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Angelica Michail wants to take the stigma out of homelessness. 

"Homeless people are just people without homes," she said. "If we could take the stigma out of it, people 
wouldn't be so afraid to help, and the homeless wouldn't be so afraid to ask for help."  Michail is the 
president of the San Gabriel Valley Consortium on Homelessness, which is increasingly attempting to 
engage the public in the fight against homelessness. 

As part of this endeavor, last week the organization held a conference attended by more than 300 civic 
leaders in the San Gabriel Valley. 

"Let this be the beginning of the campaign to end homelessness in the San Gabriel Valley... Let's take a 
first step to getting people united to get people housed permanently," Gilbert Saldate, president of the 
new San Gabriel Valley Homeless and Housing Coordinating Council, told the crowd. 

The council was formed by the San Gabriel Valley Council of Governments in June to fill the gaps in 
homeless services in the region. 

On any given night, approximately 4,000 people in the San Gabriel Valley are homeless. Countywide, that 
number is approximately 48,000, according to official counts required every two years by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development. 

Another count is planned for January and some homeless advocates are worried it will reveal the 
numbers have increased because of the recession. 

"I am not going to trip on numbers," Saldate said. "Even if we had only 500 homeless people in the San 
Gabriel Valley, that is 500 too many. That is 500 people who grew up in our cities, and have a natural 
support system in our cities, and it is the responsibility of everyone in our cities to come together and 
produce a solution." 

The public wrongly assumes all homeless people are drug addicts, alcoholics, mentally ill, or all of the 
above, Michail said. So when an organization wants to open up a shelter, or center to offer homeless 
services, they often face backlash from neighbors. 

For example, last month public opposition arose against a $17.2 million housing project for low-income 
seniors in Pasadena when it became known that half of the units would house formerly homeless elderly. 

And another organization has had to fight to convince La Verne residents and officials to allow them to 
build a housing project that includes apartments for former foster children transitioning to adulthood and 
at risk of homelessness. 



At last week's conference, Ted Knoll had a message for organizations struggling to win community 
support for their efforts to address homelessness: don't give up. 

Knoll is executive director of Whittier First Day, which runs a 45-bed shelter for men and women on 
Whittier Boulevard.  Before it opened, the facility faced a "tremendous" not-in-my-backyard battle with 
neighbors, Knoll said. 

Like other cities, Whittier used to send its homeless to downtown Los Angeles for shelter and services. 
That approach only serves to take people away from the community and resources they know and need 
at a vulnerable time, Knoll said. 

To convince the community to accept the shelter, Knoll came up with an approach in which the shelter's 
residents help Whittier by volunteering their time and energy to local needs, creating a reciprocal 
relationship that has made the shelter a model for the region, he said.  "Our residents don't just receive, 
they are also contributing members of the community," he said. 

Another new approach being discussed lately among homeless advocacy organizations focuses on 
finding permanent supportive housing for the chronically homeless, thereby freeing up emergency 
shelters and services for those who are more temporarily in need. 

The controversial idea is the central component of a new plan announced last week by the United Way of 
Greater Los Angeles and the Los Angeles Area Chamber of Commerce to confront homelessness in the 
region. 

While the chronically homeless make up 24 percent of homeless people in Los Angeles County, they get 
75 percent of resources directed at addressed homelessness. 

"The bottom line is people are recognizing that housing makes the best economic, fiscal and human 
sense," said Leslie Wise, program manager for Common Ground, a national organization that backs the 
United Way and Chamber of Commerce plan, known as Home for Good. 

Wise presented the idea at last week's conference and many local homeless organizations say it's worth 
studying.  The plan doesn't necessarily envision building permanent facilities for the chronically homeless 
in cities across the region, but rather it could include placing chronically homeless in appropriate projects, 
such as affordable or senior housing developments, or facilities for people with HIV/AIDS, Wise said. 

But Supervisor Michael Antonovich has come out as a vocal opponent to the plan. Because most 
chronically homeless people suffer from mental illness and drug or alcohol addictions, he objects to 
spending tax dollars to provide housing to people without healing them first, his spokesman Tony Bell 
said. 

"We must treat the root cause of homelessness, and lack of housing is not the cause, it is a symptom of 
the problem. The problem that must be addressed is mental illness, alcoholism or drug abuse," Bell said.  
Without addressing those, the chronically homeless won't stay in homes, he said. 

But Wise says under the Home for Good plan, the housing would come with supportive services to 
address addictions and mental illness - problems that are difficult to address when someone is living on 
the streets.  "You can't wait for someone to get sober or have their mental illness under control. You have 
to address those problems and housing at the same time," Wise said. 
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