Cherie Diez, St. Petersburg Times

Moded. Pinellas Hope, a tent city for homeless peopie in Pinelias County, is the modet Brevard County Com-
mission Chairman Robin Fisher wants to use in Mims,
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An isolated county park in
Mims could become the future
site of a “tent city” to house some
of Brevard County’s homeless
population.

Brevard County Commission
Chairman Robin Fisher and advo-
cates for the homeless are push-
ing a plan to convert a section of
Hathili Park in Mims info a tent
city for people without a perma-
nent place to live, in a plan mod-
eled after a site in Pinellas County.

The renewed push to find a le-
gal alternative to homeless people
illegally camping on private prop-

- erty was triggered by a recent Ti-
tusville Police Department initia-
tive to clear out homeless camps
in the city in advance of the last
shuttle launch.

George Taylor Sr., an advocate
for homeless veterans, has criti-
cized police officials for how they
handled the detail, including how
he said they discarded items
found at the camps, such as cloth-
ing, supplies and various personal
mementos. Police defended the
action, saying they gave residernts
of the camps repeated notice that

fiown the road. Andrew Sharpe, 86,
fived down the road from Hatbili Park

with the proposal of a tent city.

they had to leave the camps, gave
them a list of some commumity re-
scurces, and informed them of
when their deadlinewas.

Fisher, whoss district is'in

North Brevard, says there are no
easy solutions, but he is looking
for options.

There are thousands of people
in Brevard County who are home-
iess. The latest organized county-
wide census of homeless people,
taken Jan. 27, found that 1,889
people in Brevard were sleeping
i a place not meant for human
habitation or in an emergency
shelter, including 459 children.
An additional 839 people fell into
an expanded Florida Statues defi-
nition of homelessness because
they were living in a motel, camp-
ing ground, travel trailer park or
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a World War ii veteran who has

for about 35 years, and is OK

‘someone else’s residence because

of economic hardship or loss of
theirprevious housing.

Liz Lee, director of commurnity
impact for the United Way of
Brevard, said those numbers un-
derstate the true scope of the
homeless problem in Brevard.
Many homeless people hide,
rafher than be counted, either out
of embarrassment or because of
fear of legal repercussions. Oth-
ers live in areas so isolated. that
people doing the census never
find them.

Lee aisc expects the county’s
hometess population to increass,
because of the end of the space
shuttle program and the related
layoffs.

“A lot more people are
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unemployed for the first time in their
lxve_:s and lost their homes,” Lee said.
This includes former space workers
and people in other jobs that are tied
to business from the space program
andits workers.

“They are goihg to be the new
homeless,” Lee said.

‘Titusville City Council member
Rita Pritchett said the homeless is-
sue is “a growing problem in our

area. It is something we cannot ig-
nore.”

Melbourne Police Chief Steve
Mimbs said homelessness is an is-
sue in the southern part of the
county, too. While downtown Mel-
bpun_le generally does not have the
big-city problem of homeless people
sleeping in front of storefronts, the
homeless are in the area, but in
somewhat more obscure locations,
Mimbs said. When his department
gets complaints from property own-
ers, it warns the homeless people
that they are trespassing and must
leave.

Tent city model

Fisher said he hopes that, in a
smail way, the tent city concept
could help reduce the problem of

people illegally camping on private
property, in wooded areas or under
highway overpasses.

"The possibility of creating a tent
city for the homeless has been under
study at the county level for at least
three years, albeit in a low-key man-
ner. In April 2008, two officials from
the Brevard County -Housing and
Humnian Services Department, Rosa
Reich and Alan Woolwich, visited a
tent city in Clearwater called Pine-
lias Hope. The program was started
by Catholic Charifies.

They later wrote a 12-page report
on their trip. At the time, the tent fa-
cility averaged 250 residents. It ex-
panded in September to include 50
efficiency units with 80 beds.

Catholic Charities Diocese of St.
Petersburg Chief Operating Officer
Sheila Lopez said she believes Pine-
llas Hope “is helping both the home-
less and the community.” It serves
1,100 %0 1,200 people a year, and Lo-
pez estimates # has a success rate of
about 52 percent, in finding perma-
nent living arrangement for for-

- merly homefess people inthat area.

Fisher and Taylor want to con-
sidera similar tent city concept, ona
much smaller scale, for Hatbill Park,
which is off an unpaved section of
road, about 5 miles south of State
Road 46. The 15-acre park now pri-

marily is used as a launch area for
fishing boats and airboats.

Taylor said he believes there is
progress toward starting with a tent

city for about 30 homeless people,

and expanding it after seeing how
wellit works. :

“fg g matter of getting it to the
county commission,” Taylor said. 1

think the urgency should be setfrom
‘whatwejust experienced.” :

Tim Elmore, a 43-year-oid home-

‘less resident who was temporarily
-staying at a 14-bed Salvation Army
-facility for the homeless in Titusville,
 said he likes the idea, but added that
‘such.a program should offer job

counseling, drug and alcohol coun-
seling and psychiatric support for
people who need such resources.
Kris Quadriozzi, 38, who also was
staying at the Salvation Army, said
one hurdle of the Hatbill Park site is
the lack of transportation for people

- who may have to getfoa job, to a

store or to a medical appointment.
Quadriozzi said she previously had
beenlivinginatentinawoodedarea
of MerrittIsland.

Taylor, who is founder and presi-
dent of National Veterans Homeless
Support, said his organization couid
offer people living in Hatbill Park
rides to the nearest Space Coast
Area Transit bus stop.

. Among the only homeowners
near Hatbill Park is Andrew Sharpe,
an 86-year-old retired Kennedy
Space Center firefighter, and his
wife, Norma Jean, 83, who live on &
42-acre property nearby that until
two years ago aiso had an active or--
ange grove,

“jt wouldn't bother me at ail” to
have the tent city at Hatbill Park, An-
drew Sharpe said, as long as resi-
dents did not cause any trouble in
the area. He felt it could be a good

- solution to-help homeless people
havea more stable place to live.

Both Mimbs and Titusville Assist-
ant Police Chief John Lau say a tent
city concept for the homeless is an
ideaworth exploring.

Tegal issues

As Taylor works on the tent city

concept, he also plans to meet fur-

ther with Titusville officials to seek
changes in the city’s current ordi-
nances that restrict camping and

panhandling, saying those mea-

sures illegally target the homeless
population.

During an hourlong Titusville
City Council discussion on the
homeless issue, Taylor also asked
city officials to investigate the police
department’s actions in clearing the
homeless camps.

Titusville Mayor Jim Tulley said
he was more interested in finding so-
lutions to the homelessissue thante-
hashing the conflicting “he said/she
said” accounts of what may hav
happenedinthepast. ‘

“We generally don't air police pol-
icy mpublic,” Tulley told Taylor dur-
ingthe council meeting,

.au defended his department’s
actions, saying: “Tdon’t think we did
anything wrong; but we could do
better.” '

He said the police officers on the -
detail dispatched to the homeless
camps included military veterans,
and they were sensitive to the home-
lessveterans affected.

Lau said the visits to shut down
the camps resulted from issues of
public safety. He said his depart-
ment handled about 300 calls for
service in the first half of 2011 re-
{ated to the homeless, on issues that
included shoplifiing, panhandiing
and public urination. Among the 11
camps shut down, Lau noted, was .
one near South Lake Elementary
School.

“We were not trying to solve the
homeless problem,” Lau said, but
trying to protect the public. &

R. Norman Moody and Tim Shortt con-
tributed to this report.
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