
 
 

 
 

Housing Advocates Convene Virtually to Urge For More Resources 
COVID-19, Winter Weather, and Reduced Capacity Threaten Rhode 

Islanders Experiencing Homelessness 
 
 
Pawtucket, RI, December 23, 2020 — Advocates, providers, and Rhode Islanders 
experiencing homelessness came together for a virtual press conference in order to shed 
light on the crisis-level resource shortage the state is currently confronting. If any lessons 
have been learned by this pandemic it is that there is a need for innovative projects that 
will help address homelessness. 
 
The virtual press conference is viewable on Youtube here: https://youtu.be/JXZNY-3Oqfc 
 
The Coalition interviewed constituents both living on the street (Cowboy) and in shelter 
(Brandi) to spread awareness about the reality of homelessness in Rhode Island.  
 
The state has taken precautions to stymie the spread of the coronavirus in the homeless 
community—people who are especially high-risk for severe cases—including a quarantine 
and isolation hotel, hotel vouchers, rapid rehousing vouchers, and the landlord incentive 
program.  
 
Still, the need for a multifarious approach to battling the homelessness crisis cannot be 
denied. Homelessness cannot be solved by a single one-size-fits-all approach; we need 
innovative solutions in order to meet the current needs. These solutions include initiatives 
like: 
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● Pay for Success, a social impact bond that would bring nearly $1 million in federal 

funding to RI for 125 permanent supportive housing units and save the state 
$1.8M-$2.6M annually in healthcare, shelter, and justice system costs 

● Investment in a tiny home village can  provide temporary housing and emergency 
shelter in a non-congregate setting 

● Pass statewide legislation to ban discrimination in housing based on lawful source 
of income 

 
Cowboy spoke to us about his unique experience living outside, especially during the 
COVID-19 shutdowns. “Being out here in the streets is really rough,” said Cowboy, 
standing in the crook of a building where he sleeps at night. “It’s even rougher with the 
COVID, because there’s a lot of things that we can’t do no more [sic]. We can’t go to 
some of the public buildings, it’s hard for us to use the bathroom, use the facilities, and 
to clean ourselves. It’s really rough out here.” 
 
Brandi spoke to us about the difficulty in finding a housing option that is conducive to 
her success in staying housed. “There were definitely not enough options open to me,” 
Brandi said, “[be]cause I’m in my mid-forties and I should be living on my own. I should 
have housing: I’ve been homeless on and off for 31 years and I’ve never had housing. 
And that’s not right.”  
 
Sara Melucci, an outreach worker at the House of Hope, spoke about the misconception 
that all people experiencing homelessness in Rhode Island have a right to a shelter 
bed. That is, unfortunately, not true:  
 

I think there is an assumption that if you’re homeless there is always some 
shelter you could go to and get in for the night, you could always go somewhere 
if you really wanted to. And that is just not true, it is so far from the truth. 
Particularly now, because of [COVID-19] every shelter has had to cut down on 
how many beds they can have and once you hit that limit, there is no pushing 
past that limit. 

 
The ways that service providers traditionally offer winter shelters are not plausible this 
year; open rooms with congregate sleeping spaces, sometimes housing 50-150 individuals 
in one area, are never ideal, but in the midst of this public health crisis, it is downright 
dangerous. 
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PJ Spaan, the Program Coordinator for the Outreach Program at Amos House, spoke 
about the capacity crises that shelter’s are working through while managing the 
pandemic. PJ says, “The toughest thing has just been the resources; it’s so difficult to meet 
an individual on the street and not be able to tell that I can definitely give them a place to 
sleep tonight...And sometimes, in the midst of [COVID-19] and the shift to the hotels I 
couldn’t tell them that.”  
 
As millions of people are thrust into poverty and homelessness due to the pandemic, we 
cannot allow housing and homelessness resources to continue to be cut, underfunded, 
and swept under the rug. Eric Hirsch, a professor and Chair of the Sociology 
Department  at Providence College, said it best:  
 

We need the General Assembly to act now to deal with this public health and 
serious housing crisis. We need a housing bound on the ballot—it will take a 
special election— to fund the construction of housing. We need to avoid any 
budget cuts to any existing housing program. We need to provide a state budget 
line item for rental subsidies and supportive services. We need to pass a law 
banning discrimiantion based on how tenants pay for their rent. We need to 
ensure that there are no evictions until the pandemic ends, and no foreclosures 
of small landlords. 
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About Rhode Island Coalition for the Homeless 
The Coalition works collaboratively with advocates, providers, and faith-based 
organizations to create and advance lasting solutions to prevent and end 
homelessness. Notably, the Coalition, alongside advocates and constituents, lobbied 
and successfully passed the country’s first Homeless Bill of Rights in June of 2012 
(bill S-2052). Day to day the Coalition runs lead on the state’s Homeless Management 
Information System (HMIS) and the permanent housing placement end of the 
Coordinated Entry System (CES), holds legal clinics, facilitates training sessions, and 
more. For more information visit rihomeless.org | @rihomeless  
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