BEAUTIFYING SANTA CRUZ

GIVING JOBS TO THE HOMELESS

Downtown Streets Team to offer vouchers, j

ob training skills
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Chris Richardson and Qreg Pensinger head the Downtown Streets Team 61"fering food vouchers and job skills training to homeless in
exchange for community volunteer work. Chip, from the Downtown Association, was instrumental in bringing the program to Santa Cruz.
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SANTA CRUZ » Change is com-
ing for Santa Cruz’s downtown
homeless population, who will
be given an alternative to pan-
handling on Pacific Avenue:
beautifying the city in exchange
for food and other vouchers.

By the end of the month, the
new Santa Cruz Downtown
Streets Team will give home-
less people both a uniform — a
yellow t-shirt — and an oppor-
tunity: job training and devel-
opment.

The Silicon Valley-based non-
profit will begin recruiting the

city’s neediest as volunteers
for projects such as trash re-
moval or even doing homeless
outreach, all the while offer-
ing larger work experience op-
portunities. Though organizers
are still working out the details,
early areas of focus may include
areas such as the Riverwalk, and
downtown core. )

The effort is not the “be-all-
end-all of solutions to homeless-
ness,” said Downtown Streets
Team Chief Program Officer
Chris Richardson, but it begins
to bridge the gap. The commu-
nity beautifying work, however,
though perhaps highly valued
in the community, will be sec-
ondary to the organization’s pri-

mary goals, he said.

The program will begin with
offering participants a “mean-
ingful daily activity” of joining
the team on its daily outings,
Richardson said. Through such
efforts and community interac-
tions, they can plug in to soci-
ety, without the spectre.of mi-
cromanagement or hard labor,
he said. At the same time, team
members are connected with
case management and employ-
ment services.

The Downtown Streets
Team quietly kicked off this
month, a $360,000 program in
its first year primarily funded
by the city of Santa Cruz,
with a large donation raised
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DOWNTOWN STREETS TEAM

What: Nonprofit Bay Area job

eg(perience program.

Where: Eight Bay Area commu-

nities, including Santa Cruz.

Who: Aimed at assisting the

homeless.

Why: Restoring dignity, inspiring

hope and offering pathway out of

homelessness.

Information: streetsteam.org/

santacruz.

Contact: Project Manager Greg

Pensinger: greg@streetsteam.

org.

by the Downtown Associa-

tion’s Executive Direetor Chip.
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The 12-year-old organiza-
tion has teams established
in Palo Alto, San Jose,
Sunnyvale, San Rafael, San
Francisco, ‘Hayward and
Novato. In those commu-
nities, an average 75 per-
cent of graduated Down-
town Streets Team mem-
bers who move on to jobs
remain employed after the
first 90 days, officials said.
“You can say, ‘I'm a volun-
teer with DST. And people
say that with pride, all the
time, every single day, and
it gives them that place in
community,” said the Down-
town Streets Team’s Santa
Cruz project manager, Greg
Pensinger. “I think that’s a
huge aspect that’s hard to
quantify — that feeling of
connectedness or recon-
nectedness with a commu-
nity, that really comes as a
benefit of our program. Hav- "
ing someone thank them on
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Chris Richardson and Greg Pensinger head the Downtown
Streets Team, offering food vouchers and job skills training
to homeless in exchange for community volunteer work.

the street is a huge aspect
of our program, because it
really builds confidence in
our folks.”

Instead of getting a pay-
check, Downtown Streets
Team workers receive
weekly “stipends,” often gift
cards or vouchers for needed
services and products, such
as for such as for clothing,
shelter, food and transpor-
tation passes. Though there

are few requirements for en-
try into the program, par-
ticipants are held account-
able for their actions, pro-
gram leaders said.

The stipends have often
served in other communi-
ties as the “carrot” to get
area people experiencing
homelessness in the door,
but a larger goal of the
Downtown Streets Team
is to motivate participants

beyond immediate mate-
rial goods, Richardson said.
Ideally, team members be-
gin to motivate each other,
he said.

Mandatory weekly team
member meetings will be
hosted by The 418 Project,
a nonprofit “movement arts
center” at 418 Front St.

“The team meeting is kind
of the be-all, end-all, our sec-
ondary recruitment tool af-
ter our team members do-
ing it peer-to-peer,” Richard-
son said. “Our members come
to the meeting and check it
out, and it’s not going to be
for them — especially early
on, we're going to have a lot
of folks check it out. Maybe
it’s too cheesy, too campy at
first. And they’re not ready to
join this type of community.”

Working out of shared
office space with fellow
city-county program the
Bob Lee Community Part-
nership for Accountability,
Connection and Treatment,
at 740 Front St., the Santa
Cruz arm of the growing
Downtown Streets Pro-

gram nonprofit will employ
Pensinger, housing special-
ist Brooke Newman and
a case worker. The down-
town team itself will consist
of 25 volunteers at a time
who are invited to partici-
pate for as long as about a
year, though the program is
flexible based on members’
progress.

Newman, the chair-
woman of the city’s Com-
mission for the Prevention
of Violence Against Women,
and until recently serving
as interim executive direc-
tor for the BirchBark Foun-
dation, will take on the pro-
gram’s employment assis-
tance efforts. She recently
attended one of San Jose’s
Downtown Streets Team’s
weekly meetings.

“I'd never seen such en-
thusiasm and sense of self-
confidence in people that
are so disenfranchised. It
was very powerful,” New-
man said. “In this model,
it’s an opportunity for per-
sonal responsibility, devel-
oping your own life.”




