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Captions from left: Louis
Meeks, a homeless man who
lost his family to a drunk
driver; Middle: Meeks’
family portrait he carries
in his wallet of his wife
and two children; Right:
Meeks, lost in remembrance,
while looking at his family’s
picture

Story and Images by Lauren Schneider

ou’ve seen them on the
drag, on bus stop benches,
on and around 6th street,
and just about every street
corner in Austin; they’re homeless. They are all different from one
another in their own unique way,
but they are all asking for the same
thing, change. Some quite literally,
but many are asking for more than
just the monetary clanging of coins,
they’re looking for real change in
their life. And that starts with housing.

the

...And who are they really?

a need for 1,900 permanent supportive housing units in order to help combat the growing
homeless population.

On November 5th, Austin city voters passed a
$65 million bond proposal that will provide
funding to various organizations that work
to create affordable housing. Last year’s $75
million affordable housing bond failed at
the ballot, so this is a big step forward for
organizations, such as Front Steps, looking
for funding. Kay Klotz, Communications
and Development Director for Front Steps,
explains that the passing of this bond will
According to the Point in Time count create the availability of housing funds, so that
held on January 25, 2013 there are various agencies who build affordable housing
approximately 2,090 people who are will have the funding necessary to build. And
homeless in Austin. Although sev- from there Front Steps can work to put people
eral organizations, who work with into these units.
the homeless, along with Austin’s
Homeless Management Information “We have 54 units of permanent supportive
System (HMIS) suggest that number housing. We rent them on HUD grants, and
is significantly higher, as people can then we can subsidize them so that people can
experience periods of homelessness pay what they’re able to pay” explains Klotz
at any time. According to austintex- about the current process.
as.gov’s website, Austin and Travis The factors that lead to homelessness are
county approximate that there is still numerous and varying; people who work with

those who are homeless
encounter this on a daily
basis. Homelessness can be a
factor of incarceration. One mistake will live on
one’s record for the rest of
their life, and therefore limit
job opportunities, as Anthony Ortega has experienced:
“My story was a criminal background back in ’95 […] it was a
sex offense, yes I’ll be perfectly
honest, yes it was. And I’m willing to get that off of my shoulder
that way I don’t have to kinda
look at this or the burden on my
shoulder say, ‘hey, I’m watching
you.” Anthony’s dream job is to
be a paralegal, to help people in
situations like himself, understand the law and help them to
move beyond their record.
Sometimes homelessness can
develop from a tragic event;
Louis Meeks lost his wife, 3 year
old son, and 17 month year old
daughter in one fail swoop when
they were hit by a drunk driver.
His daily battle is keeping his
anger and rage in check in his
day-to-day mundane situations,
at the same time working to
forgive the man who killed his
family. He is a certified chef, but

his fear is that he will lose his temper while at work, as he has done in
the past; “when you’re working in a
kitchen, there’s a lot of stuff in there
that can piss you off, and right now
I don’t want to do nothing where
there’s knives involved, and boiling
hot water, no.”

“9 years old, my ol’ man
shot me point blank
range, 38 special.”

Homelessness can stem from a difficult childhood. James, known by
most as “Jimmy”, from Jacksonville,
FL had a challenging childhood,
which led him to drugs and theft
and ultimately had him in and out
of prison systems for most of his
life. “9 years old, my ol’ man shot
me point blank range, 38 special. I
walked gunshot down main street
Florida, half a mile, before an ol’
man in a pickup truck picked me up
and brought me to the duPont Medi-

Samuel “Sammy” Joe Powell, a homeless man
who lives in downtown Austin

cal Center.”
Every story is unique; each person
has their own story as to how they
ended up homeless on the streets of
Austin. But, as many people who
work with those who are homeless
argue, if you focus on the basic need
of shelter first, you can begin to
work on the deeper issues later. But
without housing, you cannot truly
help someone. Ortega says “If more
people could start looking to see
what we really need, a lot of us, as
homeless people, could be out of this
situation that we’re in.”

Rusty, a homeless man who lives on the
drag

