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County (MHA), based in
Mountain Lakes. It is one
of 17 agencies in New Jer-
sey—and the only one in
Morris—to receive the
threatened Projects for
Assistance in Transition
from Homelessness
(PATH) funds.

“We’re the last stop for
people,” she added. “We
start over with individ-
uals who may have tried
recovery when they
weren’t ready. We take
you back. We wait till
you're ready and start
over, and that’s unique for
a social service agency.”

One formerly home-
less MHA client, a 23-
year-old man who now has
a job and his own apart-
ment in Mount Arlington,
explained he started life
in an orphanage in South
America, where he’d been
neglected and abused be-
fore he was adopted by
American parents.

But the relationship, in
part because of the young
man’s mental health is-
sues, didn’t work out and
he was left without a fam-
ily at the age of 18.

“The MHA is the water
that gave melife,” he said.
“It accepts everyone in
any shape or form. The
staff understood that I
was crying out for help
and has never given up on
me. The MHA is the fam-
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Lisa Falcone, program director of HOMI, said that the agency is unique in the sense that they will wait with their clients until
they are ready to start over, and will not give up on them.

ily of the homeless com-
munity of Morris Coun-
ty.”

PATH funds, an alloca-
tion of the U.S. Substance
Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration
budget, are earmarked
for homeless people with
persistent and serious
mental illness. Its ap-
proach is to find people
housing first and then
support them with case
management services to
help them negotiate their
illness and their life.
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15 to 38 percent cuts

The program’s fully
authorized funding level
is $75 million, though in
fiscal year 2015, when it
reached 186,000 Ameri-
cans, it was funded at $65
million, according to the
National Alliance to End
Homelessness. But Ap-
propriations Bills for 2016
from both the Senate and
House of Representatives
show steep cuts: the Sen-
ate proposes cutting
PATH by $25 million, or
38 percent, while the
House proposes a cut of
$10 million, or 1S percent.

When asked where he
stood on the issue, Con-
gressman Rodney Fre-
linghuysen, R-Morris,
noted that he has long
been a supporter of pro-
grams likePATH.

“The bill that funds
PATH, and numerous oth-
er programs, is a ‘work in
progress,” he said, add-
ing that there are sure to
be changes as talks pro-
gress.

In the meantime, Fal-
cone and her team al-
ready are stretching to
meet the local need. The
PATH portion of its bud-
get totals $125,000 —
enough to pay for four of
the 12 homeless outreach
case managers.

Last year, the team
reached 1,293 people who
were homeless or almost
homeless in Morris, ac-
cording to Lou Schwarcz,
president and CEO of the
MHA. Of that number, 174
qualified for the associa-
tion’s case management
services, which are all
geared toward helping
people with mental ill-
nesses.

In New Jersey, a total
of $2.1 million in PATH
funds reached 6,000 peo-
ple in 2014, according to
state figures. A 38 percent
cut would mean a loss of
more than $800,000.

That’s a shame, espe-
cially considering that the
program has been work-
ing well, according to
Debra L. Wentz, CEO of
the New Jersey Associa-

tion of Mental Health and
Addiction Agencies.

A point-in-time home-
less count, conducted on
one winter night every
year for the New Jersey
Housing and Mortgage Fi-
nance Agency, gauges
levels of homelessness.
The New Jersey 2015
Point-in-Time Count
found 10,211 homeless
men, women, and chil-
dren statewide.

“That was a decrease
of 13.9 percent from
2014, Wentz said. “It
shows that, with vouchers
for housing and homeless
assistance, we’re making
inroads. These funds puta
roof over people’s heads
and engage them with ser-
vices that help them suc-
ceed with their other is-
sues. Most people who are
homeless have physical,
mental health, and sub-
stance use issues.

“If these cuts go
through,” she added,
“we’ll lose the ground that
we’ve gained, and a lot
more.”

Wentz said she com-
mends New York City
Mayor Bill De Blasio for
committing $100 million
in annual spending to help
alleviate homelessness.
The New York Times re-
ported the money would
go toward rental assis-
tance, anti-eviction ef-
forts, and more.

Started in 1989

The MHA got its first
PATH funds in the sum-
mer of 1989, according to
Schwarcz.

“In the beginning, ev-
ery night, we sent an out-
reach van to either Mor-
ristown or Dover and
gave hot food, blankets,
and toiletries to people
who were homeless on the
street,” he recalled.

“We figured we’d be
able to identify the people
who were homeless but
who also had a serious and
persistent mental illness
and needed access to psy-
chiatric and medical
care,” he added.

