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In 1987, two friends came together to solve a problem one of them suffered.  Gabriele Sexton, who worked for a prominent Atlanta engineering firm, had tended to the recurring problems of her schizophrenic son.  He was now 25 and had spent nearly a decade shuttled among state hospitals, county jails, his mother’s apartment and the streets.  His disease had made their lives particularly difficult, and she needed help.  Both she and her son were worn out.
She told her friend, Pat Reeser, who was a special assistant to the President of a local Atlanta bank.  Pat is the kind of person who helps those she loves.  She had worked with those wielding business power in Atlanta for years and she thought the business community should do more to house mentally ill people like Gabriele’s son.  

Since 1968, such people had been denied lifetime care in the State mental hospitals.  In most cases release was a sensitive and appropriate response to the large state asylums across America.  Georgia’s had been the largest.  Many, many patients could be helped in their communities to lead more productive lives.  Advances in medication allow some stability, although some medications also have debilitating side effects.  Unfortunately, the community response to provide housing, medical care and counseling had not been sufficient to satisfy the new demand for community service.  Public mental health dollars have not followed the public policy impetus to deinstitutionalize the mentally ill and treat them in their communities.  

Gabriele’s son could no longer stay in her apartment.  He had been violent and abusive to her and her friends.  There were a small number of group homes available in Atlanta, but not nearly enough, and not appropriate for every patient.  More residential services and different alternatives were needed.  

Gabriele and Pat first found Pat Clifford, who was the head of Supportive Living Services for the Division of Mental Health of the Georgia Department of Human Resources.  Pat had long been involved in providing additional community services to mentally ill persons.  She administered a state system that placed 1,500 former hospital patients in community residences.  The demand for community placement was believed to be closer to 3, 000 just in Atlanta and 10,000 statewide.  

With extremely limited inpatient benefits under the Medicaid and Medicare programs, mental health historically had been a state program.  Throughout the country, the bulk of the funds had gone to pay the expensive cost of inpatient care, initially in large asylums.  Through the 1960’s and 70’s, some states programs were developed through private nonprofit organizations that were not necessarily the responsibility of the public health systems.  However, the primary responsibility for care rested with state government.  
Pat Clifford had recently engaged Gail Hayes to count the number of mentally ill persons in Georgia who needed additional community placements.  This unique study, called Project Place, provided data to prove the demand for care that Gabriele had already experienced so personally.  

All four of them thought that the business community ought to do more.  Charitable giving had tended to focus more on other health care projects.  At the time there were only two private mental health agencies in Atlanta, operating a vocational rehabilitation program, an apartment residence and two group homes.  

Now connected, these determined women proved they could build a more powerful force for mental health programs in the community.  Pat Reeser  involved her boss, Tom Williams, then Chairman of First Atlanta Bank.  They asked Rosalynn Carter to serve as the honorary chairperson.  She had been working actively following up on the President’s Commission on Mental Health that she had chaired for Jimmy Carter while they were in the White House.  She wanted to get involved again in Georgia projects, and was eager to join the effort.

Gabriele recruited two friends working at prominent Atlanta businesses, Buck Shamburger from  Portman-Barry and Charles Bulterman from KLM.  Charles recruited his friend George Goodwin who had run the Atlanta office of Manning, Selvage & Lee, a prominent public relations firm.  George had previously worked at the Atlanta Journal and understood how to get things done in the City of Atlanta.

The planning group asked Rosalynn to invite other people active in the community to join a nascent Project Interconnections board.  Robert Scherer, Chairman of the Board of the Georgia Power Company, had a personal interest in mental illness, and he agreed to serve.  Georgia Power became the lead corporate donor.  Mrs. Carter invited Rabbi Arnold Goodman, Archbishop Donnellan and Perry Ginn of the Christian Council to join the Board of Directors.  Her long standing ally in mental health advocacy, Susie Elson, past President of the National Mental Health Association, lent her influence.  Atlanta Mayor Andrew Young joined in.  Gail Hayes and Charles Bulterman recruited Stan Jones to serve as the Chairperson.  He had worked on mental health issues for Mrs. Carter in Washington and Atlanta during the Carter Gubernatorial and Presidential administrations.  

