Editorial: Hennepin's hopes for the homeless

After all these years, will they be with us always?
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As years have rolled into decades, homelessness has become America's permanent emergency -- the crisis that just won't quit. On any given night, more than half a million Americans have no place to sleep, yet most communities respond with Dickensian "shelters" or with nothing at all.

That's the typical habit, at least, but leaders in Hennepin County and Minneapolis seem intent on kicking it: Unwilling to merely cope with the scandal of homelessness, they seem genuinely resolved to end it.

The plan they released last week, entitled "Heading Home Hennepin," prescribes doing precisely what advisers have long urged. It calls for round-the-clock outreach teams to assure immediate help to anyone lacking shelter. It envisions better health care -- physical and psychiatric -- for those whose illnesses leave them especially prone to homelessness. It recommends a boost in affordable housing and job-training.

Most crucial of all, the plan insists on a major investment in supportive housing that offers today's homeless not only a home, but the support to hold on to it.

That local leaders are prepared to muster $45 million to make good on this plan shows how much they want it to work. And if the state and federal government pitch in as expected, it's likely to give a new start to many who now grapple with homelessness.

But the plan won't help every homeless person, and that's something worth facing straightaway. Of the county's 3,000 or so homeless residents, about 600 live outside most of the year -- and many of them are likely to resist all offers to move indoors.

It's hard to imagine that some homeless people might pass up the chance to live in a house or apartment, but it's nonetheless true. Some in this group might prefer to be handed the key to a single room -- a small and safe place to call their own. Others may want even less: a rustic "save haven" where they can find comfort without being bound by a boatload of rules -- or a safe camping zone where they can be assured protection from predators and cross cops.

Determining their wishes will require sensitive inquiry -- and acceptance of the fact that some people won't come inside no matter what. Such people, as one field worker observed, "have lost the ability to envision more of a home than they have."

The city-county plan will do much to end the emergency called homelessness, and for this its authors deserve credit. But no matter how well the program succeeds, some of the homelessness will still linger under our bridges and on our street corners. This may be the price society must pay -- that some of its homeless will pay -- for our willingness to tolerate an emergency for a quarter-century.
