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Today marks another important step in this
community's proactive efforts to address
the needs of a growing homeless
population with the ceremonial ribbon-
cutting for the Renaissance Community
Center on Virginia Street.

The transformation of the once-
abandoned, 4,800-square-foot building
exemplifies a concerted public-private
partnership to help Tallahassee's homeless
people, whose numbers are said to be
close to 800. The project represents the
vision of Rick Kearney, CEO of Mainline
Information Systems, who teamed up with
several other local members of the
business community.

For years, the city's homeless have found
refuge at The Shelter on West Tennessee
Street. The 130-bed shelter provides a
place for homeless men and women to stay
overnight, but by daybreak, they must
leave for the day. For some, that means
spending time at the Leon County Public
Library downtown or making do at other
locations. For others, it means idle hours
with no facility that can help them address
their specific concerns or provide them with
a safe, comfortable place to spend time as
they try to rebound.

The building was bought a few years back

for $225,000. Since then, renovations have
cost more than $400,000. Besides
Mainline, about 40 other community
partners have been involved in the project,
including Moore Bass Consulting, DodStone
Architects and Mad Dog Design and
Construction. Representatives from
organizations, businesses and foundations
will attend today's ribbon-cutting. ECHO
Outreach Ministries and Catholic Charities
of the Northwest will operate the center,
which is independent of The Shelter and
the Big Bend Homeless Coalition. The
Department of Children and Families,
through its Office of Homelessness
Prevention, is playing a key role in bringing
together social service agencies that will
provide employment counseling and
address housing issues, disability concerns
and mental health needs. The center also
will offer shower facilities, laundry services
and GED classes.

DCF considers it a flagship of the agency's
Partners for Promise program. That
statewide program's focus is to match
community businesses and organizations
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with critical social service needs.
Tallahassee residents have a long track
record of working with the homeless
through volunteer and financial efforts.

"Government cannot be the only solution,"
DCF Communications Director Joe Follick
said, regarding Partners for Promise.
"Businesses want to be part of the
community. (The Renaissance Community
Center) is the best example of a state
agency, a local agency and local businesses
getting together to address an issue."

Bringing the center to the Virginia Street
location has not been without concern.
Some residents of Frenchtown have
complained to city officials about the many
homeless people in the neighborhood and
how that influences efforts to attract
businesses and new residents.

It will be a challenge to prove that a social
service agency such as this one can co-
exist with businesses and residents. It's
important that the center reach out to
residents to become partners in this
project before its doors open April 16.

In the meantime, Mr. Kearney should be
saluted for offering his vision and financial
resources to show that we can address the
needs of homeless men and women by
providing them training and assistance
rather than turning our backs on them.
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