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Choosing homelessness
‘Dignity’ plays a role in decision to stay on the streets
SIVAN FRASER
FLORIDA ATLANTIC UNIVERSITY

On the corner of Interstate 95 and Hollywood Boulevard 
there is a small, grassy area polluted with empty beer 
cans and bottles. Tattered clothes are hidden in the 
bushes, along with a sign: “+Vet+Please\Help.”

This is George Marshall’s home. After getting divorced, 
the 51-year-old rode his bicycle from Key West to 
Hollywood and took up residence off the highway. He 
admits that he’s an alcoholic and has been homeless 
for three years because of it, but when the Coalition 
of Service and Charity (COSAC) shelter’s outreach 
program offered to take him off the streets, he decided 
to stay at the intersection. 

He wanted to maintain his “dignity,” he said. “I am 
really tired. I try to stay out of trouble.”

Marshall is part of a small group of homeless in 
Hollywood who, despite their problems, do not want 
to get off the streets. For them, says Sean Cononie, 
founder/director of COSAC, the decision is about 
preserving their “dignity” because it’s the only thing 
that helps them survive on the streets. 

“I understand people have pride,” Cononie says. “If I 
was homeless [and could survive], I probably would not 
go to a shelter. I would live on the streets,” he says.

Still, the COSAC shelter’s outreach team returns to 
the streets every few weeks in hopes that this group of 
chronically homeless people will realize that they can 

keep their dignity and get help. 
“They may not come in today, but they may come in 

three months from now,” Cononie says.
Though COSAC’s outreach program has been in effect 

since the inception of the shelter in 1997, it has always 
dealt with the same small sect of homeless individuals 
who do not want to come off the streets.

“When you’re doing outreach, you’re always dealing 
with the hardest people because they don’t want to 
come [with you to the shelter],” Cononie says. “It’s not 
a large number [that want to be on the street], so we’re 
hitting the same people over and over.”

The goal of the outreach program is to get the homeless 
off of the streets and into a shelter with the proper mental 
and health care, a clean and safe place to stay, and food. 
But on most trips, they end up just handing out food, 
water and cigarettes — things that they hope may one 
day coax them into coming to the shelter. 

Most of the chronically homeless struggle with 
addiction, have mental disabilities or are disabled. 
Though their circumstances vary, this small group of 
homeless has one thing in common: They are protecting 
a precious part of their persona that helps them survive 
on the streets.  

“Do you want to get off the streets tonight?” Yvette 
Tucholski-Dekeles, a licensed mental health counselor 
and outreach team member, asked Marshall on a recent 
Saturday night. 

“Even if you’re not ready to stop drinking, you can 
come to the shelter,” said Tucholski-Dekeles to the 
homeless Marshall. “We’re here to help you.”

Tucholski-Dekeles said COSAC understands the 
nature of addictions and how people often relapse. She 
assured Marshall that he would not be kicked out if he 
continued drinking. Additionally, she assured him that 
a specialty doctor is only a phone call away. 

Sometimes it helps to bring homeless people who 
have come to the COSAC shelter along on outreach 
because it sets an example that may trigger a homeless 
person to say, “Okay, maybe I do want to get off the 
street,” Cononie says.

Police Officer Antonio Pontigo, neighborhood team 
leader for the Hollywood Police Department, partners 
with homeless shelters like COSAC to recruit the 
homeless off of the streets.  For the past four years, he has 
investigated homeless encampments with the outreach 
team to not only get them off the city streets, but also to 
maintain their cleanliness and legality. 

“They like to be on their own. They stick to themselves. 
They do not care about society’s rules,” Pontigo says. 
“Their mentality is ‘you’re bothering them — they’re 
not bothering you.’”

Despite their resistance, Cononie believes it’s better 
to keep trying than to give up. 

“You may not be able to make them drink the water, 
but you sure as hell can make them thirsty.”
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George Marshall (top), 51, lives on a small grassy area on the corner 
of Interstate 95 and Hollywood Boulevard. After getting divorced, he 
rode his bicycle  (above) from Key West to Hollywood and took up 
residence off the highway. He accepts food, water and cigarettes from 
COSAC’s outreach street team, but declines their invitations to come 
stay at the shelter. For him, it’s a matter of keeping his “dignity.”



Page 14 Homeless Voice • Special Issue

Homeless advocate:

FLORIDA 
NEEDS 
HELP 
National Coalition 
for the Homeless 
looking for solutions

Michael Stoops, executive director of the 
National Coalition for the Homeless 

DORI ZINN
FLORIDA ATLANTIC UNIVERSITY (ALUMNA)

For Michael Stoops, ending 
homelessness isn’t just his job, it’s 
his way of life.

“My grandfather was an alcoholic 
and became homeless when I was 
seven,” says Stoops, executive 
director of the National Coalition for 
the Homeless (NCH). “Because of 
his drinking, he ended up freezing to 
death.”

While dying of hypothermia isn’t a 
problem for the homeless in Florida, 
Stoops says the state’s treatment 
of the homeless isn’t as fair as the 
weather.

“Florida is notorious for passing 
laws that selectively target the 
homeless,” Stoops says. “Orlando 
passed an ordinance a couple of years 
ago forbidding the feeding of the 
homeless in the downtown area.”

Eventually, the ordinance 
was overturned and ruled 
unconstitutional, but that didn’t 
diminish Florida’s reputation for 
crimes against the homeless.

“For 2005, 2006 and 2007, the 
NCH annual report has Florida as the 

No. 1 most violent state in the country 
for crimes against the homeless, both 
lethal and non-lethal,” says Stoops, 
who believes that Florida may be a 
top state again in the 2008 report.

