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What’s Up?! 
 

THE POWER OF MUSIC 
BY ABRA LIPTON 

 
Ben Collison is a UMass Amherst 

student—he studies music educa-

tion and is a wonderful pianist that 

has won national and international 

music competitions. However, Ben 

has struggled more than the aver-

age student. Unknown to many, he 

had withdrawn from UMass after 

the spring of 2015 due to depres-

sion. He had lost his passion for 

music after the loss of his dog and 

the death of his sister four years 

ago. Known as “Dragon” on the 

streets, Ben has struggled to get back on his feet and back to his music. 

Ben started playing piano when he was six, after attending a Beethoven 

concert. He felt an immediate connection to the music, because Ben—like 

Beethoven—has had issues with hearing loss. He went home that night 

after the concert and looked at his family’s piano differently, he sat at the 

keys that night and tried to play. After that night, Ben was fortunate 

enough to be able to take lessons and learn to play. He went on to play—

and win—international competitions and play at Carnegie Hall. 

Ben believes that his life changed when he started to take these experi-

ences he was fortunate to have—his family, his music career, and his life 

in general—for granted. Instead of working hard at UMass, he fell into the 

party scene. After withdrawing from classes, Ben stayed in the area, but 

when he left his family behind in early March he had to start sleeping on 

friends’ couches. It didn’t feel like a big deal at the time, but when the se-

mester ended and his friends left Amherst for the summer, he realized 

just how hard being on his own was. 

He had lost his passion and motivation to play music and recalls that, “I 

had no one to blame… except myself for getting myself in this situation.” 

When he finally realized that partying was hurting him and making his 

depression worse, he knew he had to start there to fix his problems.  

He was constantly stressed—he didn’t know where he was sleeping or 

when his next reliable meal would be. Ben says that, (cont. on p.5)  
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What’s New?! 

Thursday, September 1st, 5-
6:30 pm @ ACC office, Dinner 
on Us: Meet & Greet 3rd 
Hampshire District State Rep. 
Candidates. 

Monday, September 5th, 11-
1 pm @ UUSA, 121 N Pleasant 
Street, FREE Labor Day Com-
munity Lunch. 

Wednesday, September 7th, 
10-11:30 am @ ACC office, 
How Social Services Can Bet-
ter Serve Clients, Ezzell Floria-
na, ACC. 

Wednesday, September 
14th, 10-11:30 am @ ACC of-
fice, How Start A New Career 
After Age 55, Charlotte Lee, 
Senior Aide Worker Program. 

Wednesday, September 
21st, 10-11:30 am @ ACC office, 
Mental Health Services Avail-
able During Hard Times, John 
Schmitt, ServiceNet. 

Wednesday, September 
28th, 10-11:30 am @ ACC of-
fice, Help Available for Sub-
stance Abuse Concerns, 
Michelle L’Italien, CleanSlate 
Centers. 

OUR OFFICE HOURS: 
9am-12pm (walk-ins), 12-5pm 
(by appointment). 
Contact us at (413) 345-0737. 

Edited & written by Abra Lipton with contributions from V. Douangmany Cage, S. Goldstein-Rose, S. la Cour, B. MacCracken, L. O’Brien, E. Nakajima & K. Simpson 

Amherst Community Connections 
121 North Pleasant Street, Amherst, MA 

VOTE on Thursday, September 8th for our 

district’s State Representative! 

Ben, pictured, playing the piano above 

the ACC office. 
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CANDIDATES FOR STATE 
REP. SEAT VOICE THEIR OPINION 

Amherst Community Connections asked the candidates running for the 3rd Hampshire District State Repre-
sentative seat to each write a short statement about their views on ending homelessness in the district. Join us 
on Thursday, September 1st from 5pm-6:30pm for Dinner on Us! A FREE dinner with the candidates where we 
will discuss their views further. 

 

Vira Douangmany Cage 
“My name is Vira Douangmany Cage and I serve on the Amherst School Committee.  Thank 
you Amherst Community Connections for the opportunity to engage with your supporters 
as a candidate for state representative. Ending homelessness is essential to creating healthy 
communities. 

A UMass Amherst alum, I spent a semester in Washington, DC living, learning and intern-
ing at an intentional community called the Community for Creative Non-Violence, a 1350-
bed shelter for men and women. I later went on to work for Project Hope in Boston, launch-
ing career exploration workshops and overnight weekend retreats for women in family shel-
ter. 

Formerly with the American Civil Liberties Union of Massachusetts I believe all people have 
the right to be in public spaces, have rights to privacy, and private property, and the right to 
receive medical care, no matter what their housing situation.  I will fight for: 

 H. Bill 1129, An Act to Establish a Homeless Bill of Rights so that all people can be treated with dignity and respect. 

 Tax credits and grants to help municipalities fund organizations and initiatives to create and preserve affordable housing units and 
assist struggling individuals and families with utility bills, back rent, home foreclosures and bank evictions. 