Mrs. Carter had already been working with Dr. Jeff Houpt, then Chairman of the Department of Psychiatry at Emory University.  He had been heavily involved in the annual symposia on mental health that Mrs. Carter led at the Carter Center.  Gail and Pat Clifford for years had worked with Dr. Bernard Holland, previously head of the Department of Psychiatry at Emory, who had started the Georgia Mental Health Institute and had been involved in the development of regional hospitals throughout Georgia.  
With considerable excitement, the Board met in January of 1988 at the Carter Center.  Two patients described their lives on the streets of Atlanta.  Something needed to be done.  Something would be done.

The Board knew it must prove its case.  Starting with the data collected by Project Place, it surveyed every public and private agency working in areas related to mental health, asking what was the demand for community care, what models of care should be pursued, how and where should residences be proposed.

Thirty agencies responded.  They repeated what the Board intuitively knew-what two decades of deinstitutionalization had taught those involved in mental health.  The city needed more appropriate residential placements for the mentally ill following inpatient hospitalization.  Too many people were living on the streets, in jails, or in cheap boarding houses, with little or no care of supervision.  

The initial Board had also invited representatives of the major mental health institutions to serve on a Planning Committee advising the Board.  The Christian Council, the Mental Health Association, Task Force for the Homeless, the Fulton County Supportive Living Program and Community Friendship readily provided information.  

The Board set about to design four model projects to house mentally ill persons appropriately in communities.  Mrs. Carter offered her insight that she believed that it was easier to raise significant dollars around the issue of homelessness than on mental illness alone.  She had labored hard in the trenches for mental health and knew that its stigmatization threatened donors in a way that homelessness did not.  Because the magnitude of the problem in Atlanta alone was likely to show need to house people, the Board also focused on what it could do that would be large enough to attract charitable donors.  The common wisdom then was to build group homes for 6-8 people where patients could live in manageable and comforting environments.  The Board knew at that rate it would take forever to make a significant impact on the housing needs for the mentally ill.  

Therefore, the models included two large projects as well as two smaller ones.  Phoenix House and People’s Place (now called O’Hern House), located in different parts of the city, would house as many as 100 persons.  Hearthstone Apartments would be a sheltered apartment complex for 20 persons who would receive significant counseling services in addition to housing.  Liberty Lodge would house 8 to 10 former patients who were holding jobs in the community sufficient to allow them to support themselves with less supervision and counseling.  

Phoenix House and People’s Place were new ideas in the American mental health movement.  In New York, Philadelphia, Boston and Los Angeles, mental health advocacy groups had converted old hotels to single room occupancy residences for the mentally ill.  Some were walk-in shelters; other allowed people to stay during the day.  They were called low demand residences, because very few, if any, demands were made on the former patients.  Patients were enticed to the residences with the offer of food, by means of mobile vans that went to where mentally ill people gathered, on the streets, rather than waiting for patients to stumble upon them.  
The concept was that the provision of food and shelter would inspire disenchanted patients to seek help.  Many were already frustrated or mistrustful of the public mental health systems, because lengths of stay in hospitals had been shortened, community placements were absent, and all too frequently the result of leaving the hospital was the streets or unsafe boarding houses.  If trust levels could be rebuilt, through the provision of food and shelter, patients might seek help, take medications, enter counseling and start vocational rehabilitation programs.  An impetus to stimulate those in need to seek help seemed a necessary first step.  

The Project Interconnections advisory group visited programs similar to Phoenix House and People’s Place in Philadelphia and New York.  They began networking with other organizations across the country that were exploring similar ideas.

