Request for Funding for Downtown Streets Team

Silicon Valley Community Foundation

Community Opportunity Fund:  Safety-Net Services

May 28, 2009

Summary

In late April, 2009, Palo Alto newspapers featured headlines announcing that the Downtown Streets Team had been selected as one of the “Top 50 Innovations in American Government” by the Ash Institute at Harvard University.  This was a high honor for the Downtown Streets Team (DST) and a tribute to the creativity and success of our innovative program model.  While provision of food and shelter for those who are homeless and at-risk remains our core service, our program provides much more than handouts to the needy.  It begins with the provision of food and shelter, but the key to program success is that participants are also welcomed into a supportive “team” environment through which they are guided from homeless to jobs, permanent housing and self-sufficiency.  We are turning panhandlers into taxpayers, plain and simple.

The Downtown Streets Team program reaches homeless and disabled men and women, many of who are eligible for safety-net services in our area, but local needs and numbers have grown beyond what community services are able to meet.  The strength of the DST approach is our ability to think ‘out-of-the-box”, seeking and finding innovative solutions and partnerships to help meet the needs of the homeless in this time of very limited resources.

Many factors have aligned for us to see and meet the explosive demand for our program model.  Economic conditions have worsened, word of our success with the most difficult of clients has spread, national recognition and successful franchisee articles have been written and we have garnered more and more partnerships with other nonprofits and highly recognized investors. Last October we wrote of 25-30 active or prospective team members filling our meeting rooms each week.  Today at required weekly meetings there are up to 36 active team members, and standing room only for the many prospects, some volunteer to work for free in hopes of getting onto DST sooner.  We are now looking for a larger room because we have approximately 60 at our weekly meetings and work intensively at a rate of over 500 a year. 

We respectfully request $55,000 in funding from Silicon Valley Community Foundation (under its Community Opportunity Fund Strategy:  Safety-Net Services) to support our continuing efforts to expand the DST program to meet pressing local needs. 

We are requesting $55,000 to add, support and welcome 25 new participants to our “team environment model" which has proven extremely successful in guiding homeless men and women to jobs, permanent housing and self-sufficiency; and has been equally successful in finding creative, 'out-of-the box' solutions for the impoverished in this economy where there are extremely limited resources.
Mission of the Downtown Streets Team

The Downtown Streets Team is “changing lives, one job at a time”.  We meet the current dire needs of food and shelter for our participants, while rebuilding self-esteem and dignity to turn panhandlers into taxpayers.  While we have a short-term view of helping today, we also believe that through work and a positive team environment, we can make permanent, lasting change in our community and for our participants lives.  

Program Purpose and How it Works

The purpose of the DST is to give impoverished men and women a chance to easily attain food and shelter by working for it—working cleaning city streets, parking lots and alleys; doing janitorial work; trimming trees or lining soccer fields in exchange for vouchers for food and shelter.

The program was launched in Palo Alto 2005 when the City and local businesses joined an effort to address their concerns about local homelessness with three primary goals:  1) to significantly curb panhandling, 2) to give local homeless individuals the hope, confidence and skills to re-enter the workforce, and 3) through the hard work of a highly motivated Downtown Streets Team, to clean and beautify downtown Palo Alto.  

The program basics – vouchers for food and shelter—remain the same today.  But participants receive so much more—dental hygiene and new front teeth; an apartment of their own after decades on the street; clothes, furniture or a new microwave oven; a bicycle for transportation or even a brand ‘new’ used car.  However, the most important ‘things’ they receive are a renewed sense of self-confidence and a long-lost sense of dignity.  You can give a down-and-out person a resume and a suit and tell them to get up and go for it; and while that might work for a few, in our experience it takes much more.  Participants have to want to do it themselves, and for that they need self-confidence and self-motivation.  These are the intangibles that DST helps provide and the ones that make the DST’s reputation of “the place to be if you want to change your life”.

Once accepted on the DST, participants begin work, 20 hours per week, with payment in vouchers for food and/or shelter.  Experience tells us some participants need to come back to the program several times before they are successful.  But once in the program, DST members can work to attain increasing levels of responsibility, such as shift or team leader positions.  Each successive level of responsibility allows participants a wider range of work activities and responsibilities.  Once a participant has completed six months of the DST program, they are eligible to be officially certified by the DST President and management as ready to enter the workforce.  Local businesses are encouraged to hire team members with DST certification or to refer them to jobs in other businesses.

