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Introduction 

In Daniel Kerr’s essay, ‘We Know What the Problem Is,’ the role of Oral History to 

promote “dialogue in the streets among the homeless,” is examined1 Alison Koostra, Mary 

Bergman and I joined Dr. Kerr’s endeavor to facilitate a similar dialogue with a focus on the 

unhoused in Washington, DC. This initial collaboration resulted in five interviews  

The following analysis utilizes portions of five oral history interviews with four different 

narrators who are either advocates for the unhoused community, unhoused or formerly unhoused 

themselves. This paper identifies key themes from the collective transcripts: Causes of 

Homelessness, Lack of a Living Wage, Lack of Affordable Housing, Shelter Conditions, Role of 

Local & National Government (including educational services and social programs). 

Background 

• Eric Sheptock is an advocate for the unhoused in Washington, DC and chairman of 

SHARC (Shelter, Housing and Real Change). Mr. Sheptock  is currently lives in a shelter 

the CCNV (Community For Creative Non-Violence) shelter in DC.2 

• Robert Warren, a native Washingtonian and homeless advocate has experienced life as 

both a housed and unhoused resident in the District and provides a unique perspective.   

• David Edwards is a self-described advocate-activist and shares about his advocacy/artist 

group, Freedom of Media Activist Advocate—FoMAA.  

                                                
1 The oral history reader, ed. Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (New York: Routledge, 1998). 
2 Eric Sheptock, excerpt from Background Journal, StacieNicole Simmons 
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• Ms. Valerie Williams is not homeless however believes she has been called to serve the 

unhoused population in DC and works as an advocate with the CCNV (Community For 

Creative Non-Violence).  

Themes 

Causes of Homelessness 

The first theme surrounds why each person believes homelessness has become so entrenched in 

Washington, DC: 

 

Eric Sheptock: 

Well in a word, capitalism. You know that’s an idea that a lot of people back away from 

when you speak against capitalism because everyone loves it, you know. Many people 

love it, I shouldn’t say everybody but … you have landlord’s charging really high rents. 

In DC the average rent is 1600 dollars a month and you have employers that want to pay 

you as little as possible so if people are charging you as much as possible for rent and 

otherwise and employers are paying you as little as possible then…youcan’t make ends 

meet. And that’s everything in a nutshell.3   

David Edwards: 

So you have a mixed culture, mixed diversity, and cultures have their own political pull. 

And, the Washington, DC, most of my life, was predominately African American 

descendants. And with that in mind, and the surge of being politically oriented, in tune, 

they begin to grow politically. And a lot of backlash, has taken years, and those other 

political components, has pushed back the African American population. And one of the 

ill effects was high rates of unemployment. And, of course the school system has been 
                                                
3 Eric Sheptock interview (1), 12 October 2012 
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dilapidated for decades and decades. It’s now a surge of being improved, and the 

improvement seems to be directly related to what I refer to as, well, what’s known as 

gentrification.  It’s brought a lot of improvements to a lot of city services, including 

schools. But the general population is not keeping up with the pace. We know it in our 

rent, in our food costs; we know it in what’s now expected of the school system, to be an 

internationally globally competitive industry. And we’re not prepared. (Pause) Generally, 

the average student is not ready for that. And, typically, for instance, myself, I was a 

network engineer. I found myself competing with people half my age, with double 

college degrees from all over the world, and that’s when my health cracked. So, I’m 

really physically disabled, and that’s one of my biggest challenges in the last several 

years.4  

Valerie Williams: 

That’s just like here the city …we need to do something in creating affordable housing 

and taking care- you know, I mean they did all of this underhanded…like say 14th Street, 

back in the late 90s they was supposedly been putting all of that stuff that is up there 

now, back then, but they had prior pushed it aside and they made it where that they had 

developers to come in and take these places. Why wouldn’t you let a people know that 

everything is getting ready to go up. You getting ready to take buildings, you getting 

ready to displace people so everybody could be in on- when it all boils down. Didn’t 

nobody know all this stuff was happening. Nobody knew, I mean they knew, but the 

poverty people didn’t know that all this was gonna take place…. and they steady 

building, steady building, but no affordable housing. That’s why we have so much 

homeless. There’s no affordable housing in Washington, DC, none. Sixteen hundred 
                                                
4 David Edwards interview, 01 November 2012. 
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dollars, some people are not even able to do seven or eight hundred- people that’s 

working not able to do, you know, they on minimum wage, if you work at McDonalds- 

you can do 1600 a month if you don’t have any money. So you have a lot of people that’s 

working that’s homeless.5 

Robert Warren:  

