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 Health Survey Testimony of HTH

 We conducted a survey in January 2010 that shows 48%, or about half of those experiencing homelessness, are suffering debilitating health problems.

Additionally, 472 of the 501 people surveyed felt that they periodically needed to sit down and rest, but 94% said they were unable to find a bench.  Compounding the situation, there exists a "Quality of Life" ordinance that prevents people from sitting and making them subject to fines of $200.00 or more.  This ordinance contains sitting in a wheel chair as the only disability exemption.  While it also lists, "medical emergencies," this is not disability related. With health concerns ranging from Degenerative Heart Disease to Parkinson's Disease to Degenerative Rheumatoid Arthritis, this population is in need of relief. 


We are promoting exemptions that range from Disability Award letters from the Social Security Administration and the Veterans Administration to participant letters in the David Powell-AIDS Program and so on.

 
Mayor Lee Leffingwell has directed the Health and Human Services Committee to review the "exemptions" requested by HTH and consider benches. 


Some social service providers have been opposed to benches suggesting their use may lead to illegal drug sales.  We contend that drugs can be sold in either a sitting or standing position and in any event, this is a question of enforcement.  The benches we recommend  have center dividers so as to deter lying down.

In reviewing COA No Sit/No Lying Down citations issued in 2009, only 52 were dismissed for mental health or medical disabilities.  So while the HTH Survey indicated 48% of these folks had major disabilities, only 2.6% were dismissed on the basis of disability through the court.  At the same time, it has been observed by advocates that this ordinance has been used indiscriminately to sweep areas of people regardless of their disabilities.  Using the Community Court as a filtering mechanism in this instance has proven unduly burdensome on this disabled population and ineffective. It would seem more humane and more cost effective to properly train Police officers regarding specific exemptions.


While it is recommended that a strict list of exemptions be identified, it is none-the-less the belief of HTH that the best common sense response is to simply  provide an ample supply of benches for all citizens.

HTH stands on solid legal ground with protections under the Americans With Disabilities Act.  These people are disabled and the city cannot continue to fine them for sitting down in response to their disabilities.  We must do the right thing.


Thank you.
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