 A living wage for all workers and strong unions to fight for working families. 

 The Fair Share Amendment so we can go after people who take home an annual income of a $1 M or more so they can pay their fair 
share. 

Endorsed by Mass Care, I support legislation to create a single payer health care system for Massachusetts so we’ll have the money to re-
invest in housing and jobs. With your help and my voice on Beacon Hill, we can end homelessness and create strong and healthy communi-
ties.  Visit www.voteforvira.com and please vote for me on Thursday, September 8th!” 

 

Solomon Goldstein-Rose 
“There are a number of ways to expand affordable housing and support individuals and 

families who suffer from homelessness. For one, we need to protect and improve the fund-

ing for existing organizations such as Craig’s Doors, Amherst Community Connections, 

and the Amherst Survival Center. They work directly with homeless people and the eco-

nomically vulnerable. The Amherst Survival Center is particularly important in providing 

meals, clothing, and basic clinical care, which is especially helpful for children and teens 

who rely on school lunches to provide them with three meals a day, and do not have that 

option during summer. Some of these organizations receive direct state funding and oth-

ers receive indirect funding, all of which need to be protected in the annual legislative 

budget process.  

We also need to improve access to all forms of healthcare, including mental health care, 

which is often an issue for those who are chronically homeless. I plan to achieve this 

through establishing a comprehensive statewide commission on mental health care. 

Additionally, LGBTQ+ youth are at increased risk of homelessness due to job discrimina-

tion and family rejection. Besides better funding for the Survival Center to provide an extra meal and basic health care, we need to be stricter 

at enforcing anti-discrimination laws in the workplace. (cont. on next page) 

http://www.voteforvira.com/


(cont. from previous page) To address the deeper cause of homelessness, we absolutely need more affordable housing in western MA. The 
state government can support surveys of public land to find more opportunities to build affordable housing developments. The legislature 
could help private employers offer housing assistance to those who want to stay in the area, potentially offering businesses tax incentives to 
those who provide housing. Furthermore, the state could invest in funds such as the Amherst Housing Trust Fund, which would be the 
most direct way to build affordable housing in the region.” 

 

Sarah la Cour 
“There are many factors that contribute to homelessness including mental health and 

addiction issues, job loss, and lack of affordable housing.  Transitional services and sup-

ports that provide a holistic approach to this problem are critical for individuals and fami-

lies who are homeless.  From working on this issue at a local level in downtown Amherst, 

it has been my experience that there is not a centralized agency or organization that over-

sees programs and services for the homeless. 

As a legislator, I would propose that the Commonwealth bring all services and programs 

that affect homelessness under one umbrella initiative. This would include representa-

tives from all relevant departments and programs including, but not limited to, MA De-

partment of Housing and Community Development, MA Department of Mental Health, 

and MA Department of Career Services as well as state and local non-profits and Local 

Housing Authorities.  

In addition to providing this centralized service agency for homeless individuals and fam-

ilies, we have to provide the funding to build more affordable housing stock.  This hous-

ing stock should take a variety of forms including units within developments that have on-site supervision for transitional residents as well 

as low-income affordable units that are available through the MA Rental Voucher Program and other rental assistance programs. 

The most important thing that a new State Representative can do when they get to Boston is relationship building.  Meeting and talking 

with all their fellow legislators in both the House and Senate to establish the basis for coalition building in the future.  Team work is the 

best chance for getting ideas to gain traction and get bills passed.   Finding common ground and creating innovative solutions.  The suc-

cess of my public career has been based on patience, good humor, being a team player and a commitment to problem solving.” 

Bonnie MacCracken 

“It is not about finding solutions to address homelessness in the Third Hampshire District, 

it is about ending homelessness on both a national and statewide level. 

Housing subsidies are the most effective tool the Commonwealth has for reducing home-

lessness. We cannot afford more housing vouchers until we generate more revenue. The 

funding for more vouchers can be achieved through raising the deed-recording fees at the 

Registry of Deeds Offices by $5.00-$10.00. 

By increasing these fees by $5.00 to $10.00, we can generate between $6 million to $12 

million in additional revenue, per year, to fund more housing subsidies.  

The present application process, to determine eligibility for subsidized housing or other 

needed services, creates barriers and prevents people from receiving support. The present 

SSI/SSDI/SNAP and housing application process is very cumbersome, redundant and 

degrading. I will work to streamline this process by creating a common application, to be 

used by all health and human service providers, to eliminate waste and provide a more user

-friendly, efficient system.  