My first feeling was, “This is where they’ve been left to die at.”  So I just feel like I have 

to do the best that I could do.  For me, I know it’s been a process for a lot of those men 

and women who basically because of alcoholism, maybe substance abuse, mental issues, 

the lack of having the education in order to better yourself.  For whatever reason, these 

same men were in this position where it kind of made me feel as though they’re like-- 

You have these men that are there at the end of their lives and they’ve been in 

Washington all their lives, yet now they don’t have a place to live in Washington.6   

Eric Sheptock: 

I’m a speaker for the National Coalition for the in Homeless and some of the stats they 

give us say that the five leading causes of homelessness in this country in order : lack of 

affordable housing; lack of a living wage; number three is domestic violence;  number 

four is medical bankruptcy, you know you have a chronic illness or you have a car wreck 

or get in a really bad wreak and you’re in the hospital for a long time and then number 

five is mental illness. So drug addiction and alcoholism are not even in the top five 

reason for homelessness in this country and so that really flies in the face of stereotypes, 

you know and a lot of folk who actually develop those habits after becoming homeless as 

coping mechanisms…. And says and what are your specific issues and  I will help you 

                                                
5 Valerie Williams interview, 08 November 2012. 
6 Robert Warren interview, 08 November 2012. 



SN Simmons 5 
 

work through your specific issues but we already know that most homelessness is 

brought on by a lack of affordable housing and a lack of a living wage and of course you 

have other factors like unemployment where you have no wages at all but what we need 

are macro solutions before we try to go with these micro solutions if the city were to 

create a massive stock of affordable housing they’d create a large number of living wages 

jobs that low income people, people without specialized training could do then many of 

the people would actually run to those things. They would, run to those jobs and they 

would run to that affordable housing and they would  take care of themselves. DC has 

over 70000 homeless people in a population of 620,000 people so  about 1.1 % of DC’s 

population is homeless and of those 7000 I would dare say that btw 4 and 5000 of them 

would just run out and take care of themselves if they knew for sure that they could get 

this living wage job and they could then pay for their own affordable housing and then…7 

 

Lack of Affordable Housing  

A major theme throughout these discussions and directly connected to lack of a living wage as 

seen in the previous discourse concerning the causes of homelessness. 

 

Eric Sheptock: 

I mean, we’re really knocking heads with the free market basically is what it boils down 

to.  Two mayors back, Anthony Williams, …took away the rent cap and brought in 

what’s now called rent control.  The rent cap actually put a limit on how high the rent 

could go.  Rent control actually takes away that limit.  It says that you can raise the rent 

but only a certain percentage per year.  So rents have continued to skyrocket here in DC.  
                                                
7 Eric Sheptock interview (1), 12 October 2012 
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I was told that ten years ago the average rent was somewhere between seven and eight 

hundred dollars a month.  Now it’s more like sixteen hundred dollars a month.  It has 

doubled in the past ten years.  And so that’s really what we’re up against.  And…the city 

doesn’t really want to try to bring back the rent cap.  Landlords would really come out 

against that.  They want to have the right to charge these exorbitant rents.  Lack of 

affordable housing is the main cause of homelessness in this country.  If you try to bring 

back the rent cap you got to be ready for a major fight.  I’m ready for that fight…--the 

city doesn’t really want to try to bring back the rent cap.  Landlords would really come 

out against that.  They want to have the right to charge these exorbitant rents.  Lack of 

affordable housing is the main cause of homelessness in this country.  If you try to bring 

back the rent cap you got to be ready for a major fight.  I’m ready for that fight…So the 

poor are really being squeezed out between the high rents and the low wages and we have 

a government that really just worships the free market and doesn’t want to make any 

ruffles or any ripples in that system…it’s like the minimum wage here in DC is $8.25 an 

hour.  It’s been determined you have to make about thirty-two dollars an hour to live here 

in DC and that’s because the average rent is sixteen hundred dollars a month.  You 

shouldn’t pay more than thirty percent of your income in rent.  So you’d have to make 

