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STREET, June 1, 2021

DISCRIMINATION
VACATION

the Golden Lining of
Shelter In Place

“I can’t wait to get back to normal!”
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It’s a phrase I've heard dozens of times during this past year of our lockdown spa,
where the whining and moaning from people seems to travel farther than the rever-
berating calls of the South American howler monkey. Never in my life have I seen

so much complaining and temper tantrums from an ultra-privileged class. It’s been
surreal, like watching a bratty kitten tear up your favorite couch because you gave it
a warm bath.

“You do realize that incarcerated folks and people with disabilities live like this every
single day, right?” I try, usually in vain, to elicit one iota of compassion from the tod-
dler ableys, who are determined to remind me how hard their life is. And no, I'm not
talking about people with children, those facing homelessness and financial ruin,
domestic violence survivors trapped with an abuser, or other vulnerable popula-
tions that have every reason to hate quarantine. I'm talking about people who can’t
go on as many hikes as they used to, don’t get the hugs they want, or can no longer
frequent the bars and clubs for the 2 a.m. meat market to bump uglies with some ran-
dom stranger. This is a very large portion of San Franciscans, believe it or not.

Quarantine was never about them. But in a society that is quickly replacing empathy
with voter suppression, it’s hard to explain to people that this isn’'t about you. One

of the things our current president has done a better job with than his predecessor

is describing to people (especially youth) that social distancing is about protecting
your grandparents, your sick uncle, and the millions of disabled people just like me.
This is about taking one for the team, about defeating a new and deadly virus with
collective compassion for the people who are most likely to suffer. The news never
seems to cover the rates of new disabilities developed from COVID-19 infections,
either. Just like in wartime, we only hear about the deaths. Never the disabled.

continued on page 3...
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POETRY CORNER

Expel hate

The only way to expel hate, is to become revolutionaries of Love before it's too Late.
We must come together let our voices be heard and not let hate become a verb.
Violence against Asians and others must not even survive.

Love is the only way to expel hate, we must fight hard to keep it by our side.

Note: Like the great Nelson Mandela said Power to the People.

Rodney McClain

POEM ON ABLEISM

| Jessica |

I wanna share something that I've personally
experienced and still deal with today: Please from

the bottom of my heart treat people with disabilities
the same way you would treat someone without a
disability! We're the same as anyone else—we have
feelings, we like to have fun, and we just wanna have a
normal way of life. We didn't choose to have a disability.
Do not define someone by their disability. We're so
much more than it. I've personally dealt with people
treating me like I'm a little kid or like I'm less than
them, and let me just say it’s one of the worst feelings
in the world. Feeling like you don't belong, feeling so
alone, really sucks. Please don't be afraid to come up to
us, be our friend. We don't bite, we want people to talk
to us. Include us in your groups, just talk to us. Make us
feel like we belong and that we matter. Lastly, you're
not weird if you talk to people with disabilities. We
should be able to feel like we're just like everyone else
and not like the outcast. Start making a change: Treat
others the way you wanna be treated.
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Well here I am, and it’s disability pride month! So let
me blow your mind with a little bit of reality from my
corner of the city.

A part of me has absolutely loved the pandemic shel-
ter-in-place. I mean loved it! What? Can Isay that? It
sounds wild, but hear me out:

San Francisco is like a personal social-distancing ob-
stacle course for people like me. More than half of the
buildings in the city I can’t even get into (including
doctors’ and therapists’ offices, to talk about how much
this sucks), and even when I can enter a building, I'm
not even able to pee in their bathroom, since I use an
electric wheelchair. I can almost never go to crowded
places like bars or clubs or music venues, as I will be
immediately told that I'm a fire hazard, or otherwise
ostracized, threatened, or worse. I was kicked out of a
bar where we were celebrating my friend’s birthday in
the Haight-Ashbury because the owner didn’t like my
wheelchair being parked in the corner while I hobbled
with my cane to try to dance.

An employee at Muddy Waters on 16th Street refused to
put a wheelchair ramp down for me (which they have)
because “I know you can walk!” — he had seen me use
a cane once in public and was convinced I was faking
my health needs (I can't walk with a cane anymore).
The manager never returned my calls and I still can’t go
there now.

The $1.25 store owner at Mission and 24th Street rou-
tinely yells at me for trying to navigate the tightly clut-
tered aisles in my wheelchair. I've never complained
about them and I completely understand his hardship
in trying to make a living. But that doesn’t stop him
from hating my existence.

I can’'t count the number of times I've gone to a venue
only to be kicked out, or have to pee in the street be-
cause there’s no bathroom available to me. I frequently
have to lay down on sidewalks next to my wheelchair,
because my spinal pain keeps me from sitting straight
up for long periods. It's extremely rare that anyone
offers to help or sympathizes with this. However, the
police are sure to let me know how angry this makes
them as they menacingly tell me to “move along.”

