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What’s Up?! 
 

HOUSING IS THE SOLUTION 
BY ABRA LIPTON 

The community forum on homeless-

ness in Amherst, hosted by the Am-

herst Housing and Sheltering Commit-

tee on July 14, 2016, held a common 

theme throughout. Our community is 

being challenged by our “homelessness 

crisis” and needs a permanent housing 

solution, not another band aid. In 

2010, our town had 19 chronically 

homeless individuals—defined as those 

who have a disabling condition and 

have been homeless for a year or 

more—and that number has only risen. 

It may have very well have doubled since then. Tensions were high at the meet-

ing, but when Hwei-Ling Greeney, of Amherst Community Connections (ACC), 

took the mic, she presented a solution. 

In 2008, elected and appointed municipal officials along with representatives 

from nonprofit organizations across the Pioneer Valley came together to support 

a solution to the Valley’s growing chronically homeless population. In a docu-

ment—produced after over a year of meeting—All Roads Lead Home: The Pio-

neer Valley’s Plan to End Homelessness, these officials and representatives rec-

ommended that the Valley should create 520 units of permanent supportive 

housing for chronically homeless individuals. Springfield stepped up to the plate 

and committed to produce 260 units. According to an email correspondence with 

Gerry McCafferty, the Director of Springfield’s Office of Housing, to-date, 

Springfield has achieved its housing goal and the number of chronically home-

less on the street has decreased as a result. We congratulate them for their 

achievement! 

Where is Amherst’s contribution to this initiative? Amherst has only two housing 

units for homeless individuals, at Olympia Oaks, and these units are not perma-

nent. This means that after the current homeless tenants move out, the units are 

reverted back to affordable housing for non-homeless residents. In 2010, the 

town paid for a feasibility report to be done to find out if contributing units of 

housing for our chronically homeless population would be possible. That report 

is an outline of how to make permanent supportive housing possible in Am-

herst—it covers everything from where the units should be located to how to sup-

port the people who will live inside of them. We already have a blue print in 

hand, what are we waiting for?  

ACC believes that housing is the answer to helping people who are homeless get 

back on their feet and build the lives they deserve. Time and time again, the 

numbers prove that housing first initiatives, (cont. on p5) 
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What’s New?! 

Wednesday, August 3rd, 10-

11:15 am @ ACC office, Pedro Aya-

la will be sharing his experience 

on how to get a full time job at 

Walmart with no retail back-

ground. 

Thursday, August 4th, 5-6:30 

pm @ ACC office, Dinner on Us! 

Dinner and conversation: How 

Can Amherst Affordable Housing 

Trust Help Get Housing to U? 

With Tom Kegelman, Affordable 

Housing Trust. 

Wednesday, August 10th, 10 -

11:15 am @ ACC office, Housing 

Grant and Services for Homeless 

Youth, by Will Anderson, Dial/

Self, Greenfield. 

Thursday, August 11th, 5-6:30 

pm @ ACC office, Dinner on Us! 

Dinner and a conversation: How 

to Improve the Next Homeless 

Forum. With John Hornik, Hous-

ing and Sheltering Committee. 

Wednesday, August 24th, 10-

11:15 am @ ACC office, Job Search 

Tips for Ex-offenders, by Rafael 

Santos, Hampshire Sheriff’s Of-

fice. All are welcome! 

Edited and written by Abra Lipton with contributions from A. Brown, K. Connor, and K. Simpson 

Amherst Community Connections 
121 North Pleasant Street, Amherst, MA 

Come to Dinner on Us! on Thursday, August 

4th and 11th for free food and conversation! 

ACC participants discussing solutions before 

the town forum. 
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Kevin Quesnel would describe himself as a “jack-of-all-trades”, a handy man with a wide 

variety in his employment background. He’d had housing for four years before he became 

homeless in March 2015 when a couple he had been renting a room from asked him to 

leave. Kevin was working as a banquet waiter at a local golf club when he received the call 

letting him know he had to move.  A friend allowed him to sleep on the couch in her fami-

ly’s home as a temporary solution, but after a week Kevin was homeless. He soon lost his 

job and with a limited income he was forced to resign to sleeping on the ground in a 

sleeping bag. When the weather grew colder he began staying in shelters, which he de-

scribed as a “bleak moment of happiness,” when he was able to sleep on a cot with a blan-

ket even though it wasn’t a bed of his own. One night he missed check-in. For the next 

two and a half weeks Kevin was forced to go without shelter, and he had to resort to 

climbing into Salvation Army clothing bins to escape the harsh weather. 

