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Homelessness: Our capacity to serve is stretched 
to its limits 

Dorothy Day Place is saving lives, but record homelessness requires more state 
support this session.  

By Tim Marx  

February 25, 2020 
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DAV I D JO L E S  •  D AV I D. JO L ES @S T A RT RI BU NE. C O M 
Dorothy Day Place provides shelter, permanent homes and critical support for 1,000 people a day. 

In 2011, I wrote on this opinion page, “If you’ve been in downtown St. Paul in the last several weeks, you will have 

seen — in the shadow of our Capitol, the Cathedral, and the commercial and entertainment center — people camping 

near the Dorothy Day Center.” The Dorothy Day Center was “stretched” to its limits. 

Nearly 10 years later, the former Dorothy Day Center has been replaced by the new Dorothy Day Place, which 

provides shelter, permanent homes and critical support for 1,000 people a day — three times the volume and 

multiple times the dignity of the former Center. Dorothy Day Place was an “all-in” community effort which is saving 

and improving lives every day. 

I so much want to say “job over; let’s move on” — but I can’t. The new Dorothy Day Place, although a dramatic 

improvement, is stretched beyond its limits and so is Catholic Charities. The growing economy is simply not 

working for everyone — wages are not keeping up with rents and there is a dramatic shortage of housing, especially 

for those most in need whom Catholic Charities serves.  
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Homelessness is at record levels. Throughout Minnesota, increasing numbers of people have nowhere safe and warm 

to be at night. In the metro area the unsheltered population nearly tripled from 2015 to 2019. Disturbingly, there are 

dramatic racial disparities among the unsheltered; African-Americans are six times more likely and American 

Indians nearly 30 times more likely to be unsheltered than the general population. 

The Higher Ground St. Paul Shelter was planned to accommodate 280 with the hope never to do so. We blew by that 

quickly and with two more expansions, shelter capacity is now 356, sometimes more on the coldest of nights. 

It could be tempting to throw up our hands or bury our heads in the sand. But if we do, we will pass the tipping point 

where the challenge will become nearly intractable like Los Angeles, San Francisco and Seattle, where overcrowded 

encampments are the norm, parking lots are filled at night with families in cars, boulders are placed in doorways to 

prevent squatters, and sidewalks are bleached in the mornings to limit the spread of infectious diseases. 

We can and must do better. And, thankfully, we know how to do better in Minnesota. 

This winter a public/private partnership was formed between Gov. Tim Walz, businesses and philanthropic leaders 

to provide a surge of temporary resources for more shelter. The Minnesota Homeless Fund is saving lives. We must 

continue this momentum to sustain, increase, preserve and improve our existing emergency shelters, too many of 

which are overcrowded and understaffed. 

This legislative session presents two crucial opportunities: 

First, we must increase the supply of housing as quickly and cost-effectively as possible using multiple strategies. 

The governor is proposing a record state capital investment in housing. Let’s get it passed. As stretched as we are, 

Catholic Charities will do our part by doubling the capacity of our existing Exodus residence near downtown 

Minneapolis in another significant public/private partnership. 

Second, we must provide emergency shelter for those who are experiencing homelessness today — including 

children, families, older adults and veterans. Catholic Charities is working with a broad coalition to increase 

operating funds for shelter and related services this legislative session. We have asked the governor to provide $15 

million for the Emergency Services Program in a 2020 supplemental budget. 

State investments this legislative session will also begin a much-needed shift in the funding model for these services. 

Today, private philanthropic contributions pay 84% of the $2.4 million operating costs for Catholic Charities’ 

Higher Ground St. Paul Shelter. This is not a sustainable proportion of private to public funds. 

Catholic Charities and others will continue to seek private donations, which are critical to support our services to 

those most in need. But the scale and likely duration of our homelessness crisis requires more public resources. 

Without significant additional funding, organizations like Catholic Charities — on which the community depends to 

provide shelter and so many other critical services to adults, children and families — will confront difficult choices. 

There is nothing worse than finding yourself in a position you know could have been avoided, if only. Funding alone 

won’t solve Minnesota’s homelessness crisis — but it is absolutely necessary to save lives today and to sustain the 

commitment of thousands of dedicated staff, volunteers, donors and organizations that are on the front lines every 

day. We need them now more than ever. 

Tim Marx is president and CEO of Catholic Charities of St. Paul and Minneapolis. He’s at at tim.marx@cctwincities.org. On 

Twitter: @cctwincitiesorg 