about five thousand three hundred and thirty-three dollars a month or sixty four thousand 

dollars a year which comes out to thirty-two dollars an hour. So the minimum wage here 

in DC, which is a dollar higher than the national, by the way, is about a quarter of what it 

takes to live here in the city.  I think that an employer should have to pay you at least 

what it takes to live here in the city.  Because they don’t, because the employer is allowed 

to pay you a quarter of what it takes to live here in the city, I would say that the 
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employers are underpaying people and that the social services kind of fill the gap for 

people who work in the city but can’t afford to live in the city.  That’s why I say that 

these social services are subsidies for these employers that don’t pay enough. And then of 

course, you have the landlords who are charging so much for rent.  I think that they 

should have to justify the amount of rent that they charge.  They should be given maybe a 

ten percent profit margin, but they’re allowed to charge as much as they want to.  It’s 

been proven by those who do even more math than I do that there’s a direct correlation 

between increasing rents and increasing homelessness and so in in either case it’s about 

that bottom line. I mean, the employers want to pay you as little as possible to keep their 

bottom line as big as possible.8  

Eric Sheptock: 

Well, we have to really knock heads with the free market.  We have to force landlords to 

bring the rent down--I told you that’s going to be a major fight--force employers to pay 

more…we already have a law which is called Inclusionary Zoning or IZ.  IZ says that in 

all new residential developments ten percent of it has to be affordable.  It’s not 

retroactive.  It doesn’t apply to anything that was built before that law was created and 

one of the caveats is that when you tear down and old building, if you leave one wall up 

as you build, from that one wall it’s considered an old building because of that one wall.  

So they can actually get around this whole new development thing by saying that one 

wall is an old wall so this whole building is old.  So what we’d have to do though is we’d 

have to take this this IZ, this Inclusionary Zoning Law, and I think it should be made 

retroactive in that all residential buildings should be at least ten percent affordable units.9 

                                                
8 Eric Sheptock interview (2), 12 October 2012. 
9 Eric Sheptock interview (2), 12 October 2012. 
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Valerie Williams: 

You know what you have families sleeping in parks at night. You have families sleeping 

in their cars, afraid to let it out, because the human services say if you find families like 

that they’re gone take your children. But where you gonna put all these children?10 

Robert Warren: 

Well, they’re dismantling the Local Rent Supplement Program which, I just recently 

testified in a hearing in front of our council member, Michael Brown…When I testified 

in front of Michael Brown I relayed to him how we had been coming to him for years 

talking about how they were taking money out of one trust fund, the Housing Production 

Trust Fund, which helped people with housing… and also the Local Rent Voucher 

Program was another way that helped people who were experiencing homelessness to get 

out of homelessness.  How they were taking money out of the Housing Production Trust 

Fund in order to fund the Local Rent Supplement Program because they didn’t want to 

put more money into that program.  All they were doing were funding the current 

recipients.  They weren’t adding anyone new to the roles and then we have the problem 

where-- Today, I just came from a meeting with COHHO.  They had the guy from the 

Housing Authority.  They’re getting ready to close the waiting list which is at sixty-six 

thousand people.  They want to close that list.  It just goes on and on, the fighting just 

goes on and on and on.11   

Robert Warren: 

Well, changes in mayors have affected the homeless population in this city because I 

don’t know if Fenty would have--  Fenty started the Permanent Supportive Housing 

                                                
10 Valerie Williams interview, 08 November 2012. 
11 Robert Warren interview, 08 November 2012. 



SN Simmons 9 
 

Program which represented something of a success because it got some men off the 

streets and out of shelters that had been waiting on housing for a long time.  We needed 

some affordable housing.  And there’s still a whole lot more of them that need that 

housing. 12 

 

Lack of a Living Wage  

The job crisis, inextricably connected to housing, also has practical components including 

interviewing and other support services that are reviewed and discussed. 