A year-and-a-half later,

in July 1991, MHA hired
its first case manager to
follow up with people
who’d been identified the
previous night.

Since then, the project
has expanded. In 2007,
Falcone said, her team
took on 36 new clients.
Then the recession of
2008 struck.

“We have one more
case manager now than
we had then,” she said,
“and we opened that many
new cases last quarter.”

The case managers,
she explained, operate
like a crisis team, almost
like triaging in an emer-
gency room.

Team members, each
equipped with a cell
phone, spread throughout
the county, handling re-
ferrals from psychiatric
hospitals, other pro-
grams, and soup kitchens
and doing intake assess-
ments on each individual
to see where they best
would be served.

In the meantime, other
case managers are plac-
ing people in motels,
rooming houses, shelters,
or apartments; meeting
clients at the Office of
Temporary Assistance to
advocate for them; help-
ing clients apply for So-
cial Security or rental as-
sistance; connecting cli-
ents with food, medica-
tions, and other existing
services; and aiding
homeless people who
show up at Edna’s Haven,
a privately funded center
operated in a partnership
between MHA and Trinity
Lutheran Church in Do-
Ver.

“PATH allows us to
work with people once
they’re housed, voucher
or no voucher, for six
months toayear,” Falcone
said, “and that’s impor-
tant because that transi-
tion is a tough time for
people.”

The big shock

MHA Outreach Case
Manager Jessica Giganti-
no said case managers are
even crucial in helping
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Learn more

During the August recess of
the U.S. Congress, citizens can
express their views about
preserving PATH funds to
their Congressional repre-
sentatives:

» U.S. Senators Robert Me-
nendez and Cory Booker,
www.senate.gov/general/
contact_information/sena-
tors_cfm.cfm?State=NJ

» U.S. House of Representa-
tives directory,
www.house.gov/representa-
tives/find

formerly homeless peo-
ple become used to having
a home.

“It’s shocking for peo-
ple to go from 20-plus
years of homelessness to
having their own home
again,” she said. “You
have to help guide them:
This is how you’re going
to pay your bills. This is
how you need to budget.”

Case managers be-
come knowledgeable and
skilled helpers to newly
housed people, who are
traumatized because, Fal-
cone said, homelessness
causes trauma.

At Edna’s Haven, Out-
reach Case Manager Sean
Fortner said he spends
time helping people un-
derstand their paper-
work.

“We have people who
still have difficulty read-
ing,” he said. “Just sitting
with them for five min-
utes and reassuring them
that we can get through
this together really calms
a person down.”

Perhaps no one more
than the case managers
worry about the effects of
budget cuts and leaving
their clients to fend for
themselves. For one
thing, the MHA team
would lose two homeless
outreach case managers,
which would mean at least
100 homeless people un-
der its care would be
dropped.

But there would be oth-
er expected effects as
well.

“I would have to be-
lieve that the crime rate
would increase,” said
Case Manager Chimere
Baisden-Clay. “We would
have these people on the
streets, trying to survive
and protecting the only
assets they have.”

Certainly, Falcone
said, more people would
be cycling in and out of
emergency rooms and
they’d be in shelters for a
longer period of time,
which is more costly than
housing people in the
community.

MHA figures show that
the cost to house a person
in a Morris homeless shel-
ter is $113 per day and
$41,600 for year. The cost
tohouse aperson in a Mor-
ris motel is $85 per day
and $31,000 a year.

In contrast, the cost for
MHA to provide perma-
nent housing for a person
in the community is an es-
timated $40 per day and
$14,650 per year.

Rising stigma

Outreach Case Man-
ager Gregory Wolf wor-
ries about the stigma as-
sociated with mental ill-
ness getting worse.

One formerly home-
less MHA client, a Sl1-
year-old recovered alco-
holic man now working
and living on his own in
Butler, said he is amazed
to think of any funds serv-
ing the homeless being
cut.

“I’ve seen so many peo-
ple out there. They get up
in the morning. They’re in
the library washing up in
the sink,” the man said. “I
don’t know if they’re
afraid to ask for help but
they don’t. I did. I was 150
pounds when I came here.
I'm 215 now. I got my life
straightened out and
turned around.”

He sees an MHA psy-
chiatrist monthly and gets
the antidepressants and
anti-anxiety medication
he needs. Life is good for
him now.

“Before, I was living
without those meds,” the
man said. “I was living
with alcohol ... If it wasn’t
for this program, I
wouldn’t be alive.”

Lorraine Ash: 973-428-6660;
lash@dailyrecord.com