Bus operators, due to lack of training and oversight
from SFMTA, have discriminated against me so often,
so routinely, that I was forced to file an ADA lawsuit
with the city.

My self-esteem is consistently shattered whenever I
leave my home due to the hateful stares of strangers
passing by, the inappropriate prodding questions of
toddlers and children, and the sheer misery of all the
stigma that surrounds being disabled in my commu-
nity.

And should any of these things work out for me, and I
would find an accessible place to meet someone, and
say—oh, I don’t know—bring a date back to my place,

I would still have to humiliate myself by crawling
along the filthy floor to the steps to my unit, because
even my own apartment has no law requiring it to be
wheelchair accessible. (a personal meeting with the
DPW housing ADA investigator, along with the brutally
unfair laws, made this very clear to me.)

So yeah, being in “lockdown spa” is no big loss for
people like me. In fact, I've been calling it “Discrimina-

tion Vacation.”

After years of being told that video attendance was

impossible for public meetings, even at places like the
disability transportation summit hosted by TRACS and
World Institute on Disability (held at the Ed Roberts
center, bless his soul, as he rolls over in his grave), all of
a sudden, in less than 48 hours, we had videoconferenc-
ing everywhere and for everything. It’s like a switch
flipped when all the abley two-leggers whined and
moaned, and all the things that would be impossible
for cripples like me — things I had been told are “too
expensive” or “not required by ADA law” — became the
immediate order of the day. It kind of reminded me of
the 2009 Wall Street bailout, when the federal govern-
ment gave at least $8 trillion of our taxpayer money

to the crooked banks that wrecked the economy. But
when it’s time for a $1.9 trillion stimulus to Americans
to survive during COVID-19, wealthy corporate scum-
lords and politicians say ‘whoa, that’s too much!” After
strong opposition, and removing billions of desperately
needed help to working Americans, including a $15 fed-
eral minimum wage (it’s still $7.25), the bill passed. The
rich and the powerful (1%) like to dictate what'’s best for
their needs, and that rarely means including or empow-
ering disabled people with social opportunities or jobs.

Regardless of the reasons, that switch was flipped
and the world became an accessible oyster to me. All
of a sudden, I could join friends and engage with the
community. I could go to art events, music shows,
even flirt! I didn’t have to pee in the street anymore,
or struggle to find necessary nourishment, or a pillow
when my body started to crash. I wasn't told to leave
explicitly or through passive-aggressive stares,  was
treated something like... *gasp® ...an equal citizen!

Best of all (and this is due to a certain amount of privi-
lege) I can be a chameleon sometimes, if I take off and
hide my medical aids to look like the ableys. And while
I tell people all the time that I am disabled—I'm a proud
and loud crip—for the first time it became my choice

to do so, and not a conversation forced upon me nearly
every moment outside my apartment.

While the two-legged whiners are droning on about
how “bored” they are, I've never been busier. Now

that the playing field has been evened out a bit, I can
operate and access life in ways similar to them. So it’s
been GO time! What have I done? For starters, I gave

a national presentation on disability transit justice in
February, I have won half a dozen arts contests (two
first prizes), 've made friends and found community all
over the country, I've hosted a music night and virtual
hangouts, I've deepened my education by taking new
free classes and joining community support groups, I've
hosted two domestic violence support meetings and
assisted survivors, and I've finally been able to access
therapy regularly for the first time since being crippled,
as well as many medical appointments (“telemedicine,”
the ableys call it), and many other things. It's been a
busy year!

Most importantly, though, I've been able to deepen
friendships with people. It’s those simple moments in
hanging out where people just enjoy space together,
sometimes not even communicating audibly, but en-
joying each other’s presence. This has been one of the
most wonderful occurrences of this period, and one of
the deepest joys for me. I've been attending art groups
where it’s been absolutely wonderful and shocking to
see that people know who I am. They know who I am!
I'm not that anonymous wheelchair user “what’s his
name” that can physically make it out once or twice a
year. I'm the regular guy that cracks jokes and makes
art that people enjoy!

We don’t often think about it, but routine and associa-
tion is how we build trust and bond with one another.
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Ithink this has always been part of the fabric of living
in human society. While disabled people like me live

in segregation, we cannot build those relationships be-
cause we cannot access the spaces to communicate and
bond. This, in my opinion, is the number one thing that
holds the disability community back in this country,
and that’s why our fight against segregation is tanta-
mount to our liberation.