 

Robert Warren: 

But I know it would have been a very hard process for me to get a job being homeless 

because number one you have issues with trying to interview.  And with being homeless 

with transportation so forth so on.  Trying to interview and being homeless is one of the 

hardest things you have to deal with because it’s just almost impossible.  You have so 

many other things you have to deal with.  And the way low-barrier shelters are set up 

they don’t really give you support to do that.  It makes it even harder.  That’s one of the 

things we’re try to advocate for is to put in a process where a person can have that ability 

to be in these low-barrier shelters and have the services that they need to be able to 

interview because that’s the most important thing.  If you’re not able to interview then 

how are you going to get a job?...I think it’s more that they have to have Department of 

Employment Services do more outreach in low-barrier shelters when it comes to 

homeless individuals, number one.  Also you have to have more in the process in order to 

make different service providers available to homeless individuals at low-barrier shelters.  
                                                
12 Robert Warren interview, 08 November 2012. 
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Access to where you can get certain jobs or certain services to help you get around town. 

And also, one thing is just that being able access storage.  Which is really hard… I think 

through Bread for the City and working with Friendship Place up on Wisconsin Avenue, 

they had a job program where they actually help you with, you know, your clothing.  

Giving you clothes you can interview with, clean outfits, helping you with giving you job 

listings and stuff like that.  There’s just not enough of it going where you can actually get 

the clothing you need to interview and then they give you help--  I know with Bread for 

the City I was getting help with doing interviews, filling out applications online.  Just 

being able to give you computer access and being able to go online and do applications.  

So it’s just a lot things that you know you can help people with.13     

Robert Warren: 

Most of them have issues, you know, mental issues, lack of training to be able to get out 

back into the job force.  They’re at that age.  Same like men who are at that age maybe 

like 45 to 55 and because of some of their alcoholism and suffering from the disease of 

addiction they’re bodies are at the point when they’re on a lot of medication and they’re 

not going to be able to get back out there and do nobody’s work on nobody’s job.  All 

that the mayor saying that, “We’re going to create all these learning facilities and retrain 

people.” These are the people, you know what I’m saying, you’re not going to retrain this 

person.  If you are going to give this person some type of housing or a better way of 

dealing with life, help this person, help them with a way up through the system or you’re 

going to leave them to squander in warehouses and these shelters and die on the streets.14   

David Edwards: 

                                                
13 Robert Warren interview, 08 November 2012. 
14 Robert Warren interview, 08 November 2012. 
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There are some very talented people in the street, there are.  There are a lot of people who 

are disturbed and have other issues, too and need real help.  There are a lot of 

manipulators out there also, people running from child support… I understand child 

support. If you are economically scrapped, you have these orders to pay $500 a month, 

and for the last five years you’ve been broke; you still owe $500 a month! If you go to 

the courts with some kind of plan, even if it’s a $2 plan, they restructure the $500 to $50, 

$60, something. Then you only owe $50 until you get, you know. That $500 is 

accumulating. It will not stop until you go and confront, go to the courts. I met people 

here from Southern California, New York, Massachusetts—all over the country, right 

here. They say the shelter program is nice, but they’re running from things like child 

support, background checks. They used to do sweeps, the DEA, FBI, they used to put up 

a barrier where you  walked in, you get in line at the shelter, they stand there and look at 

you, every person, pretty detailed. Inside the office, they look at signatures and things 

like that. They’re looking for somebody. I don’t think it was a manhunt, I think it was a 

sweep. You know someone who jumped bail, outstanding charges, that sort of thing. 

They actually take him out of the shelters, not going chasing him out of the shelters. One 

specific time, like 30 or 40 guys disappeared. Most shelters have no beds; suddenly 

you’ve got 30 empty beds! They got the word or they got busted, or whatever. So they do 

these sweeps, they’re doing extra things to decriminalize the shelter programs. And to see 

that people are reporting to their parole officers.15  

 

Shelters 

Shelter rules, shelter conditions and shelter closures are discussed. 
                                                
15 David Edwards interview, 01 November 2012. 
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Eric Sheptock: 

When I first came to DC as a homeless person, I went to a park, Franklin Park, and I saw 

people who looked like they might be homeless and I went up and I said, “Where’s the 

nearest homeless shelter?” They pointed across the road to Franklin School Shelter.  I 

went there.  It was too late, all the beds were filled.  I went back to the park.  I found 

somebody else.  I said, “Where’s the next shelter?” They pointed me to Central Union 

Mission.  I walked up there, it was about ten blocks away and their policies actually 

scared me away.  Well, what it was when I first went in everything went well and they 

signed me up for a bed.  Then you had to go to the church service and after the church 

service they said they’re going to pat you down.  I said, “But I’m already in the building.  