During this time, Kevin was receiving social security benefits, but it was not enough to 

cover rent. He had food stamps, which quickly got cut-off and he struggled to get by. He 

frequently utilized local resources such as the Jones Library, Craig’s Doors, and the Not 

Bread Alone soup kitchen. So it was no surprise that he met a staffer from Amherst Com-

munity Connections during the agency’s weekly drop-in hours at the Jones Library. While 

there, they talked about housing resources and how to go about securing housing. For the next month or so, he came to 

ACC’s downtown office regularly to work on housing applications and job searches. With help from the staff, he created a 

resume and did quite a few online job applications. 

In December 2015, he finally had a stroke of luck. A friend of Kevin’s was renting an apartment but he was going to be 

moving across the country soon and offered the room to Kevin for $400 a month. Kevin jumped at the offer to take over 

the lease and came to see the staff at ACC to tell them he’d finally found an apartment. The problem was he didn’t have 

enough money to pay the move-in costs including a security deposit up front. The staff at ACC referred Kevin to the Town 

of Amherst Emergency Funds, and assisted him in getting proof of his Social Security benefits and filing the paperwork 

with the town. A short while later he received the check that covered his move-in costs along with a $50 voucher from ACC 

to purchase furnishings for his new room. On New Year’s day, Kevin moved into his new apartment to much relief.  

Today, Kevin continues to enjoy living in the apartment and remains a good tenant paying his rent on time. The day that 
he came back to visit us for the interview Kevin was presented with a blanket generously donated by local resident Sharon 
Carty. 

THE PEOPLE’S FUND 
Here’s a look at how The People’s Fund has helped ACC par-
ticipants this year: 

 ACC fed over 400 people meals on national holidays 
such as New Years, Memorial Day, The Fourth of July and 
more. 

 Helped around 190 people with transportation costs. 

 Helped about 20 people pay for move-in costs and 
helped 6 people avoid their utilities being shut off. 

 The People’s Fund served over 400 people in total! 

This upcoming year we hope to continue serving Amherst’s 
low-income and homeless population with the money raised 
through The People’s Fund; please consider donating today! 
Checks can be made payable to Amherst Community Con-
nections and send to 121 North Pleasant St., PO Box 141, 
Amherst, MA 01004. Th ank you! 

WHEN IT COMES TO HOUSING, WE 
ALL NEED A LITTLE LUCK 

BY ALLISON BROWN 

Kevin, pictured, with his new quilt  

hand-made by Sharon Carty.  



Being an artist and believing in your own work isn’t something many can do, let 

alone rely on for a business model. ACC’s Program Assistant, Lillian Coleman, is 

an entrepreneur and the owner of Cards by Coleman, a small greeting card busi-

ness. In her time away from ACC she creates handcrafted collage greeting cards 

for all occasions, that find their inspiration in African culture and history. Lillian 

has always loved art, but before she started her own business she had little time 

to put into it. She isn’t what many think of as the typical artist, she works with 

many different mediums and according her, she makes, “my type of art.” 

Cards by Coleman was started by Lillian in 1994, 

while she was working as a janitor at UMass. Her 

good friend was urging her to start creating greet-

ing cards, but she didn’t think it was a realistic op-

tion. While her friend was running for the presi-

dency of UMass’ worker’s union, Lillian wanted to support her as much as she could. Sud-

denly, she noticed signs in her everyday life pointing her towards fulfilling this goal of be-

coming a greeting card artist. She noticed posters that said, “never give up” on campus and 

happened upon a television program about starting a greeting card business. 

The next morning, Lillian went straight to Northampton to find the supplies the woman on 

television had explained were necessary. Though, spending that much money on some-

thing like a glitter gun, was difficult for her. Lillian is frugal and understands the value of 

money. She walked in and out of the craft store three times before finally purchasing what 

she needed. Cards by Coleman was born that day and Lillian made her first greeting card 

for her friend, who had won the union’s presidency. 

Lillian’s cards are all handmade and many of them 

are custom for her clientele, but each one has a 

touch of inspiration from African culture. Her borders are inspired by kente 

cloth; Lillian explains that kente cloth was made in Ghana for kings. She wants 

her kente cloth inspired boarders to be the trademark of Cards by Coleman. The 

papers and supplies she uses are all handpicked and many of the embellishments 

are culturally significant. For example, she uses cowry shells which were the first 

form of money in Africa. Lillian is constantly doing research for African themes to 

include in her work. 