I want to acknowledge that mine is an outlier case,
and not the experience of most people during a very
difficult time. While some parts of democracy have
been improved through phone and videoconferencing,
especially to access local government meetings, there
is a large part of the population that simply doesn’t
have the necessary technology, and our leaders have
utterly failed at making it available to them. This is
what’s known as the “digital divide”—a not-so-hidden
caste system that is fully operational even in the heart
of Silicon Valley, giving vast preference to those with a
phone, laptop, or computer of some sort, and an inter-
net connection. Nowadays, it’s like you're not even a
full human being unless you have a freaking computer
phone to receive text messages for every single website
signup form. It is often the source of brutal discrimina-
tion against the disabled, seniors, and our unhoused
neighbors. During this time I've been distributing tech-
nology aids to folks when I can, with whatever leftover
stuff I have here. But I wish our city was doing a lot
more in this regard.

Aside from the digital divide, before this unique change
of events we’ve had to go through numerous hurdles

to engage in our local democracy. It’s only too easy to
forget that every meeting, every decision by the Board
of Supervisors, every proclamation issued by the mayor,
every Human Rights Commission meeting, has required
each and every person from the public to go through a
wall of policing, security, and metal detectors. To voice
our support in our own democracy has required hand-
ing over our personal belongings to police with the po-
tential for confiscation or harassment. Just think about
that for a minute... we've experienced something closer
to direct democracy than we've had in many decades!

The ableys, bigots, and political quacks will undoubt-
edly pose a false multiple-choice road forward of this or
that—the technological accessibility of shelter-in-place,
or the “back to normal” of enforced segregation. Tell
them to shove it! We can have our cake and eat it too.
Now we know what’s possible, that the excuses were
always bogus, and that we absolutely can have remote
meetings and remote phone calls, it’s time for us to
fight for them. For example, one of the art groups I'm
attending is going to have rotating in-person and vir-
tual hangouts from now on, if for no other reason than
to continue to include new members who have joined
from other parts of the country.

The pessimist in me is awfully cynical about the access
rollback that’s approaching like a brewing storm over
my life. I'm bracing myself to be shoved back into the
closet of segregation, completely removed from the
world again. I worry that everyone will be so enamored
with physical interaction that I will become a distant
memory of quarantine, an anecdote of the past. Please
try to remember people like me, and think about ways
to include us. If nothing else, this time has shown
myself and others that disabled people are capable of
doing a world of activity, when the activities of the
world are changed to include us. Let’s remember to keep
the good changes around, to make this world accessible
to all, even after we've kicked some COVID butt:). H

Check out this piece online at streetsheet.org for more
links and resources
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Remember when COVID hit and a
lot of people lost their jobs? I am one
of them, but my loss led to an amaz-
ing experience as a self-identifying disabled sex worker.

tallasianchick

WHAT!? DISABLED SEX WORKERS EXIST!?

Yes, but the United States doesn’t like disabled people
or sex workers, so this was a risk that I was willing to
take due to my living situation. If you aren’t disabled,
then you are probably unaware of the working limita-
tions of the disabled population of America.Icannot have
a job due to the fact that I rely heavily on Medi-Cal and
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits. I live in San
Francisco, and it’s not a cheap city to live in. I only get
$785 a month; that is not even a month’s rent in this con-
tinuously gentrified city. I am privileged enough to not be
one of many unhoused disabled people in the city and all
around the world. However, there is a constant fear that I
can be.

The only way for me to make money was to start do-
ing sex work; this is called survival sex work. Survival
sex work is sex work based on purely monetizable sexual
services (AKA full service sex work) for survival because
itis that sex worker’s only option.

“Why don't you get a real job?” First of all, sex work is
literally the oldest profession. Second, please understand
that if I work, I will lose my full health benefits and po-
tentially die. Lastly, we live in a toxic society where sex
workers are deemed dirty and shameful, and sex work
is seen as a last resort. In reality, it’s so much more than
that; for me, it was liberating.

My experience with sex work has been life-changing.
Ilearned that people will pay for ethical porn and ad-
ditionally, I realized that OnlyFans was and is so much
more important than I thought, and it had to do with my
authentic personality. A lot of sex workers use different
names, do not show their faces online, and are mostly
anonymous. Not all sex workers are the same. I can tech-
nically call myself a sex worker when I educate people

LISTEN to STREET SPEAK:

about sex.

People were giving me money just to talk tome.Thad a
client who just wanted to vent to me and paid to do so.

Now, it’s gone. A close family member came across my
OnlyFans and threatened to kick me out of the house if
did not delete my account immediately. Furthermore, if I
were ever to create another account, this beloved family
member would never feel comfortable visiting me, wher-
ever I ended up. This is what happens when Catholicism,
ableism, Filipino culture, intergenerational trauma, his-
torical trauma and sexual trauma all collide within the
span of five years. I have experienced two 5150s, gaslight-
ing, not being believed when I said one of my four broth-
ers molested me when I was less than 5 years old, and a
rape in January 2020 by a partner while I was drunk. My
brain protects me by suppressing my memories.