In late 1988, then Governor Joe Frank Harris’s attention also had turned to homelessness.  He had asked Jim Laney, President of Emory University, to chair a Task Force on Homelessness.  Atlanta was attracting a significant number of homeless persons, and a state response was needed.  The Project Interconnections Board visited with President Laney and the Governor.  Members suggested a public and private partnership to provide residential services for the largest segment of the homeless, the mentally ill.
The Governor accepted this idea, and in his state of the State address in 1989 mentioned Project Interconnections as an example of how the private community could work with the State to deal with the issue of homelessness.  He recommended that operating costs be funded by the State as a challenge to the private donor community to raise the capital costs of acquiring and developing Phoenix House.  The Governor’s budget had already been drawn at that point in time, and Senator Roy Barnes worked with Governor Harris to provide Project Interconnections $400,000 a year to staff People’s Place.  Seventy-five percent of the dollars came from the McKinney Homeless Relief Act, and the State of Georgia provided the rest.  

PII began using State operating funds immediately to place mentally ill person in some of the overnight stay hotels along Ponce de Leon Avenue where many were living on the street.  It issued a request for proposals to the mental health agencies in Atlanta to inquire who would be interested in managing Phoenix House.  Community Friendship (CFI) and others responded to the proposal.  Because CFI had been the initial private mental health agency founded by Atlanta foundations and the Mental Health Association in the early 1970’s, PII chose it as the most experienced provider of mental health services.  CFI had not previously assisted patients who did not meet its criteria for being ready to enter vocational rehabilitation.  It stretched its mission to agree to operate Phoenix House.  PII thus furthered an additional goal it had, to serve as a catalyst to stimulate those already experienced in particular already to fill needs identified by Project Interconnections.  
Project Interconnections then searched Atlanta for an appropriate location for Phoenix House.  An elderly couple in the West End of Atlanta had put their Victorian house and accompanying outbuilding on the market.  The house was 75 years old and located in a warehouse district three miles south of Five Points at the Oakland City MARTA station.  There was a large vacant lot behind the property.

Louise and Tom Callahan were ready to move.  Pleased by what PII had in mind, they invited Mrs. Carter to their house to meet with their neighbors.  Mrs. Carter described what was planned and asked if the neighborhood would be interested in helping develop Phoenix House.  That initial meeting led to other meetings with the Neighborhood Planning Unit, led by Dr. Jeri Corbin, Professor at Georgia State University.  PII described its plans and the neighborhood described its fears.  They negotiated an initial development for 50 persons and PII agreed to screen out patients who had violent histories or who were actively abusing drugs or alcohol.  This somewhat limited the patient population but it was important to prove that a residence the size of Phoenix House could work.  The NPU endorsed the project and it was approved by the City Council unanimously.  This was the most successful zoning effort ever achieved by a mental health agency in Atlanta.

PII then completed its contract to buy the Victorian house and out building and 2.5 acres of adjacent vacant property.  

State Representative Kil Townsend suggested the PII consider modular housing units.  PII began to meet with local officials for the Cardinal Industries plant in South Fulton County.  Cardinal Industries could build a studio apartment in an average of 30 minutes-18 units per day on the assembly line.  The local managers discounted the price for 23 units.  The units included eight 4-bedroom apartments, one 2 bedroom apartment with handicap access and fourteen studio apartments.