Lillian’s goals are, “to take it 

from the house to the streets.” 

She explained to me that she wants her business to go from a small scale 

referral and consultation-based business model to a public, commercial 

one. Ideally, Lillian would like to expand and work on wedding invita-

tions and to possibly make them her specialty. She also hopes to one day 

go from solely handmade to print. Her business is slowly growing and 

ACC wishes her the best in expanding her business and fulfilling her 

ambitions. 

 

 

To find out more about Lillian and the good work she does serving those who seek assistance from ACC, go to http://

www.amherstcommunityconnections.net/meet-our-staff/  

  

CARDS BY COLEMAN 
BY ABRA LIPTON 

An example of Lillian’s kente 

cloth inspired borders. 

Lillian, pictured, with her work. 

An example of Lillian’s work. 

Work from Lillian’s butterfly series. 
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BECAUSE WE ALL NEED 
EACH OTHER 

BY AFIA BERESFORD 

To me, Amherst Community Connec-

tions in one word is CARING. It is an 

organization in the community, for the 

community—for people who need assis-

tance, emergency information, funds, 

meals, shelter and most importantly, 

HELP. This is reflected in their motto—

which to me is very inspiring— “Because 

we all need each other.” 

My name is Afia Beresford, I am 16 years 

old, and I grew up in Guyana—a country 

in South America. I started to attend Re-

demption Christian Academy in North-

field, MA a few months ago, and when 

summer vacation began two weeks ago, I 

began looking for an organization at which 

to volunteer. My mother introduced me to 

Hwei-Ling Greeney, who was at the Jones 

Library working to assist people.  I happened to have a copy of my resume 

with me, so I presented her with it, and told her I wanted to do something to 

help other people. It was great that my mother was with me, as she gave Hwei

-Ling a very enthusiastic endorsement of my ability working as a volunteer.  

So, on the spot, Hwei-Ling asked me to become a volunteer at Amherst Com-

munity Connections. I was surprised but very happy to be accepted.  

To be honest, I didn’t know what I was doing at first, but I wasn’t nervous at all. Hwei-Ling and all of the other staff 

members accepted me into their working environment, and by the second day of work I was so caught up with everyone 

that it was like I had always been there. I was overjoyed! 

For the first two days of my work, in preparation for the upcoming fundraising, I stamped 3000 envelopes. It was a sim-

ple task, but I got to sit and observe the people coming for help in the busy office and I saw how ACC’s advocates helped 

them to achieve their goals. But, what caught me as most astonishing was the Community Breakfast served every 

Wednesday at the Unitarian Meetinghouse where ACC is located.  Hwei-Ling kept insisting I go to have something to eat, 

which I did, and it was wonderful! I was very nicely surprised by what I saw at the Community Breakfast. In my country 

and in many other countries I have visited, they may have services for their homeless population, but they are not as 

good and do not have a family-like environment like the Community Breakfast does.  

After breakfast, I was further surprised that instead of having me go to a separate room and work on something, Hwei-

Ling invited me to the Incubator Meeting that is held at Amherst Community Connections every Wednesday at 10am. It 

was very welcoming even though I was by far the youngest among the 15 or so people at the meeting. I was very touched 

by the stories the older people told of their struggles and accomplishments, and I thought it was amazing that all through 

their stories of hardships, they remained positive and smiling. They didn’t seem as embarrassed as I thought they would, 

but just happy that others were there to listen and help.  

I kept going to work until Monday July 8, 2016. During these two weeks, I did different types of jobs including envelope 

stamping and labeling, data entry, flyer designing, assisting the July 4th meal serving, and online-research work helping 

people get replacements their of state ID, social security card, and birth certificate. To me these days were fun and chal-

lenging at the same time. With the help of everyone in the office, I learned so much! I am grateful for the wonderful expe-

rience that I had in the time when I volunteered at Amherst Community Connections!  

Being here for these few weeks at Amherst Community Connections, I have learned to be responsible, open-minded, pa-

tient, and most importantly, satisfied with where I live and who I am living with—because anything can happen and we 

all need each other. 
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Afia, pictured, finding housing oppor-

tunities for our participants! 

Volunteer and 
Internship 

Opportunities 
ACC is now looking for volunteers and 
interns who enjoy playing a dynamic role 
in a small organization. 