People often forget that mental illnesses are also dis-
abilities. Sometimes, they can even be more debilitating;
for example, my brain cells started mysteriously dying in
2015. Trauma, in and of itself, is so crippling. I have found
thatIam who I am not because of my traumas, but how I
dealt and am currently dealing with them. I acknowledge
my trauma, just like the rest of my mental illnesses and
disabilities—they are part of me and they may never go
away and I have to accept that.

I have found things when I was so lost and low that
have shaped me into the person that I am proud of today.
I believe in learning from my mistakes and continuous
growth.Itry to learn something new every day, even if
it’s just a fact.

Becoming disabled is not something to fear—however,
the people currently in power should be held accountable
for the fear they have created. The American government
and our financial institutions need to do better by the
marginalized and disenfranchised populations. Billion-
aires shouldn’t exist, and I should not have to suffer just
because I am disabled. I did not choose this. So fix it,
America.®

) Episode 7 explores why homeless advocates should support sex workers!

streetsheet.org
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After those twenty days, people in the camp were saying it wasn’t
possible to stay there any longer. In one room, there could be up to
three large families. Some families didn’t even have that much, and
had to sleep outside. People were complaining and saying all of us
couldn’t continue to live like this. The Kurdish police decided to take
us to another camp, even though it wasn't finished being built yet. In
fact, once we got there we discovered that they hadn't completed any-
thing. There were only tents. Our bathrooms were just an open space
and a big, deep hole without a toilet. There were a few times when
people even fell into it. Officials kept saying they were “still working
on it.”

The discomfort didn't stop there. At the camp, sirens often went off.
Whenever people reported a problem, officials told us that we were
told it wasn’t complete and blamed us for “choosing” this place. The
tents we lived in were so small. I still don't know to this day how the
seven of us managed to find a way to survive in it.

Everything happened inside that tent. We showered in the same
place we cooked our meals. We had to fill our bottles with water from
far away and carry them inside. We tried to layer rocks on top of each
other to keep the rest of the tent from getting wet, but sometimes it
was impossible to avoid. Even in the widest part of the tent you could
barely stretch out your arms. In that situation, you are vulnerable to
all of nature’s elements. Sometimes it got very windy, and other peo-
ple’s tents would fly away. Other times it would rain and ruin many
of the things we had. The worst part, however, was when it was hot.
Tents started burning, even with people inside. I remember one time
when a tent caught fire and caused another tent to catch fire, since so
many of them were so close together, and people died. Whatever the
weather was, we were exposed to the most extreme version of it.

Even during these hard times I found some happiness, because I was
still playing music and music created community. All of us were suf-
fering, but we could still talk to each other and enjoy the music.

We stayed in those tents for years. Then there was a philanthropist
from the United Arab Emirates who came and said he would help im-
prove the camp. He paid for small rooms with walls. No more tents!
We stayed there for another year. My dad created an additional room
by himself made out of rocks. Now we had two rooms, like a real
house. It was much safer than before.

Soon after that, we got news that applications for visas were being ac-
cepted by those who had a disability or had a family member with a
disability. Since I am completely blind, we were able to apply. It took a
long time but eventually we received the news that the United States
accepted us.

A MESSAGE TO
SIGHTED PEOPLE
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One night, our names were called, and we actually got taken to the
airport. We had only been given one week to prepare everything and
leave. Several times they'd give us a date, and then it would change—
but this time it was real. We were actually leaving. While this was
great news, leaving felt much more complicated than just being
happy. We were sad to leave some of our family—aunts and cousins—
and many of our friends behind. There were so many years where we
were all living together side by side. Now it was time to say goodbye,
possibly forever.

Around 2 or 3 a.m., we left the camp and went to the airport. Many
came to the airport with us to say goodbye. We didn't sleep at all. It
was our very first time on a plane. Being inside the plane and feel-
ing the sensation of flying made me so happy. After several layovers
we made it to California. At first we didn’t have a place to stay, so we
slept in hotels. We got support from a counselor who was assigned to
our family, and she was very helpful and quickly found us a place to
live. We were so grateful. However, we didn’t have anything to eat or
a car to help us go shopping. We also didn't meet any Arab people. It
felt very isolating and scary in this new and foreign place.

At the time, I didn’t speak any English—I only knew Kurdish and
Arabic. So, I listened to YouTube videos and watched a lot of TV.I was
only 15 years old. Then it was time for me to go to school for the first
time in my life. I was so nervous. However, [ felt something inside of
me say that it was OK and to just go for it. That voice told me to do this
challenge and that whatever happens, happens. As soon as I got off
the school bus, I met the one-to-one aide that was assigned to me, and
she spoke Arabic. I was so relieved. She worked with me for two years
and helped me learn English.