I already got past security I thought I was good.”  They said, No, they’re patting you 

down for cigarettes. If you have cigarettes, a lighter or matches they take them away and 

they throw them out.  I had spent my last few dollars getting a pack of roll-up cigarettes 

and I wasn’t gonna let them take that.  Well, actually, first between check in and service I 

checked in then I went and I said to the person at the desk, “Can I go outside and smoke a 

cigarette now?”  And he said, “Cigarettes! You shouldn’t even have them on your 

person.”  He said, “We don’t allow cigarettes in here at all.”  He said, “Because it’s your 

first night I’ll let you go hide them somewhere outside.  Go in the alley and hide them.”  

So I went in the alley and I hid them but I kept my lighter in my pocket. Then after the 

church service they said, If you have lighters or cigarettes or matches we’re gonna throw 
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them all out.  And that’s when I said, “Okay, now this is way too crazy for me.”  I went 

back outside, went to the alley, got my cigarettes and I left and I slept outside.16   

Eric Sheptock: 

Well some are cleaner than others. Well, of the city run shelters, you have a mix. Some 

that are clean and some that are not. New York Avenue Shelter is a city-run shelter New 

York Avenue, 801 and Adams Place are three men’s shelters that are run by Catholic 

Charities. Catholic Charities is contracted under city government, Department of Human 

Services. And New York Avenue Shelter is by far the filthiest shelter in the city. And 

they have a lot of pets over there. A lot of rats and roaches and bed bugs, you name it. It 

is notorious for that. A mile and a half away, also in Northeast DC, you have the Adams 

Place Shelter, and that is, by contrast, known to be the cleanest shelter. And then in 

Southeast DC on the ground of Saint E’s hospital you have the 801 East Shelter, also 

known as the MLK Jr. Shelter, that’s actually pretty clean. And so it’s a real neat mix.17  

Valerie Williams: 

I was told  yesterday- it’s like there’s getting ready to shut down one of the homeless 

spaces where the people be there in the daytime. And they getting ready to shut that 

down. And was saying that if they don’t have enough space for them to lay there at night 

time, they have to get two chairs, they sit in one and- prop they feet up in there if it’s too 

cold you know, cause it’s too cold outside and they overpopulated with space, they- prop 

a chair and the sit in one prop they feet in another, they call the hyper thermic place to see 

if they have shelters that can accept them and if not that’s where they have to sleep. You 

know, or some places they have to leave. So it’s people freezing out there- they don’t 

                                                
16 Eric Sheptock interview (2), 12 October 2012 
17 Eric Sheptock interview (1), 12 October 2012 
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share that. People freezing, people afraid to go in homeless places, that’s why a lot of the 

sleep out there ‘cause they afraid to go in there. Imagine sleeping beside, bed by bed. All 

just, bed by bed, like a prison. Imagine that and folks got knives and folks got whatever 

and you got to sleep with one eye open and one eye shut. I wouldn’t want to go in them. I 

wouldn’t want to go up tell the truth, I would stay outside too before I would go in. It is 

sad. And see you have a society they call the shots, but they don’t even know how it feel. 

They don’t even have no idea what these people are going through. They don’t even go 

and see what they going through. And you- setting up shelter space- you call yourself 

doing - I mean its ok, ‘cause they can have somewhere to lay there head, but it’s not 

human. It’s not human. People sleep like dogs. Some dogs sleep better than they do.18 

Eric Sheptock: 

Fenty was a bit smarter and he made sure that he created housing programs.  Fenty closed 

two shelters.  He closed the DC Village Family Shelter and he created a housing program 

called STI, which is Systems Transformation Initiative.  Then when he closed Franklin 

school shelter he created the permanent supportive housing program.  Now, it actually 

became a bit of a bait and switch because you create these housing programs in order to 

justify the shelter closure and then after you close the shelter, you defund the housing 

program.  It’s like a bait and switch. 19  

Eric Sheptock: 

I know that in 2006 in January, ‘cause they count every January, they counted 6,157 

homeless people. The following year in 2007, it was exactly 400 less, 5757.  And since 

then it’s gone up. And so in January of this year it 6,954 at this point we are clearly 