Michael joined the Downtown Streets Team reluctantly, perhaps to get out of the rain, a year or so ago, planning, when the weather cleared to head back to his life of panhandling of over 20 years on the streets with many run-ins with the law.  But as he tells us today, some spark at those team meetings caught, and praise from his work supervisors gave him a vision of other possibilities.  Michael and his wife now have permanent housing and a great ‘new’ used car to drive to church.   Equally important, Michael has become the most trusted senior manager on the Downtown Streets Team and a significant role model for others on the team.  In fact, he was recently promoted to program Supervisor over all of our contracts.  

Michael’s story rings true for many on the street who are beginning to hear more often that “if you are ready to change your life, the Downtown Streets Team is the place to begin”.

Geographic Areas Served

DST initially targeted serving those in need in northern Santa Clara County.  However, as word has spread through word of mouth, many prospective participants now find their way to our doors from all over the county and as far north as San Francisco and as south as Gilroy.

As the number of DST ‘graduates’ who have moved on to full-time employment and permanent housing has grown, so has our expertise and ability to mentor and extend our innovative program model to communities beyond Santa Clara County.  In recent months, for franchise fees, we have helped guide the launching of similar programs in communities as near as Gilroy, CA, San Jose, CA, and as far as Daytona Beach, FL.  We are currently in discussion with EHC about adopting our service model for one of their programs in San Jose, and a church in San Jose has contacted us about the possibility of housing a shelter on their campus managed by DST participants – another example of thinking “outside of the box” to find housing for our members. 

Targeted Populations to be Served by the Project
The Downtown Streets Team program primarily reaches homeless men and women, who are eligible for local safety-net services, and we leverage our relationships with other nonprofits so we can be “best of breed” in focusing on self-confidence and getting jobs.  As one member recently said:  homelessness is joblessness, if we get a job, homelessness takes care of itself.  But today, we need to solve the #1 issue of getting food and shelter to our team members immediately.  As a small program with the flexibility to try new options and partnerships we have growing a track record of finding innovative solutions and collaborations to address the needs of the homeless in this time of very limited resources.

With local low-income housing options in such short supply, DST has found varied ways of finding shelter. DST has found some new housing opportunities built from strong relationships we have developed with landlords in our county, one of which has members of the Downtown Streets team in six of his rental apartments.  Another has consented to our creating a DST apartment in one of his units, where we can place four team members in bunk beds on a temporary and rotating basis until each secures more permanent housing.  Our relationship with a local church brought a new housing option, when two DST members (mother and son) were hired as church sextons and could move into housing on the church campus.

Just last month, lawyers from Stanford University commended us with high praise for responding positively to what had seemed a dire circumstance.  The lawyers had been working with an ex heroin user, IQ of 80 who was serving 25 years to life for stealing a jack off a truck under the three strikes law.  When they finally managed to get him released from Folsom Prison, the timing was not good.  The man had no family support; the lawyers feared the worst as they faced the frustration that late on a Friday afternoon no community agency could take the released man in or offer any services until Monday morning.  The Downtown Streets Team rallied as his safety net for the weekend.  We put him to work right away, made sure he had food and shelter, took him to the movies and made sure he got in with the “right crowd”.  He is now flourishing as a member of the team and will move into the DST apartment this coming month.  Being nimble, creative and leveraging each dollar is what makes the DST the go to agency in these trying times.

Key Project Activities and Time Line

Downtown Streets Team is an ongoing program as described above.  Our request for funding is to support our continuing efforts in program expansion to meet escalating needs as described above.

Experience in Working with Homeless and At-Risk

This has been the prime focus of DST since inception.  Our experience in fundraising, managing contracts, awarding food and shelter vouchers and moving participants into the workforce and into housing, has evolved to a place where we are confident in rolling it out to other communities.  President, Eileen Richardson has built respect and wide community connections for Downtown Streets, Inc.  Based on the excellent work of the team, she has received the 2007 Community Star Award from the City of Palo Alto and a Local Hero Award from the Media Center.  She has been elected to the County’s Steering Committee in the Collaborative to End Homelessness, and is an integral part of the Off the Streets Team (OTST) and the Palo Alto Alternative Services (PAAS) effort.  She additionally is a member of the CEO Leadership group for a new initiative called Destination: Home.  And now the DST enjoys the recognition of Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government Ash Institute’s “Top 50 Innovations in American Government.”

