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                                    (This is the first of 4 parts)
The recent eviction of the 200 or so people from Ala Moana Beach Park got me thinking about the homeless problem here in Hawaii and on the mainland.  My first thought about this was - "it is about time they got those people out of there and the park cleaned up so normal people could go there and enjoy the park again."  Then I got thinking about where these homeless people were going to go and what is being done to help the homeless in Hawaii.  
So, I decided to research this whole homelessness problem and see if I can find out who these homeless people are and why there seems to be an epidemic of more and more people living on the streets, in our parks, and on the beaches.
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When I was a kid growing up in Utah, I cannot remember seeing a homeless person.  Even when I was going to college in Salt Lake City in the early sixties, there were no homeless people in the downtown area.  When I visited San Francisco in 1970 on my way to Hawaii, there were very few homeless street people and I really enjoyed the city on the bay.  I have recently visited both of these cities and there are homeless people all over the place.  What has happened in the past few years to cause this explosion of homelessness?  

Do you remember when severely mentally ill people were institutionalized?  Do you remember when poor people received a monthly welfare check?  Do you remember when hard-working, low income people could afford a house or at least be able to rent an apartment?  Do you remember when most large companies provided a decent pension plan?  Do you remember when an elderly person on Social Security could get by and have a roof over their head?  Well, I do and it is not necessarily the case any more.  

Starting in the early 1980's, they let all the crazy people out of the Mental Institutions.  These people are now called mentally impaired and a law was passed saying it was illegal to institutionalize anybody who didn't want to be locked up.  So where do you think these people went?  You got it – they moved out to the streets of our great nation.  Approximately 45% of all homeless people have some kind of mental illness and 6% suffer severe mental illness to the point they are dangerous to themselves and the general public.

When I was a kid, I never tried or even saw any marijuana let alone some of the drugs available to kids today such as crystal meth, heroin, cocaine, ecstasy, THC, crack and angel dust.  Let's face it, if you are hooked on drugs, you cannot hold a job and you will eventually become homeless.  The addict is the worst class of homeless people because they will do anything to get money to buy drugs.

The 1996 welfare reform took a radically different approach to assisting low-income Americans.  It eliminated the entitlement to assistance, mandating work as a condition of receiving benefits, and put most of the control over the programs in the hands of the states.  The results of this reform are mixed.  It took a lot of people off of the welfare rolls, forced a lot of lazy people into getting jobs and reduced the amount of money most states had to pay out for welfare.  But, it also forced a lot of people out of their homes and onto the streets.
Another "disturbing" trend in America today is the fact that big companies are getting rid of their pension plans and putting the burden of saving money for retirement on the employee.  Most people need all the money they earn and there is not enough money going into the bank or their stock plans.  This results in people working longer and when they can't work any more and are forced to retire, they don't have enough money to live on.  

For me, an even more disturbing fact is the high number of homeless veterans.  How can our Government and military let this happen?  Forty percent of all homeless people are veterans.  More than 67 percent served our nation for at least three years and 33 percent were stationed in a war zone.  A large number of at-risk veterans live with post traumatic stress disorders and addictions acquired during or exacerbated by their military service.
The high cost of housing (especially in Hawaii) is the biggest reason for the homelessness problem.  By definition, homelessness is a situation in which a person does not have a long term place of ongoing residence.  If you can't afford to buy or rent and don't have family or friends to live with, you are homeless.  In Hawaii where the average house costs about $700,000 and rent is over $2000 a month, not everybody can afford a home.  The minimum wage in Hawaii is $6.75 an hour.  The minimum wage required to buy a house is around $18.50 an hour.  The average worker in Hawaii makes between $14.00 and $17.00 an hour.  Low pay in Hawaii results in a lot of people working two jobs, multi-family homes and a lot of people homeless or close to being homeless.  

The primary reasons for people being homeless are:
-  Lack of affordable housing

-  Lack of employment or low paying jobs

-  Substance abuse

-  Mental illness

-  Family conflicts

               (See Part II of the Homelessness Problem next week)
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