Matching Needs to Resources

Phoenix Family Housing offers help beyond four walls and a roof.
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It didn’t just happen overnight. And it’s not going to go away any time soon.
Poverty. It’s happening here ... not far away from our very backyards.

But organizations like Phoenix Family Housing are making strides toward
improving the quality of life for people living in poverty.

Phoenix Family Housing is a non-profit public charity that offers onsite sup-
port services to low-income families in affordable housing properties throughout
Kansas and Missouri. The organization provides integrated social support services
to nearly 6,000 people in 30 different communities in 12 cities.

Jonathan Cohn, Overland Park resident and CEO of the property management
company, Yarco, Inc., is one of the founders of Phoenix Family Housing.

“The birth of Phoenix happened because people around us saw a need in our
community, and they cared enough to join us and take action,” he says.

THE BEGINNINGS OF A GREAT IDEA

In the late 1980s a Yarco employee, Bill Foreman, and his wife, Cindy, lived
in and managed an affordable housing property in Kansas City. Since they lived
on-site, they saw the variety of renters with low income and witnessed the daily
challenges these families faced just trying to survive. Cindy began helping the kids
at the apartment building with after-school tutoring, arts, crafts and activities. She
saw the need and was available and willing to help.

“Phoenix Family Housing grew organically from there,” says Jonathan.

With Cindy’s help, Jonathan and his father, Cliff; realized that a core segment
of Yarco’s business—providing housing to low-to-moderate income families—
addressed only a tiny part of the overall problem of poverty in our community.

Providing affordable shelter was just not enough to break the cycle of poverty,
according to Jonathan. Many people living in these communities also need on-site
services to help them as they work to overcome barriers to success. Jonathan and
Cliff decided there was more they should be doing to help their residents achieve
self-sufficiency.
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INSPIRATIONS

Families in affordable housing complexes are often at poverty level and are not able to tap into
the same resources others have at their disposal.

“They typically do not have access to things they need to help them be successful such as nutri-
tion, health care, and school supplies,” Jonathan says.

Phoenix Family Housing conducts a needs and services assessment, which is used to custom
design the onsite programs and services for residents. Phoenix Family ensures that each program
is appropriate for the needs of the people living in each community.

The result? Families don’t have to worry about getting to the support because it is accessible
right where they live.

INTERACTIVE SUPPORT SERVICES

One important service within Phoenix Family Housing is the Youth Development Program
that provides activities designed to help kids in poverty overcome challenges. The services range
from tutoring, after-school activities, computer lab assistance and entrepreneurial programs.

Jonathan tells the powerful story of how Phoenix began its entrepreneurial programs. About
10 years ago, Phoenix Family helped 24 kids, 8 to12 years old, to build a community garden. By
planting the seeds and harvesting the vegetables, the kids learned a system of work and reward.
From the vegetables, they made salsa, named it Sassy Salsa from the Village, submitted it to
competitions and won awards.

In August of that year, after seeing the project’s success and sensing the kids’ enjoyment from
the harvest and subsequent activities, Jonathan and his father presented the kids with an entre-
preneurial lesson of how to make money from their salsa. The idea was to form a corporation,
secure an investor, and locate a company to mass-produce the salsa and so on. The goal was for
each child to earn $50 by Christmas.

The kids, however, evolved that idea. According to Jonathan, they still wanted to make the
salsa and earn money, but wanted to give their profits back to Phoenix Family’s after-school
program that allowed them to do the project in the first place. The enthusiastic youth with
a newfound purpose just wanted more projects because they enjoyed working together and
toward a goal.

Today, those kids have grown and are gone from the community, but the salsa is still produced




and all monies go toward youth programs at
that property.

This is just one example of what Phoenix
Family Housing makes possible.

“Supporting youth and connecting kids to
opportunities they may not otherwise have
gives them a stronger sense of self-worth, a
better school experience and is essentially an
attempt to transcend poverty,” Jonathan says.

In addition to the Youth Development
Program, Phoenix Family Housing has two
other programs: Family First and Senior Em-
powerment. All services are customized for
each apartment community.

The Family First program has two phases.
The initial phase helps families meet imme-
diate survival needs by offering access to food
pantries, computer labs to search for resources,
drug/alcohol counseling, direct emergency as-
sistance and domestic violence response. The
second phase encompasses services to help
families become more self-sufficient. Educa-
tional programs like nutrition and budgeting
are available, in addition to help with resume
building, and computer labs to research em-

ployment opportunities.
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The Senior Empowerment program works
with older adults, helping them to live inde-
pendently with dignity and choice.

“For low-income older adults, the natu-
ral changes of aging are often amplified.”
Jonathan says. “They’re more likely to suffer
health-related problems and because they lack
the financial resources they face additional
challenges in securing the necessary services
that help maintain their independence.”

SEEDS OF CHANGE

What began years ago as a department of
Yarco has grown to become an independent
public charity with 34 staff members that for
more than 10 years has been partnering with
property management companies and proper-
ty owners where resident needs can be better
supported by targeted resources.

“The changes that Phoenix Family is able
to bring to each community are long-term
and sustainable,” Jonathan says. “Everyone
in the community—from the owners to the
residents—embraces the program.”

Jonathan says one reason Phoenix Family
Housing has grown and has myriad success
stories to be told is due to the efforts and pas-
sion of its executive director, Kimber Myers
Givner and her staff. “They are the reason this
enterprise has flourished,” says Jonathan.

Cindy Foreman, the organization’s first
service coordinator, still works with Phoenix
today. “From the seed Cindy planted,” Jona-
than says, “has grown a beautiful and strong
oak. I am proud to be associated with such an

extraordinary team.” <
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