Life on edge of homelessness 
Boarding homes keep many off streets, but complaints abound 
By Kim Horner / The Dallas Morning News / Saturday, November 22, 2003
Up a dark stairway next to a Jefferson Boulevard beauty shop, a dozen people on plastic chairs watch the Sci-Fi Channel through a thick haze of cigarette smoke. With the lights off, a small window offers only a sliver of sunlight. 
Carla Sneed sits in boredom, another day spent at the long rows of tables in the tile-floored room used to eat and watch TV. Medication helps stave off the voices and severe mood swings, but epileptic seizures keep her from holding a job. At 39, she lives on a $552-a-month government check that's mostly gone once she pays her $430 rent at The Jefferson House room-and-board in north Oak Cliff. 

But if she could work, she said, she'd like to have a TV show like Oprah Winfrey's so she could tell people not to fear the mentally ill. 
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Carla Sneed desperately wants Oprah Winfrey to do a show on mental illness and thinks she would be a good spokesperson and advocate for the mentally ill. 


"Everybody considers us outcasts," she said. "I feel like my life doesn't mean nothing sometimes." 

The Jefferson House is one of about 200 largely unregulated Dallas-area homes for the hundreds of people released from local psychiatric hospitals, drug rehabilitation centers, jail or other facilities each year with no money and nowhere to go. For some, boarding homes are a temporary stop before landing an apartment. For others, they are a way of life but still just a small step above homelessness. 

The homes, which typically house anywhere from six to 40 people, attract complaints from neighbors who want the city to do something about the high concentration of rundown facilities in East Dallas and Oak Cliff, where disoriented residents beg for food and money. 

A city Boarding Home Taskforce met Thursday and is looking for solutions. But beyond enforcing criminal and code violations, the city has little control over the quality of care provided. 

"It's a tangled mess is what it is," said Dallas City Council member Veletta Forsythe Lill, whose district includes many of the East Dallas boarding homes. 
The Jefferson House was recently cited for having an inadequate fire alarm system. The for-profit home for about 40 people with mental illness is one of the best boarding homes in Dallas, said Ms. Sneed, who has sampled more than a few. 

Many agree that the system for housing the mentally and physically disabled, drug addicts, ex-offenders and others on the edge of homelessness is broken. Most of the homes are neither licensed nor regulated – even though some receive substantial taxpayer dollars. 

Without regulation, services vary. Some facilities do not provide food, electricity, phones or other basics. Very few offer treatment or 24-hour supervision, although most residents have serious mental illnesses, drug or alcohol addictions and other problems. 

"As bad as some of these homes are, it's still a roof over their head," said Hazel Byers of the local chapter of the National Alliance for the Mentally Ill. 

No food, electricity 

One woman was referred to several local boarding homes as she waited for county assistance to receive her own apartment this spring. At one home, she shared a cramped bedroom with other women. The carpet smelled like urine, there was no heater and the bathroom was filthy and had broken fixtures. Owners charged each resident $5 for toilet paper. Dinner often was a pack of bologna with no bread, for all 12 housemates to share. The refrigerator was kept locked. 

"Everyone stayed hungry all the time," said the woman, a former corporate administrative assistant who has been in and out of hospitals for years and could no longer work. She requested anonymity because of the stigma against mental illness. 
"It's appalling, and they treat people horribly," said the woman, who lives in a government-subsidized apartment. "If you had any self-esteem when you got there, you didn't by the time you left." 

Some boarding homes are supposed to provide room and board, others just a bed. 

Even the terminology is confusing. The city uses "boarding houses" as a catchall phrase that includes halfway houses, small residential hotels, rehab centers, group homes and other facilities. Different zoning regulations apply to each type of home. For example, halfway houses are required to be located at least a mile from each other. But many facilities have violated city code by not getting proper permits. 

No qualifications are required for someone to open a boarding home, and many of the owners do not have special training to assist their clients. Despite complaints that some owners profit from their tenants, those in the industry say they barely scrape by. 

Bad food or no food, filthy conditions, rundown buildings and dangerous neighborhoods are common complaints about boarding homes. Here are some recent cases: 

· The city closed Grupo 24 Horas Renacimiento (24 Hour Born Again Group), a ramshackle West Dallas residential drug and alcohol treatment facility at 1537 Singleton Blvd. in June. Many of residents ran away when authorities arrived. 