                                                
18 Valerie Williams interview, 08 November 2012. 
19 Eric Sheptock interview (2), 12 October 2012 
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beyond 7,000 so we will counting again in January. I’m sure it’ll be like 7,300 and 

something. So the number of homeless is actually going up. The number of shelter beds 

is going down. We have increased need and decreased resources. And the Franklin 

School shelter was closed in September 2008. Franklin School, well, the building has five 

floors. They were housing 300 men or sheltering 300 men on two floors. And they had 

three floors that were unused. When the previous mayor, a man named Adrian Fenty, 

closed Franklin School shelter he said he was going to house at least 300 homeless men 

before closing the shelter. Well, in a sense he did keep his promise. On the day that 

Franklin, closed they had housed 240 men. And since then, that program has housed a lot 

more than 300 men. The program he created Permanent Supportive Housing has now 

housed somewhere between 1,500 and 2,000 homeless people. And Franklin, like I say, 

helped 300. But the thing about it is that the number of homeless people is increasing at a 

faster rate than people are being housed. So that when I tell you how many homeless folk 

there are, that does not include the people who are housed by the government, they are 

not counted among the presently homeless. There’s a major spike among homeless 

families that is the fastest growing segment of the homeless population. But I’m like this 

though, in January 2008 we counted 6,044 homeless people. In September 2008, the 

previous mayor’s program began to house homeless people and that program was used as 

an excuse to close Franklin School Shelter. We lost 300 shelter beds, but since the 

number of homeless has increased by more than 1,000 since then, if you needed that 300 

bed shelter when you had 6,044 homeless people, you surely need that 300 bed shelter 

now that you have 7,000 and some odd homeless people. And so it all depends on how 

you look at it. If you look at it from the standpoint of the mayor created the housing 
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program before closing the shelter, then that justifies the closure. But if you look at it 

from the standpoint of the number of homeless people has increased in spite of the 

housing program, then that doesn’t justify the closing.20 

Robert Warren: 

I think that’s because one of the reasons like I said the mayor is trying--  He’s always 

been talking about defunding shelters during non-hyperthermia season and part of me 

believes that’s not going to happen.  That I don’t think the federal government wants to 

see a whole lot of homeless people out on the streets, more than are already out there.  I 

don’t think the tourists, the population is going to stand for that.  So, I always think it’s a 

ruse for him to always defund other things while our advocacy over the last six months 

has been focused on this…7.5 million dollars for homeless services to prevent these 

shelters from closing in April…last year he threatened to defund homeless shelters but at 

the same time took 18.5 million dollars out of the Housing Production Trust Fund, and 

took the 18.5 million dollars out of the trust fund because he said he had to fund the 

Local Rent Voucher Program.  Now, the question I as is, “Okay, you took 18.5 million 

dollars out of the Housing Production Trust Fund to fund the Local Rent Voucher 

Program and you threatened to defund shelters during non-hyperthermia season.  So 

while you have us focused on you doing the worst of the worst, you then take the money 

out of the Housing Production Trust Fund and move money around in the budget and 

fund the Local Rent Voucher Program.  What happened to the money that was already 

supposed to fund the local voucher program?  Why was there no more money fund the 

local voucher program?”  Then you’re going to say, “Oh, well, we had to do that because 

of loss of federal dollars.”  So then it’s the federal government.  It’s always either the 
                                                
20 Eric Sheptock interview (1), 12 October 2012 
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federal government’s fault, why the nine billion dollar budget ain’t got no money to fund 

those programs or it’s the former mayor’s fault.  So that’s where they leave us at. 21 

Valerie Williams: 

These people need somewhere to live and all they saying is what can we do? Shelters- 

shouldn’t be. They spend more money on shelters… they are horrible. You know, you go 

to CCNC or some of these shelters, DC General, you got families- DC General is a 

family- orient, shelter for mothers and their children. And you go and they in these rooms 

and you have beds…next to bunk beds and people have all they stuff and some of them 

are afraid and it is just terrible up in those shelters. And then you have- the nerve to hire 

people that don’t have no compassion. And that really bothers me.  ‘Cause you have a lot 

of people just trying to make it themselves and they don’t know.22 

Robert Warren: 