Organizational Capacity

Our program has achieved considerable success, with only one paid staff member, Eileen Richardson, President and CEO, through this spring.  In March we retained a CFO/efficiency expert who has redesigned our internal systems to make the tracking of successes, grant reporting and job costing a streamlined process. We have acquired two MBA interns for the summer to work on an Operations Manual and on strategic planning in conjunction with our Board of Directors. Through our partnership with the Peery Family Foundation we have retained a firm to redesign our website and are working with Consulting Within Reach to work on building our infrastructure intelligently with the aim of managing growth wisely.    
Measurable Outcomes and Indicators of Success

The Downtown Street Team touches the lives of well over 500 homeless men and women, each year, helping those who want to help themselves.  Program success can be measured in four key areas:  by the number of impoverished men and women participating on DST, the number of participants who have found regular employment, the number who have moved into low-income housing, and the number of new DST janitorial contracts secured.

The Downtown Streets Team has currently identified funding to support 36 program participants, up from 18 team members less than a year ago.  However our waiting list is longer than ever before and continuing to grow.

Since program inception in 2005, over 70 DST ‘graduates have found employment and 60 have found stable, low-income housing.  A sad new statistic for us is that 3 or 4 ‘graduates’ have recently returned due to lay offs; one because of deteriorating health.

Downtown Streets Team had one small contract with the City of Palo Alto at inception; that contract has been expanded to over $60,000 per year.  Similarly with one of the county’s largest non-profits, InnVision, our initial contract was for janitorial services at the Opportunity Center for $23,400/year in 2006.  We now provide all janitorial services for 5 InnVision buildings with contracts totaling over $73,000 per year.  

A related program outcome, specific to Palo Alto, which helped launch our program, is a safer, cleaner City.  As team members wearing distinctive yellow DST t-shirts work cleaning the downtown area, team leaders have cell phones to call the police if they see unsafe or lewd behavior, and will notify city staff if they spot specific needs, such as excess garbage or a proliferation of needles or debris in a city park.  By providing some of the muscle to keep the city clean and by providing extra eyes to help spot trouble, DST expects to continue its role in ensuring a safer, cleaner Palo Alto in the coming year, and hopes to spread this model to other communities in the future.

Why this is the right time for this project
The three main reasons that this is the right time for DST program expansion are 1) the need for food and shelter has increased significantly as the economy has worsened; 2) our model is proven and all the kinks are worked out – we are poised for growth; and 3) we have the management breadth to add more team members and manage new contracts with our new list of partners/investors.

Our plan, if we receive funding, on sustaining the project after funding period ends

Downtown Streets, Inc. has been successful thus far in identifying diversified sources of funding and we will continue to do so.   In addition to funding from grants and charitable organizations, we rely on income from janitorial contracts, which we expect will increase substantially as the economy recovers.  And our list of new, value-added investors continues to grow. 
What DST plans to contribute to the field in terms of knowledge-building

Our program model is undoubtedly our greatest strength; this by example and mentoring, it is what we can best offer others in the field.  Our model is one that others seek to emulate in organizations and municipalities nationwide with much success.  

The most difficult aspect of the project that could affect success
As we expand, we continue to look for additional ways to transport team members, tools and supplies to the greater number of sites where DST has gained janitorial contracts. Additionally, DST has been successful thus far in fostering new leadership from the ranks of formerly homeless individuals, to step up to management responsibilities on the team, however this could be a continuing challenge and may require hiring from the outside.

Collaborations and Partnerships

Downtown Streets, Inc. has forged strong relationships with many local organizations, including InnVision, Momentum for Mental Health, Destination: Home, Catholic Charities, Sacred Heart Community Services, and EHC Lifebuilders to gain the assistance of caseworkers, to provide food, interview-quality clothing and housing.  In addition, talented community volunteers provide assistance in career coaching and resume writing.

Equally important are the close relationships the program his built with the City of Palo Alto, its Council and Police Department.  Collaboration with the Police Department includes notifying them of unsafe or dangerous behavior, by being more sets of eyes and ears on the street, and by keeping in close contact on an individual basis with “troublemakers.”
We hope that you will favorably consider this request for $55,000 to expand our program and help provide food, shelter and much more to our county’s homeless population as the Downtown Streets Team guides them toward jobs, homes and self-sufficiency in the coming year.  We also hope SVCF is a partner in our model going forward:  food and shelter today, but ending homelessness in the future.   

