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In 2004, there were three million homeless people in America. Why were there so many? Have you ever wondered what you could do to help solve the problem of homelessness in America? Well, I have. In order to end homelessness we have to first understand the causes of homelessness. I believe that three significant causes of homelessness are untreated mental illness, ever-progressing drug addiction, and under-employment. I plan to alleviate the homeless problem by addressing these three underlying causes. 

First, to solve the problem of untreated mental illness, I would offer mental health education to kids in school, not just in college, so people of all ages might better understand the issues surrounding mental illness. I would also offer low-cost mental health care to all people who need it and who don’t have health insurance. I would solicit volunteer counselors to visit homeless shelters, I would ask drug companies for cheap pharmaceuticals and I would encourage volunteers to deliver the drugs directly to the people who need them. 

Second, to solve the problem of drug addiction, I would offer free drug rehabilitation to anyone who needs it. I would pay for it with a tax on alcohol. Some people might argue that the drug rehab wouldn’t last because the addict, without close monitoring, would easily fall off the wagon and become addicted again. I argue that we could offer long-term in-patient care for six months, then subsequent out-patient group homes and then transitional housing with a dedicated staff. We would gradually replace the addictions with healthy habits. 

Furthermore, to help solve rampant drug addiction, we could start education about drugs and alcohol in school, earlier, before kids develop a drug or alcohol problem. If drug education were offered in tandem with mental health education, kids would be less inclined to seek street drugs to self-medicate their depression, anxiety or other mental health problems. 

In addition to mental illness and drug addiction, there is the insidious problem of under-employment. Under-employment is when someone is working in a field other than what is appropriate for his or her skill-level or is making a wage lower than what he or she needs to live on. We can address this problem by increasing the minimum wage, increasing property taxes and modifying rent control so that people can afford to live in greater proximity to where they work. There are some cities like Santa Fe, New Mexico where there is a giant gap between wages and the cost of living. For example, a medical office manager might earn $12 per hour but the cost of rent for a two-bedroom apartment can run as high as $2,500 per month. How can a worker provide for his or her family with such a disparity?

Another way to solve homelessness is much more radical but I think much more inclined to work. It is a national system that could end the problem of homelessness once and for all. I call the program “Foster Care for Adults.” We have a system in place for orphaned children, but we have no similar system for orphaned adults. Why is that? Instead of warehousing the homeless in shelters or setting up expensive programs, with the mere hope that the homeless will access them, why not give tax breaks to tax-payers for taking one or more homeless persons under their care? The tax-payer wouldn’t invite a homeless person into their home, necessarily, which could potentially demean the homeless person, but the tax-payer could sponsor the homeless person. Such sponsorship might include contributing to a certain portion of the homeless person’s housing costs, taking the homeless person to his or her doctor and counseling appointments, making sure the homeless person takes his or her medication, and more. The sponsor would also agree to spend major holidays with the homeless person. This system could be governmental or private. It could run like Foster Care or like Big Brothers and Big Sisters. Either way, it would really work to not only address the main causes of homelessness but to generate understanding. It would, without a doubt, lessen the feelings of alienation many homeless people feel. 

Having the kind of one-on-one attention that such a sponsorship would provide would help to attenuate the feeling of alienation that leads to depression and quite possibly even to drug addiction.  Having such one-on-one attention would make sure that government programs, even ones already in place, are effective. For example, instead of repeating intensive drug rehabilitation every few months because of limited oversight or personal attention, a person would go once and would then receive ongoing care with potentially a higher rate of success. The addict would have a sponsor watching over him, taking him to meetings and appointments, making sure he stays clean. He would also have a reason to want to stay clean. He would have people in his life who care. 

In conclusion, I firmly believe that homelessness can be, at the very least, greatly diminished if we address the underlying causes of homelessness. Those causes include mental illness, drug addiction and under-employment. If addressing these three concerns with a greater zeal is not sufficient to decrease and then ultimately end homelessness, we could try my national “Foster Care for Adults” plan, which I think could once and for all eradicate homelessness. No matter which plan we try, we MUST try something, and we must begin now. 

