
11/08/2007 09:38 AMThe Columbus Dispatch : First war, then the streets

Page 1 of 3http://columbusdispatch.com/live/content/local_news/stories/2007/11/08/homeless.ART_ART_11-08-07_A1_0Q8DK5D.html?print=yes&sid=101

First war, then the streets

500,000 veterans homeless in 2006, report says

Thursday,  November 8, 2007 4:00 AM

BY JACK TORRY
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

WASHINGTON -- One in four of the nation's homeless are

veterans, and on any given night nearly 200,000 veterans are

sleeping on the streets or living in shelters or temporary housing, a

new survey shows.

The report, to be issued today by the National Alliance to End

Homelessness, concludes that nearly 500,000 veterans across the

country were homeless at some time during 2006.

The report provides grim statistics about how many military

veterans are without homes in the United States. Veterans make up

just 11 percent of the nation's civilian population, yet account for 26

percent of the homeless.

The report showed, however, that Ohio has far fewer homeless

veterans than most large states, including Pennsylvania, Michigan,

Illinois and Florida.

The report shows that in 2006, Ohio had 1,710 military veterans

who were homeless out of nearly 1 million veterans in the state.

By contrast, Michigan had 3,513 homeless veterans, Illinois had

2,197, Pennsylvania had 2,784 and Florida had 18,910.

Still, Ohio's numbers seem surprisingly low to Ken Andrews,

outreach coordinator of the Open Shelter in Columbus, and John Schmenk, of the Veterans First

Foundation.

"We were thinking 30 percent locally," Andrews said. "It may mean that we are doing something

right. … The VA is out with us every week now on outreach. They seem to be beefing up."

Homeless numbers might be underreported, Andrews said, especially with a rising number of people

and families living out of their cars.

"They're pulling into parking lots. That population isn't being reported."
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According to a recent report, veterans
make up just 11 percent of the
nation's civilian population, yet
account for 26 percent of the
homeless.
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Both Andrews and Schmenk said they think many homeless veterans share common characteristics:

• Mistrust of the government

• Post-traumatic stress disorder

• Reliance on survival skills learned in boot camp

"Talk to somebody who goes out on the land. There are camps you just don't want to go walking into,"

Schmenk said. "They are booby-trapped. They want to be left alone. They can survive on their own, but

they shouldn't have to."

Tim Espich, director of Gov. Ted Strickland's Office of Veterans Affairs, said "even though those

numbers are good (in Ohio), we have a ways to go to get more of those folks off the streets."

Espich, who held the same post under former Republican Gov. Bob Taft, said the state has intensified

its efforts to reduce homelessness.

Espich said his office has worked closely with the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction

to identify veterans in prison. Just before the veteran is released, the department contacts the U.S.

Department of Veterans Affairs to help find a job and housing, and make certain the veteran receives

counseling for alcohol or drug addictions.

The new report is scheduled to be made public this morning by the national alliance, a public-

education nonprofit organization.

"These findings highlight the need to provide veterans with the proper housing and supportive

services to prevent homelessness from occurring in the first place," Nan Roman, president of the

alliance, said in a statement. "If we can do that, then we can greatly reduce the number of homeless

veterans in general."

The report's authors are urging a major new $6.4 billion commitment by the federal government to

reduce by 25 percent the number of homeless veterans, which is likely to worsen because of the

growing number of Americans serving in Iraq and Afghanistan.

In particular, the report's authors want the government to provide more dollars for affordable

housing. The report urges the government to establish what it calls a "risk assessment process" of every

veteran during the first 30 days after discharge from service.

In addition, the study urges development of a test program that would make it more difficult to evict

veterans if they fall behind on their rent.

The Department of Veterans Affairs has identified 1,500 homeless veterans from the current wars

and says 400 of them have participated in its programs specifically targeting homelessness.

"These young people now are going to be coming home the same way, and what are our political

leaders going to do about it?" Schmenk asked.

The Alliance to End Homelessness based the findings of its report on numbers from Veterans Affairs

and the Census Bureau. Data from 2005 estimated that 194,254 homeless people out of 744,313 on any

given night were veterans.
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given night were veterans.

In comparison, the VA says that 20 years ago, the estimated number of veterans who were homeless

on any given night was 250,000.

According to the report, California led the nation with 49,724 homeless veterans, although the state

has 2.2 million veterans, the largest of any state in the country. It means that 2.26 percent of all

veterans in California are homeless, compared with 0.17 percent in Ohio.

Dispatch reporter Matthew Marx and the Associated Press contributed to this story.

jtorry@dispatch.com

• Some local homeless advocates say report's 'point in time' survey numbers are unreliable A4
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