Flenniken Begin Again
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On the edge of the city you'll see us and then
We come with the dust and we go with the wind

—Woody Guthrie

In the days of affluence and plenty before the Great Recession served want and financial insecurity like an eviction notice on Middle America, the chronically homeless were already walking the streets of virtually every urban center in the United States. Canaries in a coal mine, the homeless are a reminder that the comfortable life of the average American is a gift, not the natural order of human existence. The poor you have with you always, but, unfortunately, a person who is always present can become as unnoticed as discarded coffee cups and cigarette butts.

Often, when the rest of us do notice the homeless, we would prefer they just go away—and that's where the real poverty begins. 

Many in South Knoxville before 2011 had this reaction when they learned of Chris Martin and the Knoxville Leadership Foundation's plans for the abandoned school building between Maryville and Martin Mill Pikes at Flenniken Landing. Because many of the chronically homeless have mental disorders, must solicit resources from passersby to meet their basic human needs, and lack access to health care and hygiene, a 48-unit concentration of shelter for the homeless is a renovation few communities would desire or seek. Yet that is exactly what Martin had in mind.

Martin is experienced not only with the management of poverty but the politics and community organizing that go along with fighting it. For more than 25 years, he has made his home in Mechanicsville, including back when that neighborhood was considered blighted and before the Knoxville Community Development Corporation demolished the 60-year-old, 320-unit College Homes housing project in a revitalization attempt in 1998. Part of the origins of increased homelessness in America can be traced to these 1980s to 1990s urban-renewal efforts, when government razed many of the facilities it had previously subsidized.

“Mechanicsville was once a difficult place to be,” Martin says, “but we made it home.” He and his wife Cindy have since raised three daughters there.

In 1994 Martin started the KLF, which has subsequently grown into an organization that brings together leaders from every part of the Knoxville community to coordinate resources in a myriad of programs and initiatives. “We are a very strange outfit as far as structure and how we've evolved,” Martin says. “We do so many different things because when something comes along that we think we can help with, we just add it to our plate. Our mission is basically to identify the greatest needs in the community and connect resources to them. What's the best way to attack the need? Most often it's in collaboration with other organizations and bringing our expertise to them.”

Although with a mission statement like that, the KLF can take on almost any problem, a project like Flenniken Landing was a natural fit, as 40 to 50 percent of KLF's work is with housing.

“We started the precursor to Cherokee Health Systems,” Martin continues, “but then we handed it off to CHS because we knew they could do so much more with it. They've taken it to another level. If you go to our Web site, you'll see we also have a mentoring program [Amachi] for kids whose parents are incarcerated. There's KnoxWorx, which helps the unemployed. Last year we worked intensively with 1,200 volunteeers and with 175 other nonprofits. But our focus is housing—even if that only means putting on a roof or installing a handicap-access ramp.”

We think sometimes that poverty is only being hungry, naked, and homeless.

The poverty of being unwanted, unloved, and uncared for is the greatest poverty.

—Mother Teresa

At first, no one wanted Flenniken Landing or the residents who would live there. “We had so much controversy at the beginning,” Martin recalls. KLF's Southeastern Housing Initiative acquired the property in 2009 with plans to renovate it, but in June of that year about twenty South Knoxville residents turned out in opposition at the use-on-review hearing by the Metropolitan Planning Commission. Consequently, the MPC rejected KLF's request by an almost unanimous vote. It was up to the full City Council, however, whether to follow the MPC's recommendation.

Meanwhile, Martin worked with the South Knoxville community to gain the support of local leaders—an outreach he continues to this day: “We went after a regular routine of meeting with neighborhood groups and county commissioners Mike Brown and Nick Pavlis.” The effort was to reassure the area that Flenniken residents would not be violent or the facility a center for drug use.

Despite this outreach, Martin feared that Flenniken would be dead on arrival when City Council voted on KLF's proposal. He credits Father Ragan Schriver, who appealed to council members' compassion, for winning its approval. He adds, “That's when I became certain that God's hand was on the project.”

Two years after Flenniken's opening, Martin believes many in the community have been won over. He recalls a luncheon attended by commissioners a few months ago in which they listened to the stories of residents and saw what the old schoolhouse has become—its appearance much improved since KLA acquired it and found birds roosting inside. Besides its primary use, the building has become an asset to the area and also serves as a meeting room for local groups.

