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Anette Reeh, 62, rocks back and forth in a chair
inside the Central Arizona Shelter Services down-
town Phoenix shelter, playing with her crocheted
cross necklace and listing off the things that would
make shelter living better for seniors like her.

Wider sidewalks for wheelchairs. Hand rails in
showers. Backgammon and checker boards. A li-
brary. Fewer people. Maybe a physical therapist.

Reeh may soon get some of her wishes.
A bill that would allocate $5 million from Arizo-

na’s general fund to build a new emergency shelter
for people age 55 and older is quickly making its
way through the state Legislature.

Senate Bill 1283, sponsored by Sen. David Liv-
ingston, R-Peoria, would provide funding for CASS
to build a 200-bed shelter in the West Valley, where
unsheltered homelessness (people living on the
streets, preserves, desert washes or vehicles) has

increased by 213% since 2016.
The bill doesn’t designate where in the West Val-

ley the shelter would be built. 
CASS operates the largest emergency homeless

shelter in Arizona, with 470 beds on the Human
Services Campus in downtown Phoenix.

On any given night, seniors take up just under
200 of those beds. 

Seniors are the fastest-growing homeless pop-
ulation in the Phoenix area and across the country
as housing prices climb and those on fixed incomes
can’t keep up. Nationally, the epidemic is dubbed
the “silver tsunami.”

“It’s this crisis for seniors,” CASS CEO Lisa Glow
said.

She’s advocating for a separate shelter for sen-
iors because elderly people have different needs
than the broader homeless population. They need
more medical care, some need dementia care and 

Curtis Townsend says that as an older person, he is often afraid to walk through large encampments many
people experiencing homelessness live in. He is moving into an apartment in April. ELI IMADALI/THE REPUBLIC
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With fears mounting about the cor-
onavirus threat, the Democratic Na-
tional Committee announced Tuesday
that Sunday’s first head-to-head
presidential debate between former
Vice President Joe Biden and Sen. Ber-
nie Sanders will take place without an
audience.

The announcement came a day af-
ter party and city officials said they
would be following the guidance of lo-
cal officials, but that there were no
plans to cancel the debate. Biden’s and
Sanders’ campaigns asked the DNC to
dispense of the audience, according to
a written statement Tuesday from the
DNC.

“At the request of both campaigns 

No live
audience
for debate
in Phoenix
Coronavirus fears affect
Biden-Sanders faceoff
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WASHINGTON – Joe Biden deci-
sively won Michigan’s Democratic pri-
mary on Tuesday, seizing a key battle-
ground state that helped propel Bernie
Sanders’ insurgent candidacy four
years ago. The former vice president’s
victory there, as well as in Missouri
and Mississippi, dealt a serious blow
to Sanders and substantially widened
Biden’s path to the nomination.

Biden again showed strength with
working-class voters and African
Americans, who are vital to winning 

Biden’s win 
in Michigan
hurts Sanders
Will Weissert and Laurie Kellman 
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For decades, military bases and fire
departments in Arizona and across the
nation used a toxic foam to put out fires,
often allowing it to seep into the ground
and into our water supply.

Luke Air Force Base announced last
year that these chemicals are still in its

groundwater, and an Arizona Republic
review found that they have also recent-
ly been found in nine drinking water
systems in the state.

There’s now growing interest among
state and federal officials to find out how
widespread the problem is, and to set
enforceable limits on the level of the
chemicals in drinking water.

The Environmental Protection Agen-

cy announced last month that it is pro-
posing to set legal limits on the level of
the chemicals, perfluorooctane sulfo-
nate (PFOS) and perfluorooctanoic
acid (PFOA), that can be found in
drinking water. This would require all
public utilities to test drinking water
for the chemicals, and shut down or fix 

Plans emerge to find ‘forever chemicals’ in AZ water
Jen Fifield Arizona Republic
USA TODAY NETWORK

See WATER, Page 14A
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many are unable to work or find a job be-
cause of their age.

Many seniors are also uncomfortable
living among the general homeless pop-
ulation. They’re more vulnerable, which
makes navigating the streets around the
homeless shelter, where 400 people live
in unsupervised encampments, dan-
gerous.

Reeh has been staying at CASS since
June. When the man she was living with
was hospitalized for an illness, she lost
her housing.

A social worker picked her up in Mesa
and drove her to the Human Services
Campus.

“We parked in front of the welcome
center and I said, ‘Are you sure we’re in
the right place?’ I was scared to death. It
was just a lot of people,” Reeh said. 

Why are seniors homeless?

Dana Kennedy, the state director of
AARP, told the Senate Appropriations
Committee that senior homelessness
has reached a crisis point.

“The fastest-growing group of people
experiencing homelessness is seniors,
which is truly heartbreaking,” she said.

Glow said there are two groups of
seniors in the homeless population.

There are people, some of whom are
veterans, who have been living on the
streets for years or decades who are now
seniors with more medical needs be-
cause of their age.

Then there’s a group retiring into
homelessness, she said. These are peo-
ple who have never experienced home-
lessness previously but now that
they’re living on a fixed income, they
can’t keep up with the cost of housing.