Many people came into my life who helped me, not only at my high
school, but also at the California School for the Blind in Fremont,
where I went after a few years of high school. If it wasn't for my visu-
al impairment, I wouldn't have met the incredible people who helped
me succeed. My visual impairment has brought me so many things
that I am grateful for. And as far as music goes, I now play more than
ten instruments and am planning to one day be a music teacher.

Ilove where I am now. We might be a family of seven in a two-bed-
room apartment, but we are safe now and we are grateful for that
every day. I am not scared of anything anymore. I feel like I can
become whoever I want to become. I hope that my story can bring
hope to others with a disability who are new to this country. You
never know what can happen. Right now, I feel like every door is open
for me. Before, I would never have guessed that I would one day feel
this way.®

My name is Dlan, and I am blind. I have been totally blind since birth. My whole

life, sighted people have been trying to help, but they do it poorly. They often do not
understand me and do not think of simply asking me what I feel comfortable with
when they have tried to help. I don’t need to be grabbed or touched to be helped. I
want to spread the message of respect, communication and equality from those with
disabilities to people without disabilities.

Here is how to better help blind people: First, don’t assume blind people always

need help. No matter who you are, some people can do things better than others—
whether they have a disability or not. The way someone does something may simply
look different than how you're used to seeing it. Second, you can feel comfortable
around blind people, but please make sure you're paying attention to what’s around
you if you're guiding one of us. At that moment, we are trusting that you are making
sure we are safe. If you don't know what to do, just ask. Most of us are happy to
answer your questions on how to best give us assistance.

It’s easier than you think: Ask and listen to blind people. That’s it. It's very easy to
help people who are blind or disabled. Avoid making assumptions. If people
approach each other with more communication, there would be more respect.
Treating each other this way will set us up for better interactions. I know many
sighted people want to say and do everything correctly without offending anyone,
but don’t put that pressure on yourself. How can you know what to do without
learning first from the person that is disabled? Communication is all it takes. And
who knows? Maybe we'd all realize that we're more alike than different and can
build community. m
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NO INTERNET, NO VACCINE:

HOW LACK OF INTERNET ACCESS HAS LIMITED
VACCINE AVAILABILITY FOR RACIAL AND ETHNIC

MINORITIES

In the US at least, racial and ethnic minority communities that lack internet access have
been left behind in the race to get a COVID-I9 vaccine, say three researchers who study
health disparities. They outline their findings which show that if the online gap was nar-
rowed, vaccine rollout would be smoother.

by Tamara Burns Loeb, AJ Adkins-
Jackson and Arleen F. Brown

Reprinted from INSP.ngo

Racial and ethnic minority com-
munities that lack internet access
have been left behind in the race to
get a COVID-19 vaccine. The average
monthly cost of internet access, about
US$70, can be out of reach for those
who can barely afford groceries.

Reporters and scholars have written
about the effects of lack of internet
access inrural areas in the US and
developing countries, but they have
paid less attention to the harm of lack
of internet access in racial and ethnic

minority communities in major cities.

As researchers who study health
disparities, we are concerned that
even when vaccinations are offered in
these communities, those at greatest
risk for COVID-19 may be unable to ob-
tain appointments without the help of
family or friends. This includes racial
and ethnic minority communities

and older adults, the age group that is
currently being vaccinated.

Our research suggests that lack of
internet access may be an important
reason. And for the almost 13.8 million
older adults in the US who live alone,
asking for help may not be an option.

THE COMPUTER AS COVID-19 CON-
NECTOR

During the pandemic, the internet has
been an indispensable health tool to
millions.

Telehealth services have provided

a safe way for patients to make ap-
pointments for COVID-19 testing and
other types of medical care. In fact,
there was a 154 per cent increase in
telehealth visits during the last seven
days of March 2020 compared to the
same period in 2019. This was most
likely due to public health mandates
that required a shift away from in-
person care.

In addition, patients receive com-
munications from their providers
through email and other messaging
systems that offer access to health
care, health information and test
results. And, departments of public
health and the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention have relied on
their websites, online events and so-
cial media to educate the population
about COVID-19. Access to the internet
is essential during a pandemic.

This has been particularly true as the
vaccine has been rolled out. Signing
up for the vaccine has predominantly
occurred online. This means that

far fewer older adults from under-
resourced racial and ethnic minority
communities have been able to make
appointments.

In 2018, more than one in four
Medicare beneficiaries had no digital
access at home. Those without digital
access were more likely to be 85 years
or older, members of racial or ethnic
minority communities and from low-
income households.