In working with Cardinal and its successor, Richfield Industries, the Board refined the low demand idea that had been developed in other parts of the country.  The apartments easily could be made with kitchens.  The Board then decided that its first project should serve homeless mentally ill persons who were capable of living together and cooking for themselves. Phoenix House thus became an independent living project for 48 adult men and women.  The presence of the kitchens and 4 bedroom units in a group community meant that the residents would learn social and self help skills that would help them advance.  It also meant that Phoenix House would be a permanent home for many patients.  The Board realized that it might take several years before a patient achieved a level of functioning where he or she could move on completely to living independently and to holding a job.
Georgia Power Company made an initial commitment of $100,000 in cash and in kind to Project Interconnections.  The company prepared a film to describe the models and hosted a breakfast.  The Tull Charitable Foundation quickly followed suit and made a $100,000 two for one challenge grant to PII.  Each Board member then did his or her part.  Using the connections of the individual members of the Board, calls were made on the major Atlanta companies and charitable foundations.  Coca-Cola followed Georgia Power’s lead.  First Atlanta and Trust Company joined the ranks through the charitable funds each administered.  Lockheed Georgia, Georgia Pacific and Harland and Franklin Foundations all made significant contributions.  Dramatically, the Lettie Pate Evans Foundation with it significant connections and interest in mental health, took down the entire Tull Charitable Grant with a gift of $250,000.  The first project was almost home.
Meanwhile, Porter Spangler, a local developer, lent his considerable talent to the management of the renovation of this Victorian house bought from the Callahans and the site work for the Cardinal/Richfield units.  Ross Kist at Georgia Power lent his engineering expertise to the job of overseeing the construction project.  Local architects and contractors donated parts of their efforts.

The process was painfully long, but the Victorian houses were rewired, replumbed, resanded and painted.  They became staff offices for the full time mental health and security staff of Community Friendship.  The outbuilding became the recreation center for the future residents of Phoenix House.  In October 1989, Richfield lowered the first unit on its foundation.  Mayor Andrew Young and Rosalynn Carter emceed the “house lowering” event.  

In May 1990, the first residents moved into Phoenix House.  For over two years, CFI and PII had placed former mental patients in community hotels, giving them a safe place to live until Phoenix House was open.  In groups of 10-12, CFI invited those patients to move into Phoenix House.  By September, all 48 beds were occupied.  Phoenix House was full.  The residents had a place to call home, and their spirits and faces reflected the security that home brought.

By the time Phoenix House opened, PII had already helped approximately 150 patients through temporary shelter at some of Atlanta’s day hotels.  It had already begun a program of recruiting and screening people who needed housing and figuring out who could live appropriately in the independent setting that Phoenix House provided.  Over the course of the first year, some 70 different people lived at Phoenix House.  Several could not live within the social demands of the 4 bedroom units or the 48 person community that Phoenix House represented.  A very small number broke the rules against drug abuse or property abuse.  They were asked to move out and were helped with other placements.  Each resident had his own case manager through the several case management systems operated by Fulton and DeKalb counties, Mercy Hospital Services and the Mental Health Association.  Patients were referred by case managers from shelters and from hospitals.
The capital costs were approximately $1 million.  Of this amount, $700,000 in cash was raised and $200,000 was donated in kind.  Most of the contractors donated their profit margin and several gave significant discounts for what they provided.  At the time, annual staffing costs were $430,000 per year and this cost was covered with an annual state appropriation of $400,000 and $30,000 in rent paid by the residents.  Each resident is eligible for Supplemental Security Income and must pay rent of 1/3 of his or her income to Phoenix House.  The Georgia Residential Finance Authority (now DCA) financed the last $94,000 of cost.

At 48 units, the cost of the project was approximately $17,000 per bed.  There is enough space on the site for another 16-20 units; thus unit cost per bed cost eventually can be reduced.  The units are code standard with a life expectancy of 30 years.  

The original PII plan was for a public/private partnership.  Private capital was used to pay all the capital costs.  Public entities would provide the staffing and service cost.

Such significant private donations could not have been raised for smaller projects.  Donors wanted a model that could make significant dent in the homeless mentally ill population.  This size of Phoenix House and the significant costs economies of scale realized from it are important.  The living environment with significant outdoor space offers a soothing, therapeutic environment from which resident’s trust levels can be raised.

The outdoor setting affords a pleasant living environment.  There have been no adverse effects on the surrounding neighborhoods.  Residents and neighbors have formed a community.  They are now interconnected.