Rising rents and high eviction rates
in Maricopa County have contributed to
this phenomenon, Glow said.

Kennedy said that regardless of how
long seniors have been experiencing
homelessness, none of them belong at
the downtown CASS shelter. Instead,
they deserve a more relaxed environ-
ment where their medical needs can be
met, she said.

Are smaller shelters the future?

Glow said that if the new shelter is
approved, CASS will work with partners
like Circle the City to offer medical re-
spite and other health care programs at
the location.

It will be a closed campus, meaning

the people staying there will be able to
stay onsite during the day. At the down-
town CASS shelter, everyone has to
leave between 7 a.m. and 3 p.m., which
puts the seniors out on the streets with
the rest of the population where they of-
ten feel uncomfortable, Glow said. 

The shelter would be the first emer-
gency homeless shelter in the West Val-
ley and the first new large emergency
shelter to open in the Phoenix area in
decades. 

Glow said there is a national trend to-
ward opening smaller shelters that are
tailored to address specific needs in the
homeless community. Glow said that if
the senior shelter is successful, she be-
lieves it will spur other communities in
the Valley to think about opening small-
er shelters.

That’s something Phoenix Mayor
Kate Gallego has called for. In a recent
interview, she said Phoenix has carried
the burden of homelessness for the en-
tire metro area and called on the subur-
ban cities to step up and offer emergen-
cy shelter as well.

She said she’s in support of the West
Valley shelter.

Glow said she agrees with Gallego’s
call for regionalization, but also said she
believes there needs to be more emer-
gency shelter beds added to the down-
town Human Services Campus to ac-
commodate the immediate need for
shelter.

CASS turns away 500 people from
shelter every month and about 400 peo-
ple sleep on the streets outside the Hu-
man Services Campus each night.

The Human Services Campus is ask-

ing the Phoenix City Council to approve
a zoning change that will allow about
500 additional beds on the existing
campus.

The council is expected to weigh in
this summer.

Legislature stepping up? 

The Legislature has not prioritized
funding for homeless shelters or afford-
able housing in recent years. The Hous-
ing Trust Fund the state once used to
fund housing and shelter was swept
during the Great Recession.

Last year, the Legislature allocated
$15 million to the fund, but it is still far
from reaching its prior peak annual
funding level of $40 million.

Glow said she senses a shift of priori-
ties at the Legislature, and it has her
hopeful.

“It’s like a whole new conversation
down there. It’s wonderful. It’s so excit-
ing to see the leadership in the Legisla-
ture on this,” she said.

Livingston said Glow had been en-
couraging him to do more to solve senior
homelessness for several years, and this
year he found an opening to make it
happen. 

Livingston said he’s a conservative
Republican, “and a lot of people don’t
think conservative Republicans do
these things.” But with a surplus in this
year’s budget, he said, he thought
homelessness was a good place to in-
vest.

“Homeless seniors is not acceptable
and we have too many of them,” he said.

The bill sailed through the Senate

Appropriations Committee and passed
the full Senate nearly unanimously. It’s
awaiting a hearing in the House.

During the Senate Appropriations
Committee, Sen. Heather Carter, R-
Phoenix, supported the shelter bill but
said the Legislature must do something
more to stop the rise of homelessness.
She called on her colleagues to do some-
thing “big and bold.”

“We’re, like, piecemealing it bill by
bill by bill,” Carter said. “We have to do
so much more. It’s really frustrating.”

Glow said that while the emergency
shelter is a great first step, there needs
to be more work to stop the flow of sen-
iors becoming homeless.

“It’s important to be able to get peo-
ple off the streets, but we absolutely
need to do more at the front end of pre-
vention. If we can keep people in their
homes, seniors, that’s even better,” she
said.

‘I just want to sit and be grateful’

Curtis Townsend, 58, came to the
CASS downtown shelter in October.

He’d been living on the streets of
Phoenix since July. He’d been living
with his sister in Minnesota, but had
previously lived in Arizona and wanted
to move back.

When he got here, it was harder to
find affordable housing than he antici-
pated.

The CASS shelter has been pretty
good, he said. He likes the staff and he’s
been able to get the medical attention he
needs.

But he said he gets scared walking
along the tents outside of the campus,
where there are sometimes fights and
no security.

He’s very supportive of CASS open-
ing up a new shelter where seniors can
get the attention and security they need.

“Seniors, they deserve to have a place
to really focus on their goals and pro-
gress they want to make without being
afraid,” Townsend said.

Even with the distractions, he said
he’s focused on his goal of getting into
permanent housing — and he should be
accomplishing it soon.

He got a spot in a new low-income
senior housing apartment complex
opening on April 1. 

“I just want to sit and be grateful to
have a place and just soak it all in,”
Townsend said.

His goal after that? To come visit the
new senior shelter and meet all of the
other seniors working to achieve their
goals, too.

A version of this article appeared in
some Republic community editions. 

Seniors
Continued from Page 1A

“If we can keep people in their homes, seniors, that’s even better,” says Central
Arizona Shelter Services CEO Lisa Glow. ELI IMADALI/THE REPUBLIC