HOW INTERNET ACCESS CAN DETER-
MINE HEALTH

Over the years, medical and public
health experts have identified social
factors — structural racism, a person’s
neighbourhood, access to fresh food,
exposure to toxins, income and educa-
tion —that play a major role in health.
These factors are often called the
social determinants of health. Experts
consider structural racism, or racism
ingrained in social, business, educa-
tional and health policy and practice,
to be one of the most damaging
determinants. These factors in turn
ultimately lead to more disease and
death, as they have with COVID-19.

Early data on the case numbers and
deaths from COVID-19 showed that
structural racism likely increased
exposure to the coronavirus among
racial and ethnic minority communi-
ties. And, racial gaps also impeded
access to testing and affected quality
of care.

The pandemichas also illuminated
the risk of infection to our aging popu-
lation. However, research has placed
less emphasis on how aging affects
some populations more than others,
such as the effects of structural rac-

ism and income.

Now, it appears that internet access is
emerging as a new and troublesome
determinant of health. This appears
to be particularly true for under-
resourced racial and ethnic minority
communities and aging populations.

Although people can make appoint-
ments for a COVID-19 vaccine by
telephone, call centres are frequently
overwhelmed. Hold times can be
extremely long. Access to the internet,
having an internet-enabled device
and understanding how to use both
have been necessary to sign up for the
vaccine. Many advocacy groups and
public health experts have begun to
see internet access as a fundamental

civil rights issue.

During the fall of 2020, we looked at
this issue in more depth with Black
and Latino individuals who are

HIV positive and at risk for a cardio-

vascular event. In our research, we
found that 17 out of 30 patients had
no internet, no computer or lacked
knowledge of how to use the internet
or a computer. They, like many people
with health issues or from under-
resourced racial and ethnic minority
communities, are affected by numer-
ous social determinants that amplify
the negative health consequences
they experience.

While online health services could be
used to increase access and retention
in care among vulnerable groups,
not having access widens existing

disparities.

SOLUTIONS EXIST, BUT THEY MUST BE
IMPLEMENTED

To address the internet gap, policy-
makers must identify lack of internet
access as a barrier and protect against
its effects. This could include reserv-
ing vaccines in under-resourced racial
and ethnic minority communities for
local residents and designating senior
hours for those 65 and older.

Policymakers could also mandate
timely reporting of demographic
information, even within medical
settings, to monitor equity. Public
health administrators could also
partner with organizations that work
with vulnerable populations, such as
Meals on Wheels, to deliver food and
vaccines to individual homes.

Departments of public health also
could work with organizations and
trusted community leaders to produce
culturally consistent multimedia in-
formation on vaccinations and other
health topics. They could also arrange
for billboards, freeway signs and post-
ers atlocal restaurants.

In addition, health care professionals
and organizations can help by
teaching patients about government
subsidies and internet programs for
low-income individuals from internet
service providers. They can also
provide training on how to use the
internet, which would be at least a
good beginning for these vulnerable
groups. i

Tamara Burns Loeb is adjunct associ-
ate professor at UCLA Center of Culture,
Trauma and Mental Health Dispari-
ties at the University of California, Los
Angeles. AJ Adkins-Jackson is a research
fellow at Massachusetts General Hos-
pital, Harvard Medical School, Harvard
University. Arleen F. Brown is professor
of medicine at the University of Califor-
nia, Los Angeles.

Courtesy of The Conversation / INSP.
ngo

“MAKE PEOPLE
FEEL LIKE THEY
MATTER”

Street Medic Couper Orona
Cares for Unsheltered People

|Anisha Tammanal

“Being disabled and on the street is one of the hardest things
anyone could deal with,” says Couper Orona. A retired fire-
fighter, Couper has for many years supported the unhoused
community in San Francisco as a street medic. She was injured
when working as a firefighter in the Sacramento area; living
with disability after a surgery and then facing homelessness
after a divorce forced her to navigate a system that ignores the
most vulnerable.

For Couper, trying to access services in San Francisco proved
difficult, especially due to her reduced mobility. Appointments
to access services require long waiting times that are simply
not feasible for many disabled people. One of Couper’s friends
has been prioritized for housing, Couper says, but still is not
able to get off the streets because she cannot find wheelchair-
accessible housing. Couper herself says that she has followed
every rule when applying for housing, but to no use. “It’s the
way the system works,” she says.

Those experiencing severe mental health issues can have dif-
ficulty making appointments. Many who don’t have access

to a phone cannot make the calls they need to make. A lack of
health care, accessibility issues and the high likelihood that
sweeps will result in the loss of medication make it almost
impossible for a mentally ill or disabled person who is homeless
to access services.

“They say people are ‘service resistant’ when the services are
[actually] resistant to them,” says Couper.

Couper volunteered at a womens’ drop-in center for about three
years, using her firefighter skills to help those around her with
medical needs. These days, she is well known among San Fran-
cisco’s unhoused community for her street medic work. Often,
she is woken up in the middle of the night to tend to someone’s
medical emergency. Having saved lives countless times, she
has built trust with the community.

