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St. Mary’s Center
Meeting the needs of 1,000 seniors a year

• For over 30 years, St. Mary’s Center has 
offered a range of services  to meet the 
needs of extremely low income housed 
and un-housed seniors.

• Before the Pandemic, We had a 
homeless services program,  a 
preschool, a community center, a drop-
in center for homeless women, three 
transitional houses with 30 plus rooms, 
and an emergency winter shelter for 28 
seniors.

• Since the beginning of September, our 
programs are getting back online, 
including an online version of the 
Community Center called We Connect.



Senior Homelessness – Reasons Why

• Forced out of home / market / high rents

• Forced out of employment, drop in income

• Low-income wages means low-income retirement

• Multi-year wait for deeply affordable senior housing at age 62

• Head of Household dies / Partner, Dependent Adult loses home and financial 
support

• Can’t live with Family 
• Children get married / Personality conflicts
• Abuse
• Landlord threats / too many people in the home
• Doesn’t  want to be a burden

• Mental and physical health crisis or deterioration

• Pride and Shame stops seniors from asking for help

• Addiction leads to separation from family and support network



Our Centennial – True Story
from Housed to Homelessness to Housed

• THE PROCESS

• A Friendly Manor Concert

• Emergency Shelter for Seniors

• Housing Services and Case Management

• Transitional House

• Found Housing at Brooklyn Basin

• Time Frame – 2 ½ - 3 years
• During this past year, St. Mary’s Center has placed 18 Seniors in permanent homes 

plus 19 Seniors in the Lake Merritt Lodge operated by the City of Oakland and 
Housing Consortium of the East Bay, where they receive private rooms and meal 
delivery. 





It Matters Who and How We  Answer the Door?

• No Wrong Door Works…but

• Take Every Opportunity to Build Trust

• Be Transparent and Practice 
Compassionate Communication

• Be conscious of conditioning associated 
with trauma of living unhoused. Respond 
with respect and understanding

• Establish non-punitive,  partnership 
parameters

• Provide 
• Housing Prep and Navigation services

• Nutrition and Food Support

• Referrals to health

• Help them stay until they exit to permanent 
housing



The Help Has to Start Outside Where Seniors Live
Upgrading Informal Settlements

We do not have enough shelter or affordable housing units to offer the thousands of people living on our streets. 
Without a radical super infusion of funding, political will and philanthropy we will have people living outside for decades  
more. We are moving in the right direction.

Forcibly removing people, taking their possessions, leaving them with nothing and no where to go worsens the problem 
of homelessness for everyone, particularly for those experiencing it.

Informal Settlements otherwise known as encampments are treated the same despite their ability to organize and create 
a safe community for seniors, disabled and women and children. 

To reduce the impact of homelessness, we need to provide LAND, HYGIENE, SHELTER, FOOD AND WATER, then housing 
and health care to people living outside no matter where they are, and support self-organized safe informal settlements.



Respect Those that are Self-Housed

• Co-partnering with CBOs and 
Settlement Residents

• RV sites, Tiny Villages

• Youth Spirit Art Works Village

• 77th Avenue Rangers



Post Housing and Prevention 

• The first months to a year is a critical time for chronically homeless seniors 
who have secured affordable housing. 

• Their body is inside, their brains are not. The fear flight response that had 
been hijacked through a constant state of stress now has a hard time 
returning to normal. The senior still feels stressed, even though the reasons 
are unclear. It takes knowledge, insight, patience, connection and time to 
decompress and feel safe.

• Without adequate support;  isolation, self-medication, hoarding, financial 
mismanagement, harmful relationships can set in, ultimately sending the 
senior back into homelessness.

• Sometimes, As the body and mind relaxes, physical and mental health 
decompensates leading to decline in quality of life, even early death.



Social Justice as a Wellness Tool

SMC’s Senior Advocates for Hope and Justice

▪ Fight to increase funding for safety net services, benefits and 
affordable housing.

▪ Protect poor people’s basic human rights by fighting for the 
decriminalization of those experiencing homelessness.

▪ Advocate for better  mental health services

▪ Participate in peer to peer education and advocacy

▪ Educate community on the effects of poverty and help to 
dissolve stereotypes



Alameda County Legislation to Watch Out For



• This approach acknowledges that an effective and sustainable plan to 
transition people out of homelessness requires investment in multiple 
strategies at once. 

• This includes homelessness prevention, interim or emergency 
housing, permanent, deeply affordable, or permanent supportive 
housing, and housing subsidies. 

• In order to reduce unsheltered homelessness rapidly, most cities or 
counties will need to frontload investment into interim housing 
options. 

(allhomeca.org)

https://www.allhomeca.org/2021/04/12/regional-action-plan-to-reduce-homelessness-by-75-in-three-years/




Statewide 
Efforts 

• The elimination of the asset test for Medi-Cal.             
Many seniors of modest means go bankrupt from 
medical expenses or must spend down their nest eggs 
before they can qualify for Medi-Cal (stripping their 
financial buffer and putting them at risk) This policy 
has played a role in creating financial insecurity and 
crisis that can lead to homelessness.



Redefining Who Belongs

Redefining_Who_Belongs_1.pdf (berkeley.edu)

https://belonging.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/2021-10/Redefining_Who_Belongs_1.pdf



