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Every Minnesotan should be free from 
hunger and homelessness. 

 

 

Good afternoon! My name is Jessica Mathias and I am the Executive Director with 
Open Your Heart to the Hungry and Homeless. Thank you so much for joining me 
today to learn more about Open Your Heart and the community we serve. I’d like 
to start with a brief overview of homelessness in Minnesota and then conclude 
with a video from OYH. We can then have some time for questions at the end.  
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19,600 MINNESOTANS EXPERIENCE 
HOMELESSNESS ON ANY GIVEN 

NIGHT.

 

 

Prior to COVID-19, nearly 20,000 Minnesotans experienced homelessness on any 
given night. I say prior because COVID-19 has only exacerbated hunger and 
homelessness throughout the country. Although some things are getting back to 
“normal”, due to the economic fallout from this pandemic, certain communities 
across the country face the prospect of increased foreclosures, evictions, and 
homelessness, exacerbating the already daunting challenge of providing safe and 
affordable housing to all of our community members.  
 
There is often times some confusion around the term “homeless”. 
People can be categorized as homeless if they are: living on the streets; moving 
between temporary shelters, including houses of friends, family and emergency 
accommodation; or living in private boarding houses without a private bathroom 
or security of contract.  
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UNSHELTERED

 

 

Today, more and more people experiencing homelessness are staying outside of a 
formal shelter. Individuals may be outside for several reasons including lack of 
available shelter, shelter rules that won’t allow partners, people with pets, people 
under the influence or just because they feel more comfortable being outdoors 
than in a shelter setting. Encampments can provide a sense of community not 
found in a shelter.  
 
When speaking about capacity, it is important to note that 80 of 87 of our 
counties are without adequate shelter. To put it into perspective, prior to COVID, 
there were over 3,000 people homeless on any given night in Hennepin County 
but only 1,041 shelter rooms available. 
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So who are these nearly 20,000 Minnesotans experiencing homelessness and how 
can it happen? 
 
• It may surprise you but of all age groups, children and youth age 24 and under 

are the most likely to be homeless in Minnesota. This includes children with 
their parents, and minors and young adults on their own. 

▪ Nearly half of these children are age 5 or under. 
▪ Nationally, LGBTQ+ youth are 120% more likely to experience homelessness 

than their peers  
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Although they are the smallest age group of those experiencing homelessness, 
older adults age 55 and older are the fastest growing segment of the homeless 
population with 70% suffering from a chronic illness. Staff in emergency shelters 
frequently report not having the training or resources to accommodate new and 
growing homeless population. 
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Lastly, People of Color face a disproportionate risk of homelessness. 
 
In Minnesota, African Americans make up 37% of the homeless adult population, 
despite being only 6% of the adult population statewide. 
 
American Indians make up 12 percent of homeless adults, compared to 1 percent 
statewide. 
 
Racial disparities are persistent in the Minnesota homeless population, and they 
occur among persons of all age groups, genders, and geographic locations.  
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There are many obstacles that contribute to a person or a family becoming 
homeless however it is very important to understand that homelessness is not 
black and white, with a one shoe fits all solution. In fact, the only thing that every 
person experiencing homelessness indeed has in common, is their lack of a home. 
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The lack of affordable housing in Minnesota and across the entire country is one 
of the greatest attributes to homelessness and is a crisis situation. In fact, over 
half of adults facing homelessness in Minnesota have difficulty renting an 
apartment or getting housing because there is no housing they could afford. For 
those on the waiting list for subsidized housing, the average wait time is 12 
months. 
 
To be considered affordable housing means that a person would not pay more 
than 30% of their income on housing. Currently, with the average cost of rental 
units, a Minnesotan would need to earn an annual income of $41,000 to afford a 
modest two-bedroom apartment. Yet, the median renter in Minnesota earns 
approximately $38,000 — or is short by about $3,000 annually.  
 
Overall, about 1 in 4 Minnesotans are spending more than 30% of their income to 
put a roof over their heads. This is just for rent, not even including costs for child 
care, utilities, groceries, etc.  
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Another obstacle that contributes to homelessness is lack of employment and 
livable wages.  
Despite popular belief, 1/3 of homeless individuals are actually employed, 
however the rate of pay is not increasing at the same rate as the cost of living. In 
fact, over the last ten years, the cost of housing has increased 9% while the 
median renter income has decreased 5%. And now as we all now, the housing 
market is crazy with very little availability and inflated prices. 
 
Of the two-thirds of homeless adults who are unemployed, this could be for a 
variety of reasons including but not limited to mental health issues, criminal 
records, and lack of transportation. Whatever the reason, I would like you to 
consider how practical it is for someone who is constantly in survival mode to be 
able to successfully hold down employment. Imagine spending the night in a 
shelter, outside in a tent or riding on a train, barely sleeping, most likely on an 
empty stomach and then having the ability to put in a full day’s work.    
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Another reason a person may become homeless is due to chronic health 
conditions. 
 