For years now, the City has proudly swept tent encampments
and proclaimed that the homelessness crisis has improved

due to the reduced number of tents. Instead of being offered
housing, people will be harassed by the City’s police and public
works departments. This harassment leads to fear, which only
increases when an individual relies on certain items like canes
to help them move around. To leave one’s tent is to risk having
Public Works steal and destroy all personal belongings, includ-
ing the most necessary devices.

When asked about how San Francisco can better support home-
less folks with disabilities, Couper expressed a need for respect.
She says the City’s leaders are not informed by the actual lived
experience of people facing homelessness and make no attempt
at performing outreach in the community themselves.

“No one chooses to be homeless, but the city chooses not to help
people. London Breed wants them to be out of the way,” she
says.

Money that could be used to house people is instead spent on
anti-homeless architecture to prevent people from getting too
comfortable. Couper says she is embarrassed for the city. “Lon-
don Breed is destroying people from the inside out.”

When asked how able-bodied, housed folks can attempt to
understand the intersection of homelessness and disability,
Couper says, “I want people to care again. Stop and help
someone when they need help. Don't ignore them. Seeing one
person help gives others the courage to do so. Get off your
phone and be a part of your environment. Make people feel like
they matter.” ®



THE RIGHT
TO WASH:

Is SAN FRANCISCO
CAPABLE OF ENSURING
THIS FOUNDATIONAL

HumMAN RIGHT?

Within the past month, San Francisco made
an important stride toward providing
water to more unhoused San Franciscans.
Yet as the City makes improvements to
water access, it has taken significant
steps backward when it comes to access
to sanitation and hygiene. Just this
month, the City’s plan to substantially
reduce access to public toilets across

San Francisco, targeting locations with
high concentrations of unhoused San
Franciscans, was unveiled.

Water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH)

are essential for every person on the
planet. A person can only live about three
days without access to drinking water.
Adequate sanitation and hygiene, which
also rely on access to water, are essential
for mitigating illness, disease and plagues
that have ravished humanity for millennia.
Due to the central role that WASH plays in
maintaining life and dignity, the United
Nations (U.N.) Human Rights Council
recognized access to safe drinking water
and sanitation as a human right in 2010,
requiring that “drinking water and water
for personal and domestic usage as well

as sanitation and hygiene facilities are
available, accessible, safe, acceptable, and
affordable for all without discrimination.”
Soon after, California became the first

state in the United States to legislatively
recognize the human right to water and
sanitation in 2012. California recognizes
that “every human being has the right to
safe, clean, affordable, and accessible water
adequate for human consumption, cooking,
and sanitary purposes.”

In 2015, the human right to water

and sanitation was embedded in the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a
set of global goals designed to achieve a
better and more sustainable future for all.
The SDGs were established by the UN. and
agreed to by nearly 200 nations, including
the United States. Goal #6 of the SDGs
calls for the “availability and sustainable
management of water and sanitation

for all”, including targets to “achieve
universal and equitable access to safe and
affordable drinking water for all” and
“achieve access to adequate and equitable
sanitation and hygiene for all and end
open defecation, paying special attention
to the needs of women and girls and those
in vulnerable situations.” While many
countries are striving to reach the goal of
universal access to water and sanitation
for all people on the planet, the World
Health Organization (WHO) and the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) reported
that in 2017 2.2 billion people were without
safely managed water services and 2 billion
people still did not have basic sanitation

John Stiefel

facilities, such as toilets or latrines.

In countries with high WASH coverage
like the United States, universal SDG
WASH targets will only be achieved when
they are met for all subgroups within

the population. With contexts like the
U.S.in mind, the WHO and UNICEF have
highlighted “informal urban settlements”
and “disadvantaged groups” as high-risk
subgroups that are routinely left without
adequate access to WASH services, thereby
keeping these countries from achieving
universal access to WASH. According

to UNICEF and the WHO, “equitable

access implies progressive reduction

and elimination of inequalities between
population subgroups”. Within the U.S,,
unhoused Americans living in informal
urban settlements are a high-risk subgroup
that has too long been ignored.

San Francisco mirrors many urban contexts
within the United States: It has a very high
level of WASH services for the majority of
its community members, but a very low
level of WASH services for unhoused San
Franciscans. In an effort to highlight this
disparity, the Coalition on Homelessness
launched the Water For All Campaign,
which applied the international minimum
standards for water access to unhoused
San Franciscans. The coalition’s Water For
All report revealed that 60% of unhoused
San Francisans fell below the lowest level
standard of having access to 15 liters of
water per person per day, while 74% of
unhoused San Francisans fell below the
standard of 5o liters of water per person
per day set for urban, middle-income
settings. Furthermore, 78% of unhoused
San Franciscans do not meet the combined
minimum international standards for
travel time and distance to a safe water
source, set by the WHO, UNICEF, and the
United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR).