  Ideal candidates are accountable, 
motivated, work well individually 
and in group settings, have strong 
oral and written communication 
skills, and enjoy working with a di-
verse group of people. 

 Responsibilities range from office 
support, working directly with par-
ticipants, social media and website 
development, research and data 
compilation, newsletter editing, 
event planning, community outreach 
and more. 

 Prior experience with advocacy and 
case management is not necessary! 

 Great hands-on experience in a small 
non-profit setting, looks wonderful 
on a resume! 

For more information, email accinam-
herst@gmail.com or contact Ms. Greeney 
at (413) 345-0737 to set up an informal 
interview. 



KEEPING THE HOPE 
BY KRISTEN CONNOR 

Merilyn, a native of Western Mass, grew up in Charlemont with 
her foster parents.   Throughout her childhood, Merilyn lived on a 
farm where her love for animals grew.  Each day, Merilyn took care 
of the animals and rode the horses.  By age 17, Merilyn became 
pregnant with her first child and soon after moved away to Rhode 
Island.  Due to hardships, Merilyn’s foster parents intervened to 
care for her son.  At this point in her life, Merilyn  became addicted 
to drugs and alcohol which caused more ongoing struggles.  

By age 30, Merilyn was sober and had given birth to her second 
child, stating that, “she was beautiful”.  When her child was all 
grown up, Merilyn accomplished a long-term goal of becoming a 
dog trainer—her passion working on the farm inspired this deci-
sion.  Devastatingly, one year later Merilyn suffered a stroke that 
paralyzed her right side.  Without any medical assistance, Merilyn 
taught herself how to walk again due to her ambitious nature!  Un-

fortunately, suffering from a stroke made Merilyn unable to work. These obstacles led her to being homeless 
in June 2015. 

At 58 years old, Merilyn found herself living on the streets.  During the summer time, Merilyn found shelter 
in tents and when the cold months came around Merilyn described her situation as being bumped all over 
the place.  She found herself moving throughout shelters in Greenfield, Northampton, and Amherst; she 
slept in laundry mats, hallways, parks, etc.  Merilyn recalls not receiving any housing assistance until visiting 
Amherst Community Connections. 

When she came into ACC in January 2016, her housing hunt began.  ACC helped Merilyn along her journey 
to fill out the necessary applications to apply for housing.  Every day Merilyn worked hard to fight for hous-
ing.  The cold months and bumps along the way did not stop Merilyn’s determination.  One obstacle Merilyn 
faced was losing her important documents in the shelter one night.  This included her license, social security 
card, and birth certificate!  Merilyn needed to reobtain them in order to move forward with the housing pro-
cess.  Waiting to receive these documents filled Merilyn with anxiety but her ambition helped her through. 

After months of waiting and constantly reaching out to the housing agency, Home City Housing, Merilyn 
finally heard the good news! She had received housing and was ecstatic!  We both laughed when she ex-
claimed the first thing she needed for her place was a coffee pot.  Merilyn looks forward to finally being able 
to enjoy a cup of coffee in the morning.  Her future goals include working with animals once again because 
they bring her joy.  Merilyn’s humor, positivity, and ambition aided her along her journey.  She advises other 
homeless individuals to “keep the hope and keep bugging and bugging!”  
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Merilyn, pictured, working with ACC’s staff. 

HOUSING IS THE SOLUTION 
(CONT. FROM P1) 

 

with support systems in place, are better equipped (and a cheaper option for tax payers) to help homeless individuals 

than a shelter alone. In All Roads Lead Home, the numbers suggest that out of ten chronically homeless individuals in 

Springfield, the average cost per person in emergency system costs (emergency room visits, jail time, detox, etc.) per year 

was $100,000. An option that costs the town about $82,000 less per person, per year, is these permanent supportive 

housing units, which would cost the town only $16,000 per person, per year. 

Amherst has the resources to help get our chronically homeless populations off the streets and into their own permanent 
housing situations. Thursday’s forum showed that we have the support of the community as well, as permanent support-
ive housing was consistently mentioned as the best solution from many of the people at the forum. Greeney had a large 
round of applause after speaking about this housing first initiative, and an even bigger round of applause when insisting 
that Amherst needs to make a commitment to a portion of the 520 units that the Valley promised eight years ago in All 
Roads Lead Home. ACC believes that with all things considered, committing to between 20 to 40 units would be a good 
start. Our community has the resources to get this project moving, now it’s up to the people of Amherst to be active in 
achieving these goals. 