Now in this women’s shelter. Man, you can’t imagine how these women have to live and 

how they have to--  How they’re in this little space that really you can’t breathe.  It’s like 

you going into a little dungeon.  It would be something that would represent something in 

a prison, if women were going to prison, back in and out of prison, right?  And this is 

where they had to go and live for the night or whatever.  That’s kind of like what it 

represents.  It represents like dorms and, you know, a closed area.  No windows.  And 

then you’ve got this vacant building next to it.  I’m just looking at it and I’m like--  I just 

happened to notice it one day and I’m just like, this is when it really became about trying 

to have some engagement with CCNV and these two women’s shelters on both sides and 

this one women’s shelter that needed space.  We had SHARC members that met with 

                                                
21 Robert Warren interview, 08 November 2012. 
22 Valerie Williams interview, 08 November 2012. 
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representative David Burns, the head of the Department of Human Services, 

Councilmember Jim Graham.  So we met with them.  We came down there, saw them.  

We talked about it.23 

Robert Warren: 

We’re really looking at the concept of this big house that a friend of mine has put 

together. ..  Then we’re talking about really trying to get some more churches involved in 

taking on projects with people who may be on SSI in shelters where they can try and get 

housing and units. Getting construction crews together more and start revamping some of 

these units and bring some units online that way and hopefully we can get some big 

enough projects where federal government and the city can come together and create 

some projects that would be able to service and bring the numbers down that way, you 

know, some bigger projects...we’re really hoping to look for creative ways that we can 

bring individuals, three and four individuals, who may have small amounts of income and 

be able to get properties they can rent together collectively.24 

 

Role of Local & National Government 

Educational services and social programs are discussed: 

  

Valerie Williams: 

Why don’t you create some of these facilities, open those up, rehab the apartments, get 

some of these men that don’t have jobs, they have skills. Homeless people have skills. 

They have lots of skills….You have men hat can do drywall. You have women that can 
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do clerical work. You have, I mean it’s a way to create, there’s a way to create, to stop 

homelessness. That is how you can create some jobs. Get that money, put it there to rehab 

the places. They can rehab their own places where they can have somewhere to live. 

Create jobs for them, while they’re doing that, give them a little stipend, you know so 

that they can-and have programs set up where you can teach them to budget, to teach 

them how to take care of themselves. Cause the majority of them don’t know how to take 

care of themselves. You have people that’s been in homelessness for forty years. That’s 

not real.25 

Valerie Williams:  

Well you know what you  have a lot of places like Strive DC and the place  that they 

getting ready to close the shelter day programming and those people look forward to that  

‘cause they out on the street…And that’s what they need to create. More day programs 

for them to have something to do. The place that they getting ready to shut down is Mi 

Casa up in Adams Morgan, their day program they getting ready to shut it down and we 

went to talk to them yesterday and speaking to them and trying to open their eyes to 

what’s getting ready to happen to them…They gone be out in the Street and then they 

have a park up there, where the- old recreation center was, they have a park. You got all 

these rich, white people, they want them outta if there. They don’t want them- in Ward 

One, they definitely don’t want them in Ward One, so they create problems for people. 

They want to move but you don’t have a place to put them, so they just wander. And they 

go to the park. They ran them away from the park. They can’t go in the park because 

children across the street. They have a school across the street and I understand that, but 

create something for them….  Create a day program. You could create a couple of 
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buildings where they can go during the day time, they can get structure there. You know, 

you can have people come in and talk to them you know they can have games, -relax 

their minds. Not worry about where am I going to be tonight? Where am I gonna get 

some food tonight. That’s a burden, I believe… So we need to just create places and 

things for them to do and educate them. You can -have programs where you have 

computers set up, somebody wants some computer skills…create something for people to 

learn, get a education, so that they can be productive in life.26 

 

Advocacy 

Advocacy efforts are reviewed. 