When it comes to assessing a community’s
sanitation status, alack of open defecation
is a central indicator used by the
international community. Additional
indicators, including the ratio of people
per toilet, as well as distance to a toilet,
are used to assess a community’s progress
toward the goal of universal sanitation
coverage. Similar to its disparity in access

to water, San Francisco has a very high level

of sanitation coverage for the majority of
its community members, while having a
very low level of sanitation coverage for
unhoused San Franciscans. For residents

of and visitors to San Francisco, as well

as those paying attention to national and
international media coverage highlighting
San Francisco’s infamous “Poop Maps”,

open defecation is a clear and present
reality in San Francisco. Furthermore,
San Francisco falls below international
minimum standards for the number of
people sharing a toilet, as well as for the
distance to a toilet.

At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,
San Francisco set out to increase WASH
access among its subgroup of unhoused San
Franciscans. The severe lack of public water
access points was mitigated by connecting
temporary water taps to fire hydrants.
Furthermore, San Francisco increased

the number of public toilets throughout
the city, calculating the number of toilets
needed by using the international standard
of one toilet for every 5o unhoused people
set by UNHCR as the sanitation standard
during the first six months following an
emergency. While this effort began moving
San Francisco in the right direction, it

fell short of achieving the international
minimum standards for access to both
water and sanitation, and failed to meet
the international Sphere standard ensuring
that all San Franciscans have access to a
toilet within so meters from their dwelling.
Furthermore, despite having proven its
ability to achieve the target of one toilet

for every 5o unhoused San Franciscans
during the year of sheltering in place, San
Francisco recently began removing public
toilets throughout the city. According to

a Public Toilets Policy Analysis Report,
issued by San Francisco’s Budget and
Legislative Analyst on June 9, 2021, San
Francisco has removed toilets from 17 city
sites during the period of May 2020 to May
2021. Furthermore, the Mayor’s proposed
budget for Fiscal Year 2021/2022 included

a $2.4 million cut to the City’s 24-hour “Pit
Stop” public toilet program, reducing the
number of 24-hour public toilets to zero. At
the very point in time that San Francisco
should be increasing its efforts to adhere to
the international minimum standards of
one toilet for every 20 people set by UNHCR
during the transition phase following an
emergency (e.g COVID-19), San Francisco
has instead quietly cut funding for public
toilets, thereby eroding the significant
progress that has been made over the past
year. This action will move the community
further away from the goal of universal
sanitation coverage and increase the
inequality of WASH services between San
Francisco’s subgroups.

At the same time that San Francisco is
losing ground on sanitation access, there
is a glimmer of hope for unhoused San
Franciscans when it comes to water access.

The City recently approved the addition of
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three permanent drinking water stations
within the Tenderloin, the district with
the highest concentration of unhoused

San Franciscans. This increase was an
emergency recommendation of the Water
For All Campaign, and the result of a lot

of work among homeless advocates. It

also highlights the willingness of San
Francisco’s Public Utilities Commission
(SFPUC) to partner in the shared goal of
providing water access and prioritizing
the expansion of water access to unhoused
San Franciscans. While the SFPUC has
publicly acknowledged that access to water
isahuman right, achieving this goal is
dependent on a commitment from the City
to fund these critical WASH facilities.

San Francisco is one of the wealthiest

cities on earth, yet it has not achieved
universal WASH access. As long as San
Francisco continues to ignore unhoused
San Franciscans, it will never achieve
universal WASH access. Barriers to
achieving universal WASH access in San
Francisco have less to do with financial
resources and more to do with political will.
According to a report by the United Nations,
San Francisco’s failure to achieve universal
WASH access is more than passive
negligence, but rather an active strategy

to discourage unhoused San Franciscans
from residing in the community. Leilani
Farha, U.N. Special Rapporteur on the
Human Right to Adequate Housing called
this strategy a human rights violation in

a 2018 report, which said that “attempting
to discourage residents from remaining

in informal settlements or encampments
by denying access to water, sanitation and
health services and other basic necessities,
as has been witnessed by the Special
Rapporteur in San Francisco and Oakland,
California, United States of America,
constitutes cruel and inhuman treatment
and is a violation of multiple human rights,
including the rights to life, housing, health
and water and sanitation.”

The United Nations, the United States, the
State of California, and San Francisco’s
Public Utilities Commission all
acknowledge that WASH is a human right.
Yet as San Francisco agrees to expand
access to water, its simultaneous removal
of public toilets exposes a more underlying
issue that has been stunting the
community for decades: Its dismissal of
unhoused San Franciscans. San Francisco
must ensure WASH access for all of its
residents, including those who are
unhoused. &
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