
enton County is one of the most 
highly educated counties in all 
of America, yet homelessness is 

still an overwhelming problem. Shouldn’t 
an educated community be able to deci-
pher a solution?

Obviously there are no easy answers to 
ending chronic homelessness and poverty. 
Now more than ever, people who have lived 
comfortably their entire lives are search-
ing for ways to stay afloat. If we cannot 
cure homelessness, and educated people are 
floundering due to an unpredictable econ-
omy, we must find a way to manage rather 
than cure.

The Corvallis Homeless Shelter Coali-
tion operates under the guidance of a feder-
ally conceived 10-year plan adopted by the 
Benton County Board of Commissioners in 
2009. Because there are so many different 
organizations within Corvallis all pursuing 
the same goal of eradicating homelessness, 
they must work together and communicate 
effectively in order to create an efficient sys-
tem of helping the homeless.

The goals for the individual homeless 
people is to secure long-term housing. This 
is accomplished by improving their overall 
physical and mental health, overcoming ad-
diction, and education assistance with an 
emphasis on skills that improve employ-
ability.

One of the programs provided for low-
income, homeless, and generally food-in-
secure residents of Corvallis is the Stone 
Soup Meal Program which has been active 
in the community for about 30 years. There 
are two meal sites in the city of Corvallis: St. 
Mary’s school gym on Monday, Wednes-
day, Thursday, Friday and First Christian 
Church on Tuesday, Saturday, and Sunday. 
Combined, both sites serve complete meals 

seven days per week. The program provides 
between 2500 and 3000 meals per month, 
about 32,000 meals over the course of the 
year.

“Everyone is welcome at Stone Soup, 
anyone who’s hungry,” said Sue Schulz, the 
Head Kitchen Coordinator for the First 
Christian site. “You don’t have to be home-
less and we don’t ask for any ID.”

There are no paid positions at Stone 
Soup, it is run entirely by volunteers in the 
community. St. Mary’s and First Christian 
Church donate both the space and utilities. 
Funding is provided through both small 
grants as well as donations from the com-
munity at large. All funds that come in as 
donations go directly toward food and sup-
plies for the program.

The food is provided by Linn Benton 
Food Share through donations from local 
grocery stores such as Trader Joe’s, Fred 
Meyer, Market of Choice, and Albertson’s 
as well as leftover food from the Oregon 
State University dining halls. (Trader Joe’s 
directly provides food weekly to a Stone 
Soup site.) Stone Soup purchases the food 
for pennies on the pound from Linn Ben-
ton Food Share.

“People come [to Stone Soup] for many 
reasons: some people are hungry, some are 
food insecure, some come for the socializa-
tion, and some come for all of the above,” 
said Schulz.

Steve Chovanec, Head Kitchen Coordi-
nator at the Mary’s site, says that the meals 
are plentiful and nutritious. “It’s a complete 
meal: salad, soup, coffee, a main course, and 
dessert,” said Chovanec. “There’s no reason 
for anyone to go hungry in Corvallis, you 
can get a hot meal every day of the week.”

According to Chovanec, college students 
make up a large part of Stone Soup’s vol-
unteer base and they are always welcoming 

newcomers.
Although Stone Soup is a well-oiled ma-

chine, there still are many goals for the fu-
ture. One includes introducing a new, more 
“family-friendly” meal site which can be ac-
cessed by more families, women, children, 
and babies who are not necessarily home-
less, but need assistance in meeting their 
nutritional needs and may be struggling 
financially.

While attending one of the dinner’s at 
the St. Mary’s meal site, I sat down with a 
bright smiled, well-dressed man in his early 
40’s named Paul. Paul is homeless. “It took 
me awhile to admit I had to come here, but 
I am so glad I did,” said Paul. “The Sun-
day night dinner is the kicker! Great atmo-
sphere and music.” Paul is one of a handful 
of homeless residents in Corvallis who have 
been selected for the Partners Place hous-
ing project.

According to Barbara Ross of the Corval-
lis Homeless Shelter Coalition, 14 people 
will be residing in the new Partners Place 
building at Northwest 16th Street and 
Harrison Boulevard. The building consists 
of six, two-bedroom units as well as room 
for the on-site property manager. The hous-
ing is permanent and residents will share a 
kitchen but have their own private bed and 
have the ability to lock their bedroom door.