 

Eric Sheptock: 

Since then I’ve started using Facebook and Twitter.  I also have a blog and so I do a lot of 

public education, or popular education, around the homeless issue.  And, just like the guy 

that I told you about in Serbia.  After I was on the front page of the Washington Post, that 

went all over the world and people from various countries were reading the article in their 

language and a guy from Serbia…contacted me on Facebook and asked me.  He said, “I 

have two questions for you.  Number one:  how can anybody be homeless in the United 

States when folks from other countries are trying so hard to get there to this land of 

opportunity? And the other question is: how can you not be angry?” And I said, “Well the 

second question is easier to answer.  Being angry does nothing good, you have to be 
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proactive.  Don’t just get angry about the problem, figure out how to solve it and you’ll 

be more productive.27 

Robert Warren: 

My main tools are People for Fairness Coalition which I joined when I basically became 

homeless in 2005.  That was a group, it is a group, formed of formerly homeless and 

homeless individuals.  We’ve been engaged in really trying to get homeless individuals to 

do self-advocacy and to go out a vote… we’ve been working with another group that was 

founded through COHHO and People for Fairness Coalition which is SHARC which 

stands for Shelter, Housing, and Respectful Change, which is a group that you all visited 

and which meets down at CCNV.  We’ve also been engaged in trying to get residents at 

CCNV just engaged in more self-advocacy because I think that was the legacy that Mitch 

Snyder left at CCNV.  We’ve been having some progress…. SHARC is really…been 

having some good dialogue and having some success in creating town hall meetings.  

We’ve been meeting with city council members and just going down there and talking to 

folk and trying to get the homeless population involved with going down to city hall and 

involving themselves with self-advocacy and letting them know that that they’re got to be 

engaged and vote… We talked about that today also at the COHHO meeting where the 

last projection that we can get-- Actually, this 7.5 million dollars that we’ve been 

advocating for homeless services.  Now just to imagine, this is just to keep the shelters 

open during non-hyperthermia season.  We’ve been threatened with this for the last two 

years with this mayor, with actually defunding shelter services during non-hyperthermia 

season.  You have this task force that comes up with ideas, the ICH meeting and all these 

other people, who say that you need to have places open and centers open in order to 
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engage people year-round in ways that can end their homelessness.  And then you have 

another task force that’s coming up and all these recommendations you take it, you say, 

“Yeah we got these recommendations, but we can’t fund all these recommendations.”  

It’s kind of like, I don’t know-- I just don’t know where they’re coming from with some 

of their thinking and how they can have a nine billion dollar budget but there’s always a 

shortfall when it comes to money to help the least of our citizens. 28   

David Edwards: 

But then activism itself is planned teamwork. Its action-targeting , and productive 

movements. And advocacy, of course, is analyze and understand situations of the human 

compassion and solution wisdom. That’s how I define what I do. And that’s the Freedom 

of Media Activism Advocacy. So, I’ve put a lot of thought into this stuff, a lot of work.29 

Eric Sheptock: 

Well, what comes to mind when you ask that is that DC has a very rich history of 

homeless advocacy.  Homelessness has really been a problem for about thirty years 

now…  Here in DC, the CCNV shelter where I stay at, that shelter was created due to 

homeless advocacy.  The building was built in 1940 as a World War II army 

barracks….Then it became the Federal City College.  Then Federal City College moved 

and it became UDC and the building sat vacant for several years.  In the early eighties 

homeless folk began to go into that building and squat in the building…A guy named 

Mitch Snyder actually organized the homeless and they did civil disobedience.  Then 

Mitch went on a hunger strike and he almost died from it.  Fifty one days into his hunger 

strike, it was election time; it was time for Reagan’s reelection.  Reagan on the night 
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before his election, reelection, said, “Okay, I’m going to give you that building and make 

it into a shelter, have it renovated.”  Then he got reelected and he changed his mind, you 

know, broke his campaign promise.  Mitch went on another hunger strike and so Reagan 

finally caved in and said, “Okay, I’ll keep my promise.”  And he had the building 

renovated and turned into a shelter.  It was completed in 1988.  Mitch Snyder and Ronald 

Reagan signed a restrictive covenant saying the building would remain a shelter for thirty 

years, from 1988 until 2018.  And 2018 is almost upon us and so folk are talking now, the 

homeless people are talking about what’s going to happen to them.  There are different 

forces out there that are trying to get round that covenant and have it closed down 

early…But, Mitch Snyder organized the homeless back in the eighties and homeless 

people actually got that shelter, you know, or that building turned into a shelter.  I mean, 

they’ve been fighting for to retain shelter over the years.  They haven’t really done so 

well in the affordable housing because the rents are going up and we’re actually losing 

whatever affordable housing we had at one time.  I’ve been told that homeless advocates 

before I got here were actually fighting for affordable housing, but I don’t really see a lot 

of energy around that issue.30   
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