According to reports, exposed electrical wires posed a fire hazard, residents complained of being tied up to prevent drug use, and the place was filthy. Residents weren't being fed, and they were left without hot water or air conditioning. Men and women slept on the floor in one large room. 

Police responding to a fight at the unlicensed rehab found on the concrete floor a pig carcass that was to be eaten later for dinner. 

"I couldn't have slept that night if we hadn't closed the place down," Dallas Fire-Rescue Deputy Chief Joe Pierce said. "I would rather for them [residents] to be homeless than in a place where they would die." 

José Villarreal, who runs Grupo 24 Horas, said he has opened another rehab facility for up to 50 drug and alcohol addicts down the street. Mr. Villarreal said he's a recovering alcoholic who spends his own money on the facility to help others become sober. 

Residents live there temporarily, chipping in $1 a day, and they follow a 12-step program, he said. He said he never tied up residents but restrained some of them who had delusions to keep them from harming themselves. 

"We put a blanket around them like a mummy," Mr. Villarreal said. After the city closed the former building, he stopped the practice, he said. 

Mr. Villarreal said he does not think the building was unsafe. He added that the city came at an especially bad time and that he could not control the fact that someone had brought in a pig carcass. 

· The Dallas County Department of Health and Human Services moved residents out of Zeeda's Residential, at 3000 Birmingham Ave. in Dallas, after tenants complained they had gone without food and gas utilities for three days in March. The caseworkers found an empty pantry and a refrigerator bare except for three eggs and three margarine containers with old leftovers, according to records. One resident was a diabetic under treatment for bipolar disorder, which required him to take medication with food. 

Residents also complained about an interruption in electricity and phone service that month. They were told to leave the house during the day and also were asked to use their food stamps to buy food for the house. County caseworkers took the residents to a Denny's and immediately found them new homes. 

Talesia Beasley, who owned and operated the facility, closed it in May. Ms. Beasley said utilities had been cut off but restored the same day. She said the county didn't pay her on time and she often had to pay for residents' food. She receives $10 per person per day for housing. 

"For $10 a day, I can't feed you steak every day. So a lot of the clients complain," Ms. Beasley said. "I got so frustrated with them I called them up and said you can come get all your clients. I'm done." 

· Dallas County stopped sending homeless people to Renaissance Place in March after moving six residents from its facility in several Hudspeth Avenue apartments in east Oak Cliff. Complaints included poor sanitation, no electricity, unfed residents, unpaid rent and lack of telephones, according to county records. 

The owners, Ernest and Debbie Walker, said they asked the county to relocate the residents because of a dispute with their landlord. Mr. Walker said Renaissance Place took residents to apply for food stamps because what the county pays isn't enough to take care of a person. They have moved their boarding home location twice since March. 

Mr. Walker said boarding home operators are a convenient scapegoat in a system not adequate enough to help the homeless and mentally ill. 

"In the end, who gets dumped on? The boarding home. No one wants to take responsibility. It's easier to blame the boarding home," he said. 

Differing environments 

The Walkers wanted the people in their care to live in an east Oak Cliff apartment complex so they would not be isolated. But the neighbors sometimes were a bad influence. 

"You find out you're providing customers to the neighborhood drug dealers," Mr. Walker said. 
Although boarding homes can be found throughout the Dallas-Fort Worth area, most are concentrated in some of Dallas' high-crime neighborhoods – making drug rehab extra tough in homes next to visible drug dealing. 

But not all boarding homes are dismal. 

Denise Porter's five-bedroom, two-story, 3,300 square-foot brick home looks like any other in Cedar Hill. Inside, seven residents live in a spotless home with candles, pictures on the walls, plants and fresh fruit sitting on the counter – and an unlocked refrigerator. Ms. Porter hopes to show that room-and-boards can provide quality care. 

"I'm trying to do a different spin on group homes," said Ms. Porter, a registered nurse. 

However, the suburban facility isn't directly next to a bus line like inner-city boarding homes, a drawback since most residents do not own cars. 

Dangerous facilities 

No supervision and overcrowding contributed to several deaths in fires at boarding homes for the mentally ill in the 1990s. 

In 1995, two residents died in a fire deliberately set in a bedroom at a defunct north Oak Cliff boarding home. Fire officials said at the time that crowded living conditions made it difficult for some residents to escape. In 1990, four women were killed when another Oak Cliff boarding house burned. Investigators said another woman living at the house set the blaze intentionally. 
Fires are a potential problem at some boarding homes because many residents try to smoke in bed. The Jefferson House employs a 24-hour staff that conducts checks every hour to make sure no one's sneaking a smoke in their rooms. The city recently inspected 13 properties for building code violations, code enforcement problems, criminal activity and other problems. 

