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Between 2008 and 2010, House the Homeless (HTH) conducted several surveys and gathered others conducted by both the City of Austin and the City of Houston that demonstrated that a majority of people experiencing homelessness are desirous of working.  A more recent survey conducted by House the Homeless in January 2010 shows that 48% or about half of those experiencing homelessness are suffering debilitating health problems that are so severe that they are rendered incapable of working.


472 of the 501 people surveyed in this most recent survey felt that they periodically needed to sit down and rest from time to time but 94% said they were unable to do so as they could not find a bench.  Compounding the situation, there exists a "Quality of Life" ordinance that prevents people from sitting or lying down making them subject to fines of up to $250.00.  This ordinance contains only one medical exception which is for those relegated to a wheel chair.  However, with health concerns ranging from degenerative heart disease to Parkinson's Disease, to degenerative rheumatoid arthritis, half of the homeless population is in need of exceptions to the ordinance. In due course, the Austin City Council, with the urging of House the Homeless, unanimously passed a Resolution to review 16 possible exceptions to the no sitting/ no lying down ordinance. 


These exceptions range from Disability Award letters from the Social Security Administration and the Veterans Administration to participant letters in the David Powell AIDS/HIV Program to people standing in line at any health clinic and so on.


When Mayor Lee Leffingwell was still a City Council Member, House the Homeless presented him with 350 signatures requesting that 18 benches be placed outside the Homeless Resource Center- ARCH.  He stated that when the ordinance had been passed, the Council had always anticipated installing benches.  However, ARCH gave push back on the bench idea expressing concerns that benches would lead to drug sales by their users.  We found this argument to be similar to blaming and destroying houses where crack sales have occurred. 


In April 2010, HTH returned with our empirical health data exposing a level of 50% disability among the homeless community.  While ARCH acknowledged the severity of the health issue, compromise was not forthcoming even though HTH suggested a two bench trial.


Now, Mayor Lee Leffingwell has directed the City Council Health and Human Services Committee to review the 16 "exceptions" requested by HTH and consider benches as part of the mitigation response. 


Today, HTH continues to look toward the Americans with Disabilities Act, ADA, as possible legal recourse to provide the health relief associated with this issue.  HTH has also made its health survey and strategy available to the National Coalition for the Homeless who is conducting similar surveys in Georgia, Florida, and South Carolina with an eye toward their no sitting/lying down ordinances.

Richard R. Troxell
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