But Stoops sees some good signs. 
Some Florida legislators are trying 
to add “homeless” to the state hate 
crime laws, which would hike the 
punishment for perpetrators who 
commit violent crimes against the 
homeless.

Nationally, Stoops sees progress.
“With [President] Obama’s 

stimulus package, we have received 
$1.7 billion for homeless prevention, 
which helps people stay in their 
homes,” he says. “We also received 
$1.5 billion for emergency food and 
shelter.”

Although the stimulus package is 
creating more funding to help end 
homelessness,  Stoops believes that 
the crisis of homelessness will get 
worse before it gets better.

“One out of every 50 children is 
or will be homeless in their lifetime,” 
Stoops says. “People think that if 
the shelter wasn’t here, homeless 
people wouldn’t be here, and that’s  
not true.”
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Sometimes when people 
come to the shelter to take 
a tour, they indicate to me 
that I am the one who “does 
it all.” Let me tell you, it is 
not just me.

I may have slept here at 
the shelter for the last six to 
seven years, but right along 
side of me has been Lois 
Cross, who came here to 
volunteer in January 2000.  
Back then she planned to 
volunteer one or two days 
a week but “fell in love with 

the people,” as she puts it, and about a year or so later 
she gave up her house and moved right in here at the 
shelter.  She had retired early from AT&T and had that 
freedom. The days had become more frequent and longer 
and soon there was no sense to even going home, so when 
she saw how much I needed her, she moved in and asked 
me what side of the floor I wanted.

We actually took turns sleeping next to the copier, and 
she used to joke about sometimes sleeping on the floor 
with all the money around her head, meaning the bags 
of coins from the sale of the Homeless Voice.  But the 
copier had its own mental health issue because it seemed 
to shout out loud noises in the middle of the night. 

 Lois Cross … she is everything a person can be. She 
does every possible thing for me, from making sure I have 
clean underwear to making sure we pay the bills.  If it is 3 
a.m. and there is a code blue, it is Lois at my side helping 
me work on the person. We are very much in tune with 
each other.

One afternoon a client went down in a full cardiac 
arrest.  I tried to get an airway on “Raymond” with an 
Ambo Bag but couldn’t. I tried and tried. It was the first 
time this has ever happened to me. I have given CPR at 

least 10 times here at the shelter.  So I did what we did in 
the old days: mouth-to-mouth.

In between breaths, I was about to scream for someone 
to get me peroxide because his 
fluids were coming back up into 
my mouth.  As I started to scream, 
a hand handed me a big bottle of 
peroxide.  That hand was Lois’ hand. 
She saw me using no barricade for 
mouth-to-mouth and knew I would 
want something to gargle between 
breaths and went back to the first 
aid station and got me the bottle I 
needed.

She for sure is not an assistant 
director: She is a co-director, and she 
has no problem directing me as well 
during her 90-hour week.

 Next we have Mr. Mark Targett, 
our senior vice president, co-
director, technology manager, 
computer programmer, data manager 
and, lastly, the guy behind the 
Homeless Voice media productions.

He does all our Web sites as well as 
our video production. Mark came up 
with the system that allows me to be 
in a few places at one time by giving 
me a laptop that I can use to video 
conference with shelter staff or even 
speak in real time to a client who is 
at another location and may be 
depressed. The system allows me to 
see their faces and talk to them live. It allows me to see if 
they are hearing voices when I talk to them by their head 
and eye movements.

When there is a disaster and we are going to bring water 
to a community, it is Mark who keeps track of our vans 

and trucks with GPS.  He is able to communicate with the 
emergency operations center in that local community. 
This is important because when you travel and don’t 

know where you are going and it is pitch black 
because there is no electricity in that community 
and the EOC needs to change our drop-off point 
… it is all Mark.   During Katrina he pulled up 
satellite images and directed us in via our satellite  
phone system. 

 I have known Mark since I met him when 
he was 16; he was a customer of my wireless 
communication company.  His father, a police 
officer, had passed away, and we soon had a 
father/son relationship. Mark has had his share 
of problems growing up like any normal kid 
does, and he has succeeded. There was a time 
that COSAC was there for Mark, and now it is 
Mark who is here for COSAC.

 He is now married to a beautiful lady named 
Sara, who works under Mark to put together the 
paper you read each and every month. Mark and 
his lovely wife work really hard, each working 70 
hours a week helping us.

Working here as many hours as we do, there 
is really no room for a social life. Sometimes, 
when things get stressed, I hear these three little 
soft and beautiful voices coming over my video 
screen and then in a matter of seconds I see three 
little heads pop up.  Sometimes Mark knows that 
I need that therapy and sometimes they just call 
me on their own.  These are the heads of Mark 
and Sara’s children, whom I love so much.  After 
all, they are my little grand kids too, and I love 

them so much.
So to you, Lois, and to you, Mark and Sara, and to the 

rest of the gang at the shelter, I want you to know that 
without you I would have died a long time ago from 
stress.  I love you all. 
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■  3 hectic hours with COSAC founder/
     director Sean Cononie. page 6

■  Homeless paintings go on the auction
     block in Hollywood. page 11

■  How do you help the homeless who 
     can’t help themselves? page 12
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SPECIAL ISSUE:
Student journalists take over Homeless Voice

They fell in love at a homeless 
shelter and now they’re married. 
Read their story.

What happens when college journalists 
     take over a homeless newspaper?
On Saturday, April 4, 2009, 25 college journalists and recent grads ate dinner in the COSAC homeless 
shelter in Hollywood, Fla. Then they spent the night (and early next morning) reporting, writing and 
shooting this issue of the Homeless Voice. We called the event WILL WORK FOR FOOD. See page 3.
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