Partners Place takes a “housing first” 
mentality, which, unlike programs such 
as Community Outreach, does not insist 
homeless residents be clean, sober, and 
healthy for five days prior to entering the 
program. Instead, they provide the resourc-
es beforehand to give the homeless solid 
footing in order to aid them in making a 
healthy transition.

When speaking to various members of 
the homeless community, they expressed 
concern about the facts and figures being 

represented by the local media. Recently, 
the Corvallis Gazette-Times published 
and article entitled “Homeless count shows 
improvement” that optimistically claimed 
the number of homeless people in the tri-
county area to be on a decline from previous 
years based on a tally conducted in January.

Several local homeless residents called 
these figures “wildly inaccurate” and 
claimed that the numbers, which the Ga-
zette-Times claimed to be 107 homeless 
people in Benton County and 124 home-
less people in Linn County, to be “more like 
500 or more.”

Although most local programs that spe-
cialize in providing care to the homeless 
and low-income people are private non-
profits rather than government entities, 
naysayers still clamor about taxpayer money 
being used to fund these programs through 
government assistance grants. Time and 
time again, studies have shown that pro-
viding the homeless population with these 
services costs the public much less money 
in the long term. By treating the homeless 
people and straightening their divergent 
paths, we invest in their long-term health 
and eventually end up paying less in unpaid 
court costs, jail time, and health care costs.

Making it illegal for homeless people to 
live by charging them with crimes for sleep-
ing on the streets is financially and mor-
ally irresponsible. The homeless people are 
charged and ordered to go to court, which is 
expensive for you, I, and everyone involved. 
The homeless people obviously do not have 
the funds to afford the penalties presented 
against them. It is a vicious cycle which is 
damaging everyone’s quality of living. “It’s 
illegal for us to sleep,” said Paul whose camp 
had recently been busted along with more 
than 40 other people. Paul claims that one 
area he used to camp at for five dollars per 
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night has since been turned into a dog park, 
possibly to spite the homeless community.

Another major program providing servic-
es to the Corvallis homeless is Community 
Outreach Inc. COI has been around for 40 
years and started as a drop-in center but has 
turned into an all encompassing homeless 
rehabilitation program. Although several 
of the homeless community members that 
I talked with preferred to not deal with 
COI, possibly due to their strict policies 
regarding sobriety, they offer a plethora set 
of resources to the community. Emergency 
and transitional housing for both men and 
women, food boxes once per month, medi-
cal clinics for the uninsured and underin-
sured, and drop in emergency services such 
as a food pantry kitchen, and a three times 
daily shower seven days per week. Clients 
can also store important documents such as 
birth certificates and identification cards on 
property as well as obtain special lockers for 
their belongings.

Community Outreach also has a 24 hour 
crisis line, mail services (the homeless can 
use CO’s address), phone use, messaging 
services, child care, mental health counsel-
ing (individual and group), behavioral and 
alcohol and drug therapy, medical care, and 
dental health.

Kenny Lowe, the Social Services Direc-
tor of Community Outreach, believes one 

reason for homelessness in Corvallis is be-
cause “the rich get richer and the poor get 
poorer.” He thinks that although homeless-
ness might not exactly be a larger problem 
in Corvallis compared to larger cities, it is 
much more prevalent because “they don’t fit 
into the typical Corvallis mentality.”

If you are interested in taking advantage 
of the services Community Outreach pro-
vides, “just call or come in to get a run down 
to see the limitations and requirements for 
shelters, meaning passing criminal back-
ground, no sex offenders, and five days clean 
and sober,” said Lowe. Other eligible people 
are domestic violence victims, people in a 
family assistance plan, referrals from county 
and city jails, and medical referrals. COI 
also has 10 beds slotted for veterans with a 
partnership with the Veteran’s Administra-
tion.

Several other resources available for the 
local homeless community include New 
Beginnings drug rehabilitation, Corval-
lis public health and mental health, OSU 
Emergency Food Pantry (open twice 
monthly) and Vina Moses, which provides 
free clothing monthly, toys for kids, and 
laundry facilities. Two extremely valuable 
resources are the Corvallis Daytime Drop-
in Center for socialization and snacks dur-
ing the day, and the cold weather overnight 
men’s and women’s shelter that is open four 

Food Review by Craig Wiroll
Restaurant: School Gymnasium at St. Mary’s Church
Today’s meal consisted of an appetizer of a fresh garden salad topped lightly with 

ranch dressing. The salad was superb and definitely satiated my initial hunger while 
leaving me wanting more. After washing my salad down with a juice cocktail, I moved 
onto the cream of corn soup which hit my palate with a bolt of delicious lightning.

