Commentary: This holiday, Let’s Focus
On Hope for Homeless

Ned Ojeda, who has been homeless for more than a year, sits with his belongings Nov. 14 while state workers clean up the
homeless camp under the U.S. 290 overpass at Pack Saddle Pass. [JAY JANNER/AMERICAN-STATESMAN]
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This Thanksgiving, most of us will sit down with our loved ones for a feast in a cozy home.
Outside, hundreds of our neighbors experiencing homelessness in Austin will be scrambling
for a place to escape from the elements, both literal and political.
We of Austin’s faith community have frequent contact with our unsheltered neighbors, and
they have taught us a great deal. They have shown that too many of us are just one or two
paychecks and a run of bad luck away from the same fate. Our homeless neighbors have also
taught us that we have a shared humanity that transcends circumstances.
Austin is at a critical moment in our fight to end homelessness. Recent attempts to revise the
city’s old ordinances, which effectively criminalized everyday activities, brought people
experiencing homelessness out of the shadows. It was hard to miss that our neighbors were
suffering.
The response of the governor was to order the dismantling of encampments under state
highways and provide a vacant lot off U.S. 183 as an alternative campground, far from the

city’s social service and transportation hubs. As a result, many of our unhoused neighbors
have been forced back to the woods, out of sight.
For years, state leaders have systematically disinvested in Texas’ public sector, exacerbating
this problem. They have failed to make adequate provisions for affordable housing, social
services, mental health and health care, and workforce development, pushing these costs to
local governments. At the same time, these Texas leaders have limited the ability of cities to
pick up the tab. They have contributed to the problem of homelessness and branded those
who are suffering as criminal and disease-ridden.
The problem stretches further up the income spectrum. In one of our congregations, mobile
home residents east of U.S. 183 are being pushed out by an owner who simply wants a higher
rate of return. The tenants have been kicked to the curb, their last affordable housing options
in Austin gone.
There is broad agreement that the real answer to people living on our streets is not relocating
our neighbors, but creating sustainable housing. We need the political will to achieve that. We
commend the mayor and City Council for committing to long-term solutions, including
substantial budget commitments for 2020 and, most recently, the acquisition of a motel as
transitional housing.
We appreciate those members of the business community who have offered to provide the
financial commitment for a temporary drop-in shelter that will provide badly needed storage
and mail options, as well as a warm place to sleep.
We call on our state leaders, as well as our entire Central Texas community, to work
constructively together to develop strategies that will make the best use of public and private
resources dedicated not only to ending homelessness but to keeping the working poor from
slipping into housing insecurity.
For our part, we have committed to support long-term solutions to homelessness. More than
300 leaders from a 10-county area convened at the Central Texas Interfaith Delegates
Assembly on Nov. 10 and ratified ending homelessness as one of the key priorities we will take
to local, state and federal candidates for office in the 2020 elections.
Austin actually has a homeless rate far below that of most major cities. Previous initiatives to
house homeless veterans and young people have been fairly successful, proving that a welldefined problem can have a well-defined solution.
Together, we can do this. Let’s make Austin a world-class city, where everyone lives in dignity.
And may all of us have a happy Thanksgiving this year.
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