HOUSING FIRST FOR HOMELESS LGBTQ+ YOUTH 
BY KYRA SIMPSON 

 
This month, Amherst Community Connections had the pleasure of speaking 
with Will Anderson from DIAL/SELF Youth and Community Services. Will 
grew up Springfield, and he graduated from UMass Amherst in 2013. He has 
lived in the Amherst area for nearly six years, and he enjoys living here thor-
oughly—his main hobby is to hang out in downtown Amherst and read. After 
graduating from UMass, he served in AmeriCorps, spending time with non-
profits and schools working with young people throughout the pioneer valley. 
After this, Will began working at DIAL/SELF Youth and Community Services, 
whose mission is to help young people become independent by connecting 
them with housing, employment, education and civic opportunities. 

Previously, DIAL/SELF’s housing support programs had mainly been able to 
operate in Franklin County, with its' headquarters in Greenfield, providing 
subsidies for housing stabilization for people through age 24. Recently, howev-
er, DIAL/SELF has opened an office in Northampton, and has received funding 
to provide subsidies for housing stabilization for people age 11-24 in Hampshire County. DIAL/SELF can aid eligible 
youth in receiving funds to help them with the costs of moving into a new apartment, such as first and last months' rent 
and a security deposit. They also aid youth in receiving funds that simply help them stay housed by helping pay their rent. 
Additionally, DIAL/SELF has a program called the Housing First Program, which focuses on finding stable housing for 
LGBTQ+ youth before addressing any other problems they may have.  

To apply for a subsidy, a person can go to either the Greenfield or Northampton office to participate in an intake that 
helps determine their needs and eligibility in relation to DIAL/SELF. A case worker from DIAL/SELF can also meet some-
one in a public place, or another provider’s space. Next, the individual must meet with a case worker for mandatory meet-
ings on housing stabilization at least once a month. A case worker can meet with an individual at one of the DIAL/SELF 
offices, but if preferred, they can also meet the individual in any public location in Franklin or Hampshire counties. If the 
person is eligible,  a case worker from DIAL/SELF will walk them through the process of applying for a subsidy. 

In addition to providing housing subsidies to homeless youth, DIAL/SELF collaborates with Amherst community connec-
tions. DIAL/SELF’s collaboration with ACC is extremely helpful—our two organizations have very similar missions, and 
ACC knows the people who are homeless in the Amherst community very well. If a young person or family were to come 
through the doors of ACC for help and it is determined that they would benefit from DIAL/SELF’s housing stabilization 
services, ACC can refer the youth or family to DIAL/SELF. The combined resources of ACC and DIAL/SELF can help facil-
itate getting them stable housing.  

On August 10 at 10 a.m., Will is coming into ACC in order to further explain what his organization does, to further explain 
who is eligible for these types of grants and how to apply for them. Explaining his presentation, he said, “My ultimate goal 
of this presentation is to really define what DIAL/SELF has to offer folks and explain the process for young people to get 
connected with services.  Say someone at the meeting knows a family or a young person who could benefit from what DI-
AL/SELF has to offer: I want them to walk away feeling comfortable referring folks to us as a resource”. He also said that 
he will talk about DIAL/SELF’s plans to expand into Hampshire county— DIAL/SELF has plans to have housing units 
available for young people in Hampshire county soon. For any questions or comments, he can be reached at (413)-774-
7054, or at wanderson@dialself.org. Additionally, if you would like to hear Will’s presentation and ask him questions in 
person, please come to his presentation on Wednesday, August 10 at 10am in ACC’s office. 
 

 

JOB HUNTING WITH A CRIMINAL RECORD 

On Wednesday, August 24 at 10am in ACC’s office, Rafael Santos will be join-
ing us in our Weekly Incubator Meeting to provide tips and information re-
garding finding a job with a criminal record. Rafael is the Employment Direc-
tor for the Hampshire Sheriff’s Department helping to place inmates into the 
work release program. The goal of this program is to help inmates find steady 
work prior to release so they can have a successful life after they’ve been in 
the system. He has helpful information for ex-offenders to get back on their 
feet and into the work force. Please join us to hear more about what Rafael 
does at the Sheriff’s Department and how to find steady employment with a 
criminal record. For more information feel free to contact ACC’s office. 

August, 2016 Amherst Community Connections        6 

Will (right) working with a participant. 