Officials found various hazards, including no smoke detectors or fire alarms. Owners have fixed problems or are working on solutions. The Jefferson House installed a new fire-alarm system after the city inspection. 

Dispensing medications 

Larry Johnson, owner of the Jefferson House, is a father figure to many of his tenants. But he doesn't have authority to require residents to do what some won't: take their medicine. 

By law, unlicensed facilities can't dispense medications. But many boarding homes, including the Jefferson House, store the medicines in one place and keep records of who takes what. Board-and-care owners who participate in the county program face another quandary: The county requires them to provide "an acceptable method for the storage and distribution of prescribed medications," which operators said can conflict with state law. 
Mr. Johnson said there's nothing he can do when Ms. Sneed refuses to take her medicine. 

She has schizophrenia, bipolar disorder and a history of drug problems that got her arrested for possession and prostitution, records show. Twenty-nine percent of people diagnosed as mentally ill also have drug or alcohol addictions, according to the National Mental Health Association. 

When she's taking her prescriptions, Ms. Sneed talks excitedly about her two daughters, now young adults. She proudly shows her collection of stuffed teddy bears. But she stops taking her pills because of side effects like dry mouth and trembling. Soon after going off the meds, she hears voices that tell her to kill herself. Ms. Sneed has been hospitalized about once a month this year after becoming suicidal. 

Clearly unwell, Ms. Sneed walked into Mr. Johnson's office one recent afternoon. 

"I'm hearing voices today, Daddy," she said, using the name she always calls him. 

"Do you want to go to psych?" Mr. Johnson said. 

Ms. Sneed nodded, crying. 

"I ain't feeling in my happy mood. I'm not feeling like Carla. I'm feeling like another person. It ain't me," Ms. Sneed said. "My mind's going 100 miles an hour. I can't take it anymore. It's so hard, Daddy. Why can't I be normal? ... I might just give up." 

Mr. Johnson, who's run the Jefferson House for 20 years, remained calm. 

"Don't give up," he said. "We've got too much to do." 

She was back in the hospital that day. 

As difficult as it is to see residents in such pain, Mr. Johnson said, he doesn't have the answers. He said he simply tries to run a place where people can live and not be on the streets. 

"They come and go," he said. "We just try to keep them safe." 

Behavioral problems 

In the Mill Creek neighborhood near downtown, residents noticed increasing numbers of people roaming their streets a year ago. They reported drug activity and missing porch furniture and plants. 

The neighborhood has several turn-of-the-century homes that sell for about $400,000. The Mill Creek Neighborhood Association started a crime patrol last year and, while cruising around, discovered 29 boarding homes, residential hotels and other places that house mentally ill residents, released sex offenders and recovering drug addicts. Some of the facilities didn't have city permits. 
"This has become a dumping ground," said homeowners association president Lee Pepper, who moved to his 1913 Prairie-style home nearly four years ago. "It's not that people are so much against trying to help people, but why are they doing it under the radar? When you have an issue like this, you don't know who to call." 

Dallas City Council member Elba Garcia, who represents parts of Oak Cliff, said residents called her about frequent screaming in the middle of the night at a boarding home in her district. She checked it out. 

"I walked in one day, and the place was not the nicest place," Dr. Garcia said. 

Residents near another Oak Cliff room-and-board said residents from the facility begged in the neighborhood even though the operators were supposed to provide meals, she said. 

"These people have to find some food, so they go and beg to get food," Dr. Garcia said. "How do we make sense of this?" 

Boarding home operators say they're simply providing housing to keep people off the streets. 

Creighton Cardwell of C&M Management manages several East Dallas rooming houses that do not provide food or cater to any specific population. Four of his Reiger Street properties used to house more than a dozen sex offenders, who have moved on after pressure from the neighborhood. 

Mr. Cardwell said he wants to be a good neighbor. He said he screens tenants but needs more help from police to control drug activity. He also said East Dallas residents should understand what they're getting into when they move to the area. 

"This is scummy East Dallas. Don't kid yourself," he said. "They [neighbors] have some beautiful homes. It's unfortunate they're in this war zone." 

Boarding home operators said they work hard to keep their residents from being a nuisance. 

Alice Paige, who runs Precious Gems in central Oak Cliff, said fear has led to complaints from neighbors. 

