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Katonah resident John Foran is CEO of Praxis Housing Initiatives Inc., a nonprofit organization that provides transi-

tional housing for New York City's homeless people. Praxis is based in Manhattan.



Manhattan nonprofit
using new approach to
tackle endemic problem
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" The Journal News

Of all the issues facing Americans
that have long begged for a solution,
the nation’s homeless problem has
been perhaps the country’s most en-
trenched and embarrassing:

Not simply limited to a few select lo-
cales, cities across the country, regard-
less of size or climate, have long grap-
pled with what to do about the home-
less who wander city streets, huddle
in alleys and doorways, and sleep just
about anyplace that affords a modicum
of protection from the elements.

But now a change in the way in
which cities deal with homelessness is
leading to better results in helping
homeless people stay off the streets
and lead more promising lives.

Currently, about 2 million Ameri-
cans have no place to call home with
about 10 percent of them chronically
displaced.

In New York City, about 8,000 peo-
ple fall into the latter category, accord-
ing to John Foran, the recently ap-
pointed chief executive of Praxis
Housing Initiatives Inc., one of 18
agencies that help address the needs
of the city’s homeless population.

Founded in 1995, Praxis operates
four residential buildings that provide

transitional housing for 400 of New
York City’s homeless people. There,
Praxis staff work with clients to gain the
skills they need to live productively in
permanent housing.

The nonprofit organization receives
the bulk of its funding from federal,
state and city governments, with a
small amount from individual donors.
Praxis has an annual budget of slight-

ly less than $10 million and a staff of
100, or one employee for every four
cllents

Foran supports a relatively new con-
cept, known as “housing first,” that is
yielding striking success in reducing
the numbers of homeless in many U.S.
cities that have tried it.

The idea, as the name suggests, is
to first give homeless people a perma-
nent place to live. As they become ad-
justed and feel more secure, a regimen
is gradually imposed to address indi-
vidual needs, including addiction con-
trol, mental-health counseling, physi-
cal health problems and vocational
counseling.

“The big mistake that many people
make when thinking about homeless-
ness is they associate it with ‘house-
lessness,’ ” says Foran, who lives in
Katonah., -

“That’s not the case. Homelessness
really involves people who have be-
come disconnected from community
and society and cannot live a function-
ing life in a normal setting without as-
sistance,” he says.

Reducing the rate of chronically
homeless is more cost effective than
alternatives, such as jail, which costs
about $150 a person a day compared
to about 8§50 a day in a Praxis facility,
Foran says. A stay in the hospital can
run 10 times or more than that amount
a day.

One of Foran’s first initiatives will
be to find funding for Praxis to estab-
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Helping homeless with ‘housing first’
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lish its own permanent supportive-
housing program. The organiza-
tion currently places people in per-
manent domiciles, “but not our
own,” Foran says.

About 88 percent of Praxis
clients have some form of mental
illness, he says. About 93 percent
of them use drugs or alcohol, and
nearly all are at least “dual-diag-
nosed,” meaning they have multi-
ple forms of disability.

Those disabilities include
HIV/AIDS, hepatitis C, bipolar
disorder, depression and psychot-
ic episodes, such as schizophre-
nia, all of which are treatable, he

says.

Foran, who first joined Praxis
three years ago as chief financial
officer, recently took time out to
answer a few questions about
Praxis, his plans for the organiza-
tion and his views on homeless-
ness. Here are some excerpts:

Q: Do you agree that “housing
first” initiatives are effective in al-
leviating the nation’s homeless-
ness problem?

A: Yes, absolutely. We do that
to some extent with the transition-
al housing. What you really want
to do is create an atmosphere of
community, and that's what

they've been missing in their life,
They have no peer groups in
which they can interact in their
community and feel at ease.
They're very defensive when you
first meet them. And once you in-
corporate them into a community,
they open up (and) they become
amenable to treatment.

Q: How many staffers do you
have?

A: We employ 100 people.
Many of our people have been in-
volved in the critical justice sys-
tem, before becoming employees
of Praxis. About 60 percent of our
employees are former felons.
That’s the dual mission of Praxis.
What we found is that these peo-
ple can relate to those people suf-
fering with addictions better prob-
ably than any other group. And
they have a great deal of sympa-
thy and empathy for our clients.

Q: How do you go about finding
your clients? |

A: All the homeless people we
receive are referred to us by Hu-
man Resource Administration of
New York City, the Department of
Health or the Department of Home-
less Services; those are three areas
where clients come to first and then
get sent to us the same day that
they arrive at those agencies.

Q: You talked about your orga-

nization's “dual mission” of Praxis.
Is that unique to Praxis or are
there other organizations in New
York City that also try to accom-
plish the same thing?

A: No, that’s unique to Praxis.
Although people who have been
incarcerated are used as coun-
selors here-and-there at different
locations, it's unique to have this
large number of people at any one
agency. It's something that we are
going to try to establish as a na-
tional model because it's become
so effective.

Q: What piqued your interest in
coming to work for Praxis in 2004?

A: Praxis is an organization that
really epitomizes the type of is-
sues that I've been interested in all
my life. It's one that addresses the
most-destitute of all society. Hav-
ing grown up with role models
like John F. Kennedy, Pope John
XXIII, Martin Luther King Jr. and
Mother Teresa, it's hard not to get
excited about an opportunity to
run an organization where you can
make a huge contribution to indi-
viduals who otherwise would not
have the opportunities that we can
afford them.

Q: Is there one thing that you
can point to in your style of leader-

ship that you hope will further
Praxis’ mission?

A: 1 suppose if there's one
thing, it’s that I came from a for-
profit background that is focused
not only on mission, but is also re-
sults-driven. That’s helped me in
the four not-for-profits I've been ef-
fective in. In the past, I've done a
lot of benchmark setting, measur-
ing, monitoring and managing
success in each area always to
standards and goals. That's key in
a not-for-profit and not always
present. What I find is that a medi-
um-sized not-for-profit, such as
Praxis, can be far more effective
than larger not-for-profits because
we have the ability to move fast to
address needs that are increasing,
such as this mental-health prob-
lem. We have the ability to be
much more innovative.

Q: Do you have an immediate
initiative that you're leading your
organization to implement?

A: From a financial standpoint,
I'm hoping to get the funds to
move into permanent-supportive
housing, (which is) our No. 1 new
initiative.

Reach David Schepp
at dschepp@lohud.com
or 845-578-2437.