I could hardly imagine what the main course had in store. Pasta with a tomato 
based sauce? Oh, that’s nothing fancy. Oh wait, are these glorious hunks of prime rib 
in my pasta? Why yes, yes it is. I only eat steak about once every few years, so I think 
this is a delectable treat for just about anyone in any tax bracket. After washing my 
main course down with a glass of milk, it is time to move onto dessert.

I have two options, peaches in tapioca pudding or strawberry rhubarb pie. Well, I 
opt for the tapioca pudding and just take a bite out of my new friend Paul’s rhubarb 
pie. I have reached nirvana at this point. After polishing off my meal with a fresh cup 
of coffee I am ready to head back home, but not for one second do I overlook how 
lucky I am that I have that option. To have a place I can call home without fear of 
people stealing my possessions (that I must carry around with me at all times) and 
having to worry about extreme cold and constant rain, or even snow.

Point is, if you’re reading this and you’re living in Corvallis, you’re probably lucky. 
You probably have worked hard to get where you are and your successes can be attrib-
uted to that hard work, but the fact that you were born into a situation which allowed 
you to express your strengths and talents makes you lucky. Having access to a good 
education makes you lucky.  Not having to worry about where your next meal is com-
ing from makes you lucky. Never take those things for granted.

On a side note: I give this meal an A+ for being nutritious, delicious, and most 
importantly: free

months in the winter from 7 pm to 7 am 
to provide a warm place to sleep at night. 
Also introduced in March 2011 was Ben-
ton Homeless Connect which is an annual 
event that acts as a one-stop-shop by pro-
viding health screenings, haircuts, ID ob-
tainment assistance, and many more.

For the younger generation of those 
without secure housing, the Jackson Street 
Youth Shelter provides housing for home-
less, runaway, and at-risk youth from ages 
10-17.

Nearly all of the organizations mentioned 
depend on volunteers in order to run effec-
tively. Please do not hesitate to get involved. 
Call or contact any of the organizations and 
express interest in helping and I guarantee 
you will be welcomed with open arms and 
have a great experience.

The first and most important step to 
achieving a manageable homeless commu-
nity is to accept the individuals dealing with 
it. This does not mean excuse their wrongful 
actions (if they so exist) but rather to not 
label and stereotype them as bad people. 
Many people have a strong negative con-

notation toward homelessness, that is, until 
it affects them or someone they know.

This negative stigma creates a separa-
tion between the help and the people who 
need the help, creating and unhealthily 
dichotomous community. The goal in any 
community should be cohesiveness and un-
derstanding. If we don’t strive to understand 
those who are unlike us, why should we ex-
pect them to understand us and live up to 
our standards? It is an impossible expecta-
tion that will only continue to get worse 
and divide us as a community.

In order to understand the local home-
less population, we all need to treat them 
as members of the community rather than 
outsiders to even potential problems. Cor-
vallis’ homeless population is extremely 
tame and consist of very few violent or mis-
chievous residents (comparatively to other 
homeless populations). They are much more 
likely to be arrested for trespassing (sleep-
ing out in public, where they live) and pub-
lic intoxication than for hurting anyone or 
stealing anything.

One problem within the homeless com-
munity which often goes unnoticed and is 

I say yes. They say no.
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What’s your favorite flavor of Oregon Trail’s Party Pig?

Adopt your returnable/refillable pig at
Oregon Trail Brewing, First Alternative Co-Op and Market of Choice

I don’t go flat!

not discussed is chronic loneliness. Every-
one, including the homeless population, 
needs friends. Fortunately, according to 
Ross, Corvallis area homeless have a lot of 
sympathy for one another.

Despite being some of the most cohesive 
groups of people in Corvallis, the homeless 
community is also among the most diverse. 
Homelessness and poverty affects all types 
of people and there is no one stereotype 
that can define the local homeless. There is 
no denying that some of the homeless peo-
ple are older men with grey beards, as you 
might expect, but holding that stereotype 
ignores all of the single mothers, women, 
and children that are also affected by ex-
treme poverty.

