



Nonprofits told to obtain, wield political clout

Strategies to serve the needy is forum topic

Gary McLendon 
Staff writer 

(September 28, 2006) — The nonprofit community of service agencies needs to organize and use its political muscle.

That's one of the messages keynote speaker Robert Egger offered about 250 representatives of Rochester human services agencies Wednesday morning during the fifth annual Western New York Homeless & Hunger Symposium at the Clarion Riverside Hotel. 

The daylong forum featured workshops and keynote speakers Egger, founder of the DC Central Kitchen in Washington, D.C., and Ted Houghton, executive director of the Supportive Housing Network of New York. 

Egger has gained national acclaim for establishing a food service and culinary arts job training program for unemployed men and women. He's working to set up political primary candidate forums in New Hampshire and hopes to expand the effort to Iowa, California and other states. 

"We should be making our issues a part of the national debate," he said.

One common challenge facing nonprofit service providers is gaining a voice so they secure government funding in a noncompetitive manner. 

"We're not being heard," said Tom Ferraro, executive director of Foodlink, the Rochester-based distributor of food to shelters and other providers. "It's imperative that we are." 

Gaining independence and stability for people newly back in the work force is a struggle — even for people with full-time jobs, symposium participants said. 

Once a parent's income hits $10 an hour he or she is cut off from low-cost child care.

"It's the number that seems to be the magic number," said Bobbie Bryant, a case manager at Sojourner House. 

"If you make $10 an hour they expect you to pay your rent, pay for your child care and transportation that were nonexistent prior to working."

Political support is also needed to expand innovative programs to reduce homelessness. 

In the Rochester area, there are more than 600 emergency and transitional beds for the homeless.

"They're about 90 percent occupied every night," said Connie Sanderson, chairperson of the Homeless Services Network, a 60-member network comprising providers and agencies that offer services to the homeless. 

There's also about 430 units of "permanent supportive" housing that provide subsidized apartments for disabled homeless people throughout Monroe County. 

Houghton said successful housing programs in New York City and Westchester County have proved to be cost-effective and need to be repeated in Rochester and across upstate New York. 

What works, he says, is placing homeless people immediately into housing, and then working on their needs.

Historically, homelessness has been approached in just the opposite way. 

A six-year study of the cost of providing emergency services to homeless people shows it costs $40,000 a year.

Providing the homeless with "permanent supportive" housing cuts the cost to about $23,000. 

The next step, said Houghton, is to gain support in Albany to fund similar homeless housing across the state.
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