, with or without a
bome, be made art, FHis
knowledge of the great
Renaissarnce ariisis &
astounding. He s living
proofithat the artistic
sowd will not be denied,
{Photo courtesy Fam
Parlapianc)
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successfully engaged in the psych rehab drop-in center,
Tsemberis took the leap. He obtzined $500,000 from
the New York Office of Mental Health, a supported
housing grant with which he could pay rent and staff,
and began to give his clients what they had been
requesting for so long — independent housing with no
pre-trearment requirements. This first grant provided
forrents and case-management services for fifty clients.

At that time the program cost approximately
$9,700 per person a year, compared with the $15,000
annual cost of a cot in a2 homeless shelter, or the
$35,000 to $45,000 expended annually for each bed
in congregate housing. This allowed him to demon-
straee that supported housing is not only more desir-
able for clients, it is also a far cheaper alternative for
New York State.

“Iv's still the cheapest program around,”
Tsemberis says, “about $22,000 per person per year,
while homeless-shelter costs have risen to between

$25,000 and $30,000 a year and the congregate-
housing cost is close to $50,000."

Once Pathways clients get their apartments they
are very grateful, he says. Then, after a few weeks,
they want to find jobs, the next issue, after housing,
that people are very motivated to do something
zhout. That sent him on 2 mission to find additonal
money for support services. Today the program has
expanded to include enhanced clinical services and
vocational counseling for more than 400 clients, and
the annual budget has risen to $7.2 million.

“Bvery year the program has grown in terms of
more people housed and more services offered,”
he says.

Seventy of 400 clients are working, some of
them fulltime, many pazl-time within the agency -
painting, helping to fix up apactments, ete. While the
agency houses primarily single adults, its roster
includes at least thirty families, and in several cases
parents have recovered enocugh stability to have
thetr children returned to them.

The demand for zn apartment through Pathways
is very high, as is the retention rate: 85 percent of
those who have obtained their own homes have
maintained independent apartment living. The
agency keeps a waiting list of 500 people anxious fora
place of their own, anxious to return 1o a lifestyle that
many take for granted.

“We want to support people so they can malke
lives for themselves,” he says, “but the continuum-
of-care congregate-housing enterprise is growing
astronomicaliy compared to our housing-first pro-
gram. IU’s 2 pity, because that system continues 1o
build architecrural structures that inhibit the devel
opment of complex lifestyles.”

Mental illness coupled with homelessness is
often a very isolating experience, Teemberis says. On
the one hand the homeless person doesn’t want to
bring shame to his family, while on rhe other hand
the family rejects the idea that one of their own has
mental iliness because of ali the stigma and fear
attached to it. ‘There is thus a mutual pulling away.
What sets Tsemberis apart from his colleagues is that
in his gut he trusts and accepts the experiences and
beliefs of those who have mental iliness.

He also tries to remain responsive 10 the indi-
vidual needs of his clients, as he demonsirated in the
case of one of his first, a homeless man named Glen
Lee. Mr. Lee was about sixty-five years old, had been
sleeping on the streets in the vicinity of Fifth Avenue
and 40th Street, and spent much of his time at the
nearby New York Public Library. He believed New
York State had robbed his family, possibly of Native
American origin, of 2 grear deal of land. So he would
travel 1o towns with names like Glens Falls, Glenville,
and Glenvale and take photographs with a Polaroid
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camera to build a case 10 sue the staze,

“He was exhausting himself,” Tsemberis says.

“When I met with him I immediately offered
him 2 place on S0th Streer. He said that he would
consider my offer. A couple of days later he returned
to say that the offer was appreciated but he had
made some inquiries and understood that the
money funding our program came from the New
York Stare Office of Mental Health, Under these cie-
cumstances he couldn’t accept the apartment
because jt would put him in 2 conflict of interest with
the lawsuit he was building against the State.”

Tsemberis asked if Mr. Lee would consider
accepting the place not as an apariment but simply a
place to serve as an office space for all the papers he
was carrying around, and he agreed. So Pathways fur-
nished the apartment like a law office — file cabinets
and desk along with a convertible couch. Mr. Lee lived
there for several years uniil he finally made contact
with his Family, who took him back 1o Pennsyivania.

“This example demonstrates the way you have
to think if you hope to meet people on their own
terms,” he says.

At one point Tsemberis had been asking his
Pathways clients how the program had changed
their lives. Many said that now they could rest, they
counld dream again, they could have their own
thoughts for the first time without having 1o worry
so much about their survival. But when he asked
Marvin, 4 very spiritual individual, if he sensed him-
self changed when he got a home of his own,
Tsemberis got an unusugl answer,

“He said, “It’s like the path of the sun: in the
moraing it's low in the sky, at noon it’s high over
head but seems smaller, and then in the afternoon
it's large in the west. But isn't it the same sun? That
tells me that homelessness is a rransient condition.
People are who they are and sometimes they are
homeless and sometimes not, but let’s not treat
them differently because they are in one condition at
one pointin tirne.”

After ten years serving the homeless mentally
ill, there are two issues that continue ta drive
Temberls. First is the agency’s mission to serve pea-
ple who are still living on the streets: how many
apartments can he find, what grants he can get, and
how can he ensure that his growing staff share the
agency's radically client-driven approach. But more
importanely, he stuggles with how 1o change peo-
pie’s minds about what mental iiness means and the
wue capabilities of people in that condition.

Tsemberis has found that it’s difficult to find
mental-health professionals to do the work of
Pathways, There’s 4 tremendous amount of risk-tak-
ing and authenticity required for the job. They can’t
play it safe like in an office setting - they're not behind
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a desk, they're not controlling the situation, znd
they’re not selecting their clients. And most profes-
sionals don’t want to spend 80 percent of their time
going our to visit their clienss in their communities, So
it’s not an easy sell. But the fact that his approach
works better than any alternative is incontrovertihic.

“If we can change mind-sets we can begin to
create programs lke this one all over the place,” he
says. “People have been trained in the traditional sys-
tem and it’s very hard for them to believe you can
practice your craft in a different, more useful, and
more rewarding way.

“I'm not pushing them into anything,” he says
of the people he is commirted o serve. “I'm letting
them puli me. Our slogan is Love, Respect, and
Creating Possibilities, It is in that spirit that our ser-
vices exist. It's compassionate, it's pragmatic, and it's
abour creating an environment where people are
free to pursue their dreams.” ##

Ben Mattbews with bis

Jflagrable cloth and pho-

105 of bis brother in the
service and a favorite

rap star, (Fhoto courtesy

Pam Parlapiano}




