



Organizations are working to build better lives for underprivileged in Enid
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— Karen Kewley, director of The R.O.O.F. (Refuge Of Our Father), pointed at a small alcove secluded by a tree in an alley off West Broad-way in downtown Enid.
“That’s a popular spot where some will sleep at night,” said Kewley, who introduced herself to Enid’s social services community in January with the announcement of a new Hope Outreach day refuge and resource center.
She tells another story a few moments later about two people jumping out of a dumpster last winter.
Kewley is talking about people who have nothing and are forced to live on the streets. It’s called being homeless, and it’s a subject that surfaces every so often like a submarine periscope, but then submerges in favor of something more tangible or expiatory.


Enid making strides

Give Enid credit, however, for tackling one of poverty’s most troublesome areas and extending a helping hand likely not found in many communities of similar size.
People like Kewley to Ron Anderson, who has made huge strides with the Challenge to Change center this year, and Capt. Cameron Henderson of Salvation Army, who said in June the service agency would expand into a new system of care with its transitional housing program, have offered light at the end of the tunnel.
“It’s here. It’s real. Privileged people say, ‘I’d like to help, but if it’s not in my back yard or I can’t see it, I can’t help.’ Homelessness is happening more and more in Enid,” Kewley said.


Evidence, the contrary

A 2006 Community Needs Assessment conducted by Enid Metropolitan Area Human Service Commission concluded there is no evidence of a significant number of “street” homeless in Enid.
Kewley disputes some of that, noting from her work she has encountered more and more with no roof over their heads, including those people living in vehicles.
If quantity is called for it can be found by going to the noontime meal at Our Daily Bread soup kitchen, Kewley said.
The soup kitchen serves approximately 200 meals on any given weekday, said Our Daily Bread cook Art Capper.
And there’s a large segment of homeless referred to as “couch homeless,” who tend to drift from living with one set of friends to another.
“Truthfully, we don’t have a handle on our homeless. A lot of people are transient,” said Cheri Ezzell, executive director at Community Development Support Association.


‘We have to be pragmatic’

The current concerted effort in Enid now is to provide transitional housing for people who are homeless. Ezzell and CDSA are pioneers in that area. They have been working toward that end since 1998, finding ways to get government funding to put a roof over someone’s head.
Three subsidized government housing units in Enid — Pine Manor, Cherokee Terrace and Rolling Meadows apartments — currently are full, Ezzell said.
CDSA offers a housing program to carefully screened applicants who usually are found in a crises situation — evicted, for example. Those applicants have to sign a contract showing they will try to find gainful employment, pay their debts or monthly charges such as utilities and generally show they have what it takes to be responsible, Ezzell said.
“We’ve had just a handful of cases where people were back on the street. Most have found something permanent. We have to be pragmatic,” Ezzell said.
Many homeless people qualify, whether they know it or not, for Oklahoma Housing Finance Agency funding. A huge waiting list that can take up to a couple of years has prevented its total effectiveness, Ezzell said.


No one-size-fits-all solution

Enid’s Salvation Army has hired full-time social services director Kathy Miller to help oversee its new transitional housing program designed to help get individuals back on their feet.
Getting the new program started required restructuring the alcohol and drug work therapy programs. People afflicted deeply with those addictions go to other units in the state for treatment.
People entering the transitional housing program are housed at Salvation Army and provided daily meals. After three nights lodging, people are asked whether they want to enter the rehabilitation program that requires a workup of needs, goals, abilities and (work) assets.
“We don’t approach this as one-size-fits-all solution. It’s a broad spectrum. Some people require more time than others. They can stay with us for an undesignated amount of time,” said Miller, who previously worked at Sandra Beasley Independent Living Center.
This summer, during the heat wave, Salvation Army was at its capacity — 17 men and nine women. Extra beds were needed. There is limited area to house families as a whole, Miller said.
And a tough area to tackle are those afflicted with physical or mental disabilities.
“Mental illness in the homeless population is huge,” Miller said.


A R.O.O.F. over their heads

As Enid social agencies work toward helping the homeless, a new, bright star has emerged to help agencies become more cohesive and work together — The R.O.O.F.
Located at 815 W. Maine, the center is expanding its day refuge services and working toward clearing space for overnight stays also. In its simplest assistance, The R.O.O.F. can offer a permanent address required for job applications or funding assistance forms. Day refuge services soon will offer office space for other social service agencies such as Oklahoma Department of Human Services, Kewley said.
Modeled on the successful Tulsa Day Center continuum of care approach, The R.O.O.F. includes a Faith Farm on a 50- by 82-foot plot in the back where herbs, berries, vegetables and other plants will be raised. It’s a therapeutic endeavor designed to bring people back into the flow of life and responsibility, said administrative assistant and volunteer coordinator Kate Morrison.
Speaking about Enid’s concerted effort to help the plight of the homeless, Kewley used an analogy of land terrain associated with gardening.
“Some people are in a rut. Some are in a ditch. We are trying to help ease people back into society. We are honing their job skills. We want them to help produce and harvest,” Kewley said. 
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