Each health and human service provider requires the completion of its own application, including attaching many of the same documents 

to verify income, housing, and family status. A common application would break down barriers and create a one-stop process for receiving 

benefits as well as expediting the receipt of services. It would be similar to a FAFSA application that college students complete to deter-

mine eligibility for student financial aid or the common application form used for applying to multiple colleges. (cont. on next page)    
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(cont. from previous page) Thus, people would automatically receive the benefits they are financially eligible for and be put on waiting lists 

for housing or emergency services. 

I look forward to working together towards creating and implementing more innovative programs, restoring dignity to people who are 

homeless, and pursuing grants to keep everyone housed and fed.” 

 

Eric Nakajima 

“Ending homelessness in the 3rd Hampshire District and Western Massachusetts must be 

a critical priority for anyone representing our district, as a matter of human rights and com-

passion.  The goal is ‘functionally zero’ homelessness, which means we have the resources, 

housing and system in place to keep or place more people in housing than become home-

less.  I support the creation of a coordinating committee in Amherst to align and improve 

services and outreach to people who are homeless in the community.  Amherst needs regu-

lar state support for its emergency shelter (Craig’s Door) as well as the development of addi-

tional affordable housing, multi-family and supportive housing.  I do believe that any sus-

tainable solution to homelessness must be in partnership with regional organizations, and 

the funding of services and development of new housing should happen both at the local 

and regional level. 

For our region to succeed, we need a greater investment in housing and homelessness pre-

vention programs at the state level.  I will advocate for increased investments across the 

spectrum of need: more rental housing vouchers for permanent affordable housing; better funding for regional coordination, including 

the continuum of care; resources for prevention and diversion to keep people from homelessness (emergency assistance with rent or utili-

ty bills or down payments); and funding for supportive services for veterans or individuals with particular needs.   

Beyond emergency services or support, there is an urgent need for greater housing production of all kinds, from single-person units to 

multi-family and permanent supportive housing for people with disabilities.  I will advocate for expanded availability of state programs, 

such as the Housing Innovations Fund and the state’s Low Income Housing Tax Credits to expand private non-profit production of hous-

ing. I will also advocate for direct construction of new public housing.” 

 

Lawrence O’Brien 

“An essential component of addressing any social problem is having sufficient monies to pay for 

my proposed solutions.  In the case of homelessness, I would propose raising the minimum 

wage so that it’s a living wage, which would be at least $15/hour, so that income earning adults 

can have more money to pay for rent or perhaps a subsidized mortgage.  Additionally, I would 

propose that the state legislature reverse the disastrous earned and unearned income tax cuts it 

passed between 1998 and 2002 that have cost our commonwealth roughly $3.3 billion in annual 

revenue.  If we don’t enact policies that raise incomes for citizens facing homelessness, along 

with policies that provide a revenue stream for programs, then we have created a zero-sum situa-

tion that will significantly impede a solution to the problem.  

Then, the next step is to enact policies that provide homes for individuals and families living with 

homelessness.  It’s as simple as that.  Shift money that is currently spent on placing people in 

hotels and shelters and instead spend it on permanent supportive housing. Spend more state tax 

revenue supplementing Section 8 vouchers so that families can rent in the private sector housing 

market, provide tax credits to building contractors that incentivizes construction of affordable housing (preferably in mixed income neigh-

borhoods), reform zoning laws at the state level that encourages cities and towns to allow construction of more affordable housing, subsi-

dize the construction of public housing in communities that are willing to have it and make these subsidies attractive by increasing Chap-

ter 70 and other Local Aid. Once individuals and families are in housing, provide wrap-around support services for mental health, addic-

tion, physical disabilities or other conditions that contribute to their having to live with homelessness.” 
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A “RAY” OF SUNSHINE 
BY ABRA LIPTON 

Surviving in America, while lacking citizenship, makes everything 
you do that much harder. Rathana, also known as Ray, has strug-
gled to become successful without the privilege of being born on 
American soil. He was raised in the Amherst area, attended Am-
herst Regional High School, and has been living in the Pioneer 
Valley since he was adopted as a child from Thailand. The only 
difference between him and any other resident in Amherst is that 
he wasn’t born here. The process of becoming a citizen is so diffi-
cult that Ray explains, “it put me in a well, with so much complex-
ity to figure out how to become a citizen.” It led to him being un-
employed, having to couch surf, and having to drop out of college. 

Ray explains that his lack of citizenship creates extra hurdles for 
him that the average American doesn’t face. He was not eligible 
for any need-based financial aid to help him pay for classes while 
he attended Greenfield Community College. When applying for 
jobs—Ray must fill out extra paperwork—and even after this, he 
most likely will not receive the job. 

