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Getting vets off the streets

BARSTOW — Like many other military veterans before him, Paul Hanks was just planning on passing through Barstow.

Instead he became stranded. He said he left his Columbus, Ohio, home and was on his way to Los Angeles to promote
his screenplay when his truck broke down in Needles. He had enough money to get to Barstow.

The Army veteran who served from 1966 to 1968 ended up at Desert Manna in Barstow. While staying at the Desert
Manna shelter, he was given information on an organization called U.S. Vets.

"God bless U.S. Vets," Hanks said while sitting in the living room of his new apartment on Fredricks Street in Barstow.
U.S. Vets helped Hanks move into the small apartment five weeks ago.
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More military veterans seeking a housing solution also may discover it in Barstow soon.

The Housing Authority of San Bernardino County plans to provide 50 apartment units in Barstow to serve as temporary housing for veterans. Ana Gamiz,
director of Community Affairs, said the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development is awaiting approval from the U.S. Department of Veterans
Affairs to move forward with the plan. Gamiz said HUD is hoping to hear from the VA by next week.

Gamiz said the Barstow temporary housing is part of a larger effort to provide secure housing for all of the county's homeless veterans. She said the temporary
housing will allow both agencies to contact the veterans when permanent housing is located.

Gamiz said the Housing Authority owns 500 public housing, affordable housing and market rate apartments.

The San Bernardino County Board of Supervisors is also joining the effort to get veterans off the streets. The supervisors approved a new strategy to end
veterans' homelessness during a July 24 special session.

"If we're able to cross the finish line with this, there's so much more we can accomplish in other areas," Board Chairman James Ramos said.

Ramos, 1st District Supervisor Robert Lovingood, 5th District Supervisor Josie Gonzales and 2nd District Supervisor Janice Rutherford committed to the new
plan to place the county's estimated 400 homeless veterans in permanent housing.

Special Assistant to the VA Secretary Vincent Kane spoke to the supervisors via Skype. He said the VA is working with HUD to identify additional HUD-VASH
(Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing) vouchers. Kane stressed the importance of moving from managing homelessness to ending homelessness. He urged
partners to identify who needs housing, how to sustain it and the tools to achieve community integration.

Areport from the special session noted a Homeless Veterans Community Planning Group formed in November at the VA Medical Center in Loma Linda. It said
the group will assess the scope of the homeless veteran problem in the county, establish benchmarks and identify resources needed to accomplish the mission.

Laurie Martell of the Loma Linda VA Medical Center told supervisors 91 veterans have been housed this past year and 115 veterans are working with the VA to
move into housing.

Desert Manna CEO Darrin Fikstad says the plight of homeless vets is a continual issue in Barstow. His shelter supervisor and a homeless management
information systems clerk estimate on average, five homeless veterans end up at the shelter every month.

"Some of them are wandering," Marla Becerra said. "Some of them will stay put. Some of them do not."

Becerra said Desert Manna works with other agencies like U.S. Vets to find transitional housing for the homeless veterans who seek transitional and permanent
housing.

Mike Lamb can be reached at 760-475-8337 or mlamb@desertdispatch.com. You can also follow him on Twitter @mlambdispatch
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