Annual count of Fox Cities 
homeless reveals that 
hundreds need help
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GRAND CHUTE — Gayle Hardt was careful not to 
shine the beam of her flashlight directly on the 
sleeping figure in the back seat of a vehicle tucked 
between two semi-trailer trucks in the Wal-Mart 
parking lot on Mutual Way.

A thick comforter wrapped around the car's 
occupant made it impossible to tell if it was a man 
or a woman.
 

A church bell somewhere in Appleton rang four 
times signaling 4 a.m. as Hardt kept her flashlight 
trained on the car, trying to determine if the 
sleeping person was homeless.

Ten minutes before, Hardt slid down a stone-
covered embankment under the Spencer Street 
bridge, ending up facing a graffiti-filled wall, along 
with an assortment of mattresses, sleeping bags, 
cooking utensils and other signs of nocturnal 
human habitation.

"It's amazing to me that actually in Appleton there 
are people that have lugged mattresses, pillows and 
 

blankets and have stored food underneath the 
bridges I travel over everyday," said Hardt, who 
works for United Way and volunteers for the 
Housing Partnership.

Hardt and dozens of other volunteers searched 
parks, bridges, parking lots, ramps and woods in 
the overnight hours of July 28 during a semi-annual 
"point-in-time" count of homeless in the Fox Cities.

"We (United Way) are always wanting to get a handle 
on what is happening in our community," Hardt 
said. "I heard of individuals that are sleeping in 
woods and underneath bridges. I really wanted to 
have this experience. It has really opened my eyes 
to the whole other side of life here in our 
community."

Streets, shelters and storage units

The count not only surveyed people living in the 
streets, but in various shelters, said Chris LaShock, 
a client tracking specialist with the Emergency 
Shelter of the Fox Valley in Appleton.

LaShock coordinated the July 28 street outreach 
effort to search for the homeless in the Fox Cities 
from Kaukauna to Neenah.

The search found 50 people living not in shelters, 
but in their cars, in parks, under bridges and, in at 
least one case, in a rental storage unit. That number 
is up from 13 during a search conducted earlier this 
year.
"Obviously those numbers help to illustrate the need 
for a warming shelter," LaShock said. "There are 
more people living in their cars and on the streets.

"We had a total of 136 people in emergency shelters, 
including Harbor House and the Emergency Shelter," 
LaShock said.

A count last winter found 200 people in those 
shelters.

LaShock said 147 people were living in transitional 
housing, including facilities provided by COTS, the 
Housing Partnership and the Salvation Army.

Debra Cronmiller, executive director of the 
Emergency Shelter of the Fox Valley, said the 333 
people living in homelessness during the July 28 
count "is an indication there is a greater need for 
homeless services and that our current system of 
services is not adequate in this economy."

Economy plays a role

Cronmiller said continuing economic woes 
nationwide are boosting the number of people 
suffering from "episodic" homelessness.

She said more people are finding themselves 
without jobs or finding their savings depleted 
because of cuts in wages or hours worked.

"These people are becoming homeless. It's an 
ongoing issue," Cronmiller said.

Cronmiller said there is an emerging group of 
homeless people.

She said many individuals and families have lived a 
long time in poverty and on the edge of 
homelessness. Previously they had resources and 
support provided by their families, church and 
friends.

"But with the economy there is so much pressure on 
those resources and they are not there anymore, so 
these people are becoming homeless," Cronmiller 
said.

There are also the chronic homeless suffering from 
physical and mental disabilities.
 


Cronmiller said the point-in-time count helps when 
considering ways to address the various categories 
of homelessness.

"My preference is to emphasize prevention services 
and outreach programs in anticipation of preventing 
homeless episodes versus waiting for a family to 
become homeless," she said.

Counts provide basis for grants

LaShock said the July 28 count was part of a 
statewide count on the same night.

"The point-in-time count is our attempt to have the 
most accurate count of the homeless population in 
our community as well as across the state of 
Wisconsin," LaShock said.

For LaShock, the point-in-time count was not simply 
a way to count the homeless, but to directly help 
them.

"We are trying to connect with the homeless. We 
want to get them information to learn about their s
situation and connect them to services they need," 
LaShock said.

Accurately counting the homeless is important to 
securing federal and state resources to help them, 
LaShock said.

"That way we can report those numbers to the state. 
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