Eighty-six percent of homeless adults have either significant mental illness, 
chronic health condition, substance abuse disorder, or evidence of a traumatic 
brain injury. Fifty percent have more than one of these conditions.  
 
Throughout the pandemic, advocates have been especially concerned with the 
vulnerability of those experiencing homelessness who sleep together in close 
quarters in shelters, have limited ability to wash their hands and already struggle 
with underlying health conditions which make the virus much more harmful if 
contracted.  
 
 
 
 

  



Slide 11 

 

 

 

Another cause of homelessness, although again, there can be any number of 
reasons, is abuse and violence. Domestic abuse and violence often times lead to 
homelessness when a person flees from an abusive relationship. The opposite is 
also true where a person experiencing homelessness has stayed in a an abusive 
relationships because they had nowhere else to go. Unfortunately, the stresses 
caused by the  pandemic have also increased cases of domestic abuse. 
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And lastly, one of the greatest failures in our society and a major cause of 
homelessness, is discrimination. As previously mentioned, people of color face a 
disproportionate risk of homelessness. Historical trauma and generational impacts 
of discriminatory housing policies and other systemic inequalities have 
contributed to the overrepresentation of people of color and those who identify 
as LGBTQ in Minnesota’s homeless population. Mapping Prejudice, a research 
group from the University of Minnesota, provides data that demonstrate how 
structural barriers in Minnesota stopped many people who were not white from 
buying property and building wealth for most of the last century. For more 
information on Mapping Prejudice and restrictive covenants in Minnesota, I highly 
recommend watching Jim Crow of the North on PBS> 
 
VIDEO 
 
In addition to disparities in homelessness and housing as shown in this video, 
there are also disparities in health care, education, and incarceration. The average 
income of white households in Minnesota is about $70K, which is over double 
that of black households and about 40% more than Hispanics. All these barriers 
combined, make the obtainment of the “American Dream”, nearly impossible.  
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Truth be told, many of us are all just one job loss, chronic illness, sick child or 
traumatic event away from becoming homeless ourselves.  
 
I think it’s incredibly important that as a society we don’t lose sight of the fact 
that everyone experiencing homelessness is someone’s sibling, parent, friend, 
child, etc. Their lives matter. I’ve included this video because I believe that to 
better understand and empathize with homelessness, you need to hear directly 
from those living through it. 1:01 
 
This footage was taken from the Franklin/Hiawatha encampment in the winter of 
2018 and although that was three years ago, the message is still as impactful. 
People from that encampment were moved into a Navigation Center nearby for 
several months and provided shelter and services. You may have seen or heard 
that another encampment is growing again in the same area. A recent article 
highlighted a gentleman staying at the encampment that had never been 
homeless before, but had lost his apartment after losing his job during the 
pandemic. This just goes to show how quickly and easily we ourselves or the 
people we know and love can fall into homelessness. 
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Ending homelessness is a national problem with local solutions. 
 
As a society we must ensure that housing is a human right and that everyone has 
access to it. No person and especially no child should ever have to wonder where 
they are going to sleep at night.  
 
Together, we can help end homelessness by creating affordable housing; growing 
living wage jobs; improving access to affordable healthcare;  and protecting civil 
rights. Individually, we can educate ourselves and others on what causes and 
perpetuates homelessness, especially as I spoke about earlier, systemic racism 
that has ensured people of color experience poverty and homelessness at 
disproportionate rates.  
 
Although it clear that there is still a lot of work to be done to end hunger and 
homelessness, there are success stories every single day. And at Open Your Heart, 
we know that the work we do and our accomplishments are only made possible 
because of people like you and you taking the time to learn more about this 
incredibly important issue. With that being said, I would  appreciate just a few 
more minutes of your time, to show you what your support makes possible for 
those served by Open Your Heart. 
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Again thank you so much for everything that you make possible. Open Your Heart 
truly couldn’t do our work without supporters like you. And now, I wanted to 
ensure I didn’t take up too much of your lunch break but I would welcome any 
questions if anyone has one? If not, thank you so much for joining me this 
afternoon. Next slide has additional learning opportunities on homelessness. The 
slide after that is my email – feel free to contact me at any time. Thank you again 
and have a great rest of your week! 
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Learning Opportunities
http:/ / mnhomeless.org/

http:/ / www.mncompass.org/

https:/ / www.mnhomelesscoalition.org/

https:/ / mappingprejudice.umn.edu/

https:/ / endhomelessness.org/
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THANK YOU!

jmathias@oyh.org

 

 

 

 
 
 

 


