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high degree of violence,” said Ken Cole, di-
rector of the city’s Homeless Services Cen-
ter. “The road stories and street stories I
hear out there say it’s happening more and
more, and that the homeless are targeted be-
cause (the attackers) think people don’t give

[\

for almost 10 years. “It’s for no reason, too.
What’s the reason? Why do some have to do
that?”

About four months ago, Wilder was at-
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— ‘Animal’

‘Mean streets

Police report paints a grim picture
of attacks on homeless people
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assault with a deadly weapon and robbery.
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tacked by a group of six or seven
young men, he said. He was eating a
sandwich along the San Lorenzo
River near Highway 1, and the group
was looking for trouble, he said.

«] didn’t want no problems,” said
Wilder, a Vietnam Wgg veteran. 1
just wanted to eat my andwich, but
I still managed to take two out with
a little knife I had. The*test got me
though.”

Wilder reported the assault to po-
lice, but the attackers weren’t
found.

On Pacific . Avenue Wednesday,
Wilder, 50, said he knows the way of
the streets and how to keep safe.

“you always have to keep your
guard up,” he said. “I try to walk
away if I can. I don’t want to be hurt
or hurt anyone.”

Police statistics also showed that
authorities .suspected homeless at-
tackers in 47 of last year’s assaults.
Only 13 cases had a homeless victim
and attacker, police reported.

Police Chief Steve Belcher said
he doesn’t think assaults on the
homeless are on the rise.

“We do aggressively track down
these reports we hear about and try
to get to the source,” Belcher said.

Cole said most homeless are
afraid to report crimes against them
because they fear authorities, retal-
jation, or they have a criminal
record of their own.

He said the most typical injuries
that he sees are cuts, scrapes and
black eyes, with occasionally*more
serious injuries like broken jaws.

“people in this situation are ex-
tremely vulnerable and don’t have
the natural protection of doors and

walls,” Cole said. “Secondly, they
are out at night at a time when there
are predators. ... They also are at or
hang around areas where there are
substance abusers.”

Cole said some of the assaults are
hate crimes.

Romona and Deno Huff, Helen
Hoffman and Mike Knighton are all
young, and have been homeless for
only a few years. They have never
been assauited, but say they know
the tricks to staying safe.

“It's always best to stick togeth-
er,” said Hoffman, who was with her
friends at the St. Francis Soup
Kitchen for lunch Tuesday. “There’s
a lot of danger out on the street.”

Although all four agreed the area
needs more shelters for the home-
less, they said Santa Cruz is gener-
ally a safe place to be because there
are services and food available.

“The crimes against homeless are
the same everywhere,” Hoffman
said. “I really haven’t seen much of
it here.”

Being safe involves an awareness
of where you're at and who you are
with, they said. -

“1t comes down to survival,” Deno
Huff said.

“you have to be careful who you
trust,” Knighton said.

A homeless man who goes only by
the name “Animal” said he has
been homeless for 15 years, and
considers himself a street warrior.
He said he hasn’t been a victim, but
has seen a lot of “troll-busting.”

Pulling on an old yellow raincoat
to keep the rain off, he said, “I've
never been beaten because I'm not
afraid of no one.”

Animal estimated the number of

homeless beatings as high as 200
each year. Still, while he knows the
dangers of being homeless, he only
shakes his head when asked why the

homeless are attacked. s

«] don’t know why they do it,” he
said, turning his weathere(_l facg
away. “I never figured it out either.