"We all want to help the homeless, but we want them in a dark, dingy place that's removed from us," she said. 

Ms. Paige said that to limit complaints, she sets rules for her residents: Don't hang out on the front porch, don't panhandle in the neighborhood and don't call 911 about fights or other problems without calling her first. 

No regulation 

Dallas County Department of Health and Human Services is the only agency that regularly monitors about 30 boarding homes in its own program. 

The city inspects facilities for code, health, fire and building violations and addresses criminal activity. But it has little control over the quality of care. 
"There's not one set of regulations that would apply across the board," Ms. Lill said. "You may have four different types of rooming houses on one street which may be under four sets of regulations." 

On the state level, the Department of Human Services investigates complaints about unlicensed boarding homes. Last fall, the state hired an ombudsman to visit boarding homes. But funds for the job run out at the end of the month. However, boarding home residents still can call an ombudsman at the Senior Source in Dallas if they have problems. 

The state investigated 43 complaints about unlicensed long-term care facilities for the disabled and elderly at 36 Dallas addresses during fiscal 2003, which ended in August. There were 12 violations. 

In those cases, the state gives the operator three options: get a license, stop providing personal care services or reduce the number of residents to three or fewer so they can be exempt. If operators do not comply, the attorney general's office may issue a temporary or permanent injunction against the facility or refer the case to the district attorney's office. The state recently sent such a letter to Familiar Footsteps in South Dallas. Owners of the facility did not return phone calls seeking comment. 

Lack of funding 

Unsafe, substandard conditions also have been reported at boarding homes nationwide. The state determined in February that a San Antonio woman operated an assisted-living facility for the mentally ill without a license after neighbors complained about the residents roaming the neighborhood asking for food, money and beer. The facility shut down soon after. 

Many blame the problem on de-institutionalization policies that put mentally ill clients back in the communities to live independently instead of in psychiatric facilities. Under the system, residents often must survive on $552-a-month Supplemental Security Income checks, a safety net for people with little Social Security. Often mental health caseworkers refer residents to boarding homes because that's the only thing affordable. Some boarding facilities require that residents have their checks paid directly to the owners, which has led to allegations that the owners kept the change. 
Texas ranks 47th in public spending per capita for mental health services, according to the most recent statistics available from the Mental Health Association in Texas. The state spent $37.53 per person in the fiscal year that end in August 2001. 

The state cut its budget for mental health services about 4 percent for the current fiscal year. 

El Shaddi Bed & Board in southeast Oak Cliff has 62 beds. Only 28 have been filled lately because there's no one to pay for them, said Sylvia Hendrix, president of the for-profit business. Ms. Hendrix said it's a mistake to give SSI checks directly to people instead of board-and-cares because some with mental illness and drug problems will choose to stay on the streets. Dallas has an estimated 5,000 homeless people, many of them suffering mental illnesses and addictions. 

"I cannot figure why we give these folks all these rights and all this money," Ms. Hendrix said. 

Mr. Johnson, the Jefferson House owner, said he's already struggling to run his facility. He doesn't accept county clients because he said the pay isn't enough. Mr. Johnson said he'd like to charge more, but he can't raise the rent because most of his residents survive on so little income. 

Despite complaints that some boarding home operators profit off their tenants, Mr. Johnson said, that would be difficult. 

"If anyone's in this for the money, they're in the wrong business," he said. 

Seeking solutions 

Many people who want to improve boarding homes offer the same solution: more regulation. 

"We want to raise the bar to where these are decent places," said Dave Hogan, manager of the city's crisis intervention program and head of the boarding home task force. "They're [boarding homes] under the radar screen right now. I want that radar screen dropped." 
Efforts to require boarding homes to become state-licensed have failed in the past. 

As a state legislator, U.S. Rep. Eddie Bernice Johnson, D-Dallas, introduced a bill to license boarding homes after the deadly Oak Cliff fire of 1990. The measure never passed. 

Some boarding home operators agree that the industry needs regulation. But many said meeting the requirements would cost too much without government funding. Ms. Hendrix, of El Shaddi, said her facility switched from licensed to nonlicensed because of the higher operating costs, including insurance. 

Meanwhile, the steady stream of homeless, disabled and others searching for housing continues. 

"I don't want to close anybody down, and I know there's a population we have to serve. But I believe they have to be regulated," Dr. Garcia said. "People deserve good homes and good treatment, especially if the state and the county are paying for it." 
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