One commissioner told Martin he was “very pleased with the improvements to the structure and the way KLA has engaged the community.” Martin adds, “Any apartment building with low income people is going to have issues...scuffles. But it's an attractive, quiet facility. We're not causing headaches. Folks really don't think about us anymore.”

For a poor person, everything is terrible—illness, humiliation, shame.

We are cripples. We are afraid of everything, we depend on everyone.

No one needs us. We are like garbage that everyone wants to get rid of.

—Voices of the Poor (published by the World Bank)

According to Maslow's hierarchy of needs, once a person's basic physiological requirements such as food and water are met, the next most critical motivation is for security and safety—those things that come with a place of belonging: like a family and the sense of being needed. For Flenniken Landing to succeed, Martin knew it would have to offer residents something more than just a roof over their heads. It would also have to give them the chance at a new beginning.

“The entire idea behind Flenniken is community,” Martin says. “It starts with getting folks off the streets and giving them a place to live. But more than that, once you've stabilized them in one location and routine, you can then begin to provide them with the other services every person needs.”

Flenniken offers church and civic groups a safe, central location to bring other resources like toiletries, books, clothing, food, and other material necessities to those needing their help most. It also gives these groups a healthy environment in which to develop fellowship and foster a network of mutual support and compassion among the residents. By coordinating with other organizations, Flenniken can provide a host of activities to enrich residents' social lives, including holiday observances, potluck meals, and even the opportunity to take an occasional class.

“We're seeing so much success in the lives of individuals,” Martin says. “Some of them have been living on the street 10 or 15 years without change. In some cases, their lives have been marred by drug use, and they're finally in treatment programs. The residents have turned what is basically an apartment building into a community.”

  Martin's Christian faith informs everything he does, but as a faith-based organization working with government, KLA has to navigate the bureaucratic waters that separate church and state carefully. “The main thing is don't discriminate in who you serve or try to evangelize them,” Martin says. “Our application doesn't ask any questions like that. Many of our volunteers come from churches and other religious groups. They may say a prayer among themselves before they start to work or when they eat the food they brought with them, but that's not using any federal money. We're not here to serve them. There's nothing religious about a bundle of shingles or nailing a shingle on a house.”

Even so, Martin believes working with the homeless is a spiritual experience for both giver and recipient. “Our residents learn that even people who live in the streets or make extremely poor choices are loved. And when the rest of us help those people, it changes our own hearts. It forces us to realize how blessed we are. Flenniken gives people a different story to tell—a story of hope and redemption.”

Lord I'm one, lord I'm two, lord I'm three, lord I'm four, lord I'm still 500 miles away from home.

—Traditional

Despite the success of Flenniken Landing, it contributes only 48 units toward housing a homeless community in Knox County likely in excess of 7,000 people, based on how many individuals utilized  homelessness resources in 2011 (study conducted by the Knoxville-Knox County Homeless Coalition). Additionally, not all the homeless can be served with the same kind of living space. “Flenniken isn't for someone who doesn't need any assistance, someone independent,” Martin says, “nor is it appropriate for someone who has severe needs. It's classified as 'permanent supportive housing.'”

In other words, Flenniken is equivalent to an assisted-living facility such as would shelter an elderly relative.  “We can't provide health care,” Martin says, “but we check in on residents and connect them to social workers. Those who need medication, for example, are responsible for taking it themselves—although we remind them to do that. We also observe whether they seem to be doing okay.”

Because Flenniken opened only in 2011, Martin does not know yet what will happen to most residents long-term or how long they will stay, although a few have already started jobs and moved on—or, as Martin puts it, “graduated out.”

Many will live in Flenniken indefinitely and perhaps for the rest of their lives, hence the word “permanent.” That open-ended time frame again limits the fraction of homeless people the facility can sustain.

Martin hopes, therefore, that Flenniken will serve as a model for other organizations like KLA to emulate. “When a project like this is done well with a reputable organization, it can address a great need,” Martin says. “You have to have commitment for it to work for the long haul. No one involved with Flenniken House made a lot of money, but the motive wasn't to get rich. We just wanted to help a lot of people.”

A lot more homeless people in Knox County are waiting to be helped.

How you can get involved: Please visit the Knoxville Leadership Foundation's Web site (http://www.klf.org/index.php/get_involved/) if you would like to volunteer or contribute to Flenniken Landing or any other program KLF supports. You can also call 865-524-2774.

