Number of homeless people seeking shelter in Appleton area counted in annual nighttime search
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Fox Valley Point-In-Time homeless count
2009: 325
2010: 334
2011: 319
2012: More than 300
Source: Emergency Shelter of the Fox Valley
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APPLETON — Standing beneath the College Avenue viaduct — a bridge that crosses railroad tracks just west of Linwood Avenue — Appleton Mayor Tim Hanna shined a beam of light up the rocky bank on the bridge's eastern side.
"Find anything, Chris?" Hanna asked.
His flashlight and question were directed at Chris Lashock, client services coordinator for the Emergency Shelter of the Fox Valley.
"Yeah, there are mattresses up here," Lashock replied as he scanned the area with a flashlight. "But no one."
The Fox Cities Housing Coalition's biannual Point-in-Time count is conducted each summer and winter as a way for local shelters to reach out to those in need, in addition to fulfilling a requirement for state and federal funding.
Lashock and Hanna were among a group of community members who spent a combined nine hours Wednesday evening and early Thursday traveling to all corners of the Fox Cities in an effort to count the number of homeless wandering Fox Valley streets. Men, women and children living in emergency shelters and transitional housing also were tallied in the overall PIT count.
"What we want to do is get them into the system of care — get them working toward being back in the community, having their own place and their own income," Lashock said of those counted on the streets. That means providing them with information about agencies that can help.
The homeless tally for January increased 32 percent from 2006 to 2011, according to the Emergency Shelter's numbers. Last January, the count stood at 319 with zero individuals observed on the street. Lashock said Thursday that preliminary estimates show the total for this year to be a little more than 300.Two people were identified in the street count.
But that's too many for Lashock.
"Our goal is to spend nine hours out there and find no one," he said.
The Emergency Shelter has been working at full capacity for most of January — a continuing trend from last year. Capacity — 75 beds — was reached almost three quarters of nights in 2011, and people were turned away more than 4,600 times.
Lashock cites a competitive rental market and a tough economy for the high numbers.
"Last year the need was greater," he said. "The length of time it took people to get back on their feet, exiting the shelter increased. It's taking people longer to find jobs."
The Emergency Shelter provides more long-term support than the Fox Valley Warming Shelter, which has yet to reach capacity since moving into a new building more than a year ago, said operations manager Dawn Kasten.
Throughout January, Kasten said the Warming Shelter's occupancy has been in the mid-20s. On Wednesday evening, 26 people stayed at the shelter.
At about 9 p.m. Wednesday, about 25 volunteers gathered at the Housing Partnership of the Fox Valley office in central Appleton for the point-in-time count. The volunteers were divided into six groups for the first of three shifts that would run from 9 p.m. to midnight.
Tim Loch of Menasha, a new Emergency Shelter board member, came with his wife and daughter. Like others volunteers, it was his first time participating in the count.
"I don't know what to expect," Loch said with a cup of coffee in his hands. "I think it will be humbling to say the least."
The groups were instructed to make observations about the places they would see — a list of predetermined locations where homeless people are known to reside. Taking notes on each location and the people they run into lessens the chance of a double count.
Before starting the search, each of the groups took blankets, gloves and paper bags filled with food — items to hand out to any person in need.
Hanna and his wife, Lisa, along with United Way Fox Cities CEO and President Peter Kelly, rode inside Lashock's white Volvo for the journey. A local radio reporter also tagged along.
The group traveled to several locations near Appleton's western border, and even jumped over to spots inside Grand Chute. They searched underneath bridges, walked through wooded areas and pulled into a Walmart parking lot to check that no one had transformed their vehicle into a bedroom. Along the way, the group members noted the evidence: a cigarette package, blankets, a deflated tent and a 2009 bottle of Sutter Homes White Zinfandel.
Beside railroad tracks that cross College Avenue near the Lynndale Drive intersection, the group observed footprints pressed into the white snow.
"These footprints look really fresh," Tim Hanna said.
A blanket was found in a thicket of trees not far away.
Lashock called out as he searched the area: "Hello? Hello?"
No one answered.
It was the closest sign of life the group would observe all evening.
For Kelly, Tim Hanna and his wife, Lisa, it was the first time they had participated in the count. The experience sparked an idea.
In an upcoming meeting with a railroad official, Tim Hanna said he'll suggest having train engineers call the Emergency Shelter if they see evidence of homeless people living near the tracks.
At the end of the night, Lisa Hanna called the experience a "reality check."
"And you know what, I'll be thankful to climb into a warm bed," she said.
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