It’s not just physical stereotyping either. 
We often assume that people are homeless 
based entirely on bad decision making and 
substance abuse or gambling addictions. 
This is not always the case. Many members 
of the local homeless population are af-
fected by various mental disorders such as 
bi-polarism and dementia brought on by 
no fault of their own as well as people who 
were special education students throughout 
their schooling and were just dropped from 
their special programs after high school 
graduation due to a lack of family support. 
Others have been inflicted by domestic vio-
lence and have fled, leaving them to choose 
between extreme poverty and the fear of 
violence and death. Many of the people I 
spoke to for this story not only hold de-
grees, but a few of them hold advanced 
degrees. Circumstances and the human ele-
ment have worked together to bring them 
into extraordinarily unfortunate situations.

Something as common as severe depres-
sion can cause an otherwise healthy and 
ordinary person to fall into the perils of 
homelessness. “It’s hard to show initiative if 
you are chronically depressed,” said Barbara 
Ross of the Corvallis Homeless Shelter 
Coalition.

I recently attended the Partners Place 
homeless forum held at First Congrega-
tional United Church of Christ. There, five 
individuals shared their stories about the 
directions their lives took to lead them to 
homelessness. As expected, several stories 
of homelessness included substance abuse, 
namely alcohol and more recently meth-

amphetamine, but that was not a sole cause 
that was discussed at the forum. Everything 
from inherited homelessness (born into a 
family with a homeless mother and father) 
to illness and injury. Overwhelmingly, men-
tal diseases and cognitive disabilities played 
a role, including PTSD from traumatic 
events such as active duty in the military 
(roughly 20% of homeless people nation-
wide are veterans, according to change.org). 

After talking at length with the homeless 
community, I can safety say that although 
the homeless in Corvallis have the least 
amount of “stuff ” among all of us, they are 
many times the happiest. They acknowl-
edge that living with limited funds, food, 
and permanent shelter has definitely made 
them appreciate each other and the people 
in their lives such as friends and family.

Could it be possible that we are coddling 
the homeless population too much?  “We 
provide a lot of great services, but that is 
both a blessing and a problem,” said Lowe. 
“We do see people traveling from other cit-
ies to take advantage of these services.” Lo-
cal homeless resident Paul also added that 
Corvallis is the “best town in the world as 
far as I am concerned to be homeless. You 
would have to try hard to go hungry in this 
town.”

The goal is not to be naive about how 
some people may abuse these programs. 
Some will lack long-term goals and fail to 
recover from substance abuse. Some will not 
hold a job that contributes to society. That 
is going to happen regardless, and it hap-
pens to people who are born into privilege 
as well. Unlike those born into privilege 
though, chronically homeless people tend 
to lack family who are financially well-off 
to fall back on. Those of us who have fallen 
on hard times occasionally in life and are 
lucky enough to have had family to help us 
through those hard times should acknowl-
edge this more than anyone.

“The courage, persistence, and dedication 
of some of these people is amazing,” said 
Ross when referring to the large number of 
success stories she has seen take place over 
the years in Corvallis.

I will not act as an apologist for delin-
quent members of the homeless community 
who continue to disobey the law and avoid 
treatment programs while being mentally 
healthy or who depend on government and 

local assistance solely without attempt to 
better themselves, but I do ask for us to at-
tempt to bring those people into the com-
munity instead of ostracizing them and 
making them feel more alone and reclusive 
than ever before. We cannot continue to vil-
ify the entire homeless population based on 
a few negative interactions along with false 
stereotypes and preconceptions. The major-
ity of homeless community members break 
no laws and are guilty of nothing other than 
attempting to stay alive. We need to stop ig-
noring the homeless community and treat-
ing them as lepers.

Contrary to popular opinion, Corvallis 
and surrounding area homeless residents 

are not violent or immoral people. They 
are not the ones causing crime in the area. 
In fact, they are oftentimes the victims of 
crimes. As evidenced by the recent backlash 
by teens including both theft and violent 
acts directed specifically towards members 
of the homeless community, maybe the 
homeless are not the ones with the problem.

Who are the homeless? They are people, 
just like you and me. Volunteer to serve a 
meal to them at Stone Soup. Help them 
become more employable at Community 
Outreach. Just say hi to them, have some 
compassion, and treat them with dignity. 
We are all in this together. You may say I’m 
a dreamer, but I’m not the only one. 

Wishing you a delicious Father's Day

South Corvallis
1007 SE 3rd St

(541)753-3115

Open Daily 7-9

North Corvallis
NW 29th  & Grant

(541)452-3115

Open Daily 7-9
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Stone Soup meal site at First Christian Church