After fighting to become employed and stay employed, Ray began to live with his mother, helping to support his younger 
siblings. He thinks of himself as a stay at home dad, he helps by giving rides, budgeting, keeping track of bills, etc. However, 
Ray knows that this isn’t a substitution for real work and his mother cannot financially support him for his whole life. His 
siblings are getting older and need him less and less. 

One night, after an argument, Ray’s mother kicked him out. That night, Ray had to stay at the local shelter, Craig’s Doors. It 
was a wakeup call for him. The next day, he immediately went out and found employment as a canvasser and at UMass as a 
line cook. 

Awhile after this short term experience with homelessness, Ray found himself moving across the country—to Alaska—to rent 
a room from a friend of his sister. Ray says that, “I needed that time, not only to get over my depression, but to learn about 
myself.” Ray feels that he was lucky to have this opportunity, he had the time he needed to grow before deciding where his 
next step in life would be. Now that Ray is back in the area, his future goals are to go back to school, find steady employment 
once again, to find housing on his own, and to finally gain citizenship. He has cleaned up his act, he doesn’t party like he did a 
few years ago, and he comes to ACC frequently to work with our staff to work towards completing these goals. In the last few 
years, he has learned that he enjoys “tinkering” with things and that he wants to pursue a degree in computer science. 

Ray, pictured, is always smiling, no matter what! 

THE POWER OF MUSIC 
(CONT. FROM P.1) 

“sometimes in survival mode you lose humanity, all you want to do is survive.” He felt like he was losing himself even more 

and he wanted to find that passion for music that had been in his life before. 

“I wanted to be a good person, who was a friend and could provide something beautiful to other people”. Ben stopped  party-

ing and started practicing piano at the Unitarian Meetinghouse. His skills were rusty at first, but playing for people at the 

Wednesday Breakfasts made him feel good. He says that, “in a tough situation, like when I was homeless, music gave me life 

and happiness.” He decided to start respecting his parents again, and has been living with them for the last few weeks. Ben is 

signed up for fall courses at UMass and is planning to continue pursuing music education. 

Ben wants to be able to give the beauty of music to people who may not be able to afford lessons or their own instruments. His 

future goals are to change the world of music and to inspire everyone to find their passion—whether it’s music or something 

else. He believes that everyone should be able to get involved in music, regardless of income and hopes to one day teach peo-

ple and to spread the experience of music. Ben leaves us with this quote, “Don’t just play your instrument, play the music, 

don’t just play the music, be an artist, don’t just be an artist, be an inspiration, don’t just be an inspiration, be the music in eve-

rything you do.” It is what inspires him every day to continue what he’s doing and move forward towards his goals. 
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BACK ON HIS FEET: AN UPDATE 
BY KYRA SIMPSON 

When we last spoke to Pedro in April, 2016, he had just made the incredible 

and arduous journey from being middle-class, to being completely home-

less, and all the way back to being employed full-time and living in his own 

apartment. He recounted about how he never thought that he could end up 

in the position that he did, living in a shelter without a car and having to 

rely on others for his basic needs. He explained that he came to Amherst 

Community Connections looking for the “push” he needed to help get him 

back on his feet. Within a week of becoming homeless—by his own account, 

because he was persistent and took initiative to take the necessary steps to 

get back on his feet—Pedro was employed at a dining hall at Amherst Col-

lege and living in his new apartment. 

 

However, the position at Amherst College was a seasonal one and at the end 

of the school year, Pedro once again found himself without a job. Although, 

Pedro had prepared for this, and instead of becoming discouraged at losing 

some of the progress that he had made, he came into ACC before the end of 

the school year in order to have a job lined up before his position at Am-

herst College ended. Even when he had trouble finding a job while looking 

at ACC and he thought that he might end up without a job come the begin-

ning of June, Pedro did not skip a beat—he spoke with a coworker at Amherst College who also worked at 

Walmart, and set his sights on getting a job there. 

 

Pedro filled out the online application for Walmart, but he made it 

very clear that the reason that he was hired was because he went to 

the store personally to show that he was very enthusiastic about 

working there. “When I talked to the manager,” Pedro explained, 

“I told her that I didn’t know anything about retail, but that I was 

willing to learn, and wanted to be a team player.” Once again, Ped-

ro’s persistence paid off—the next day, he received a phone call 

asking him to come in the following day for an interview. At the 

interview, he was hired as a fulltime worker on the spot.  

 

Pedro made it very clear that the reason why he was able to get 

jobs so quickly both times is because, instead of becoming discour-

aged and giving up, he took the initiative to change his situation. 

His final message was that while it is perfectly fine and sometimes 

necessary to ask for help, like Pedro did at ACC, ultimately, “it’s on 

you to change your own situation”.  

Pedro, pictured, with a flyer from 

an ACC event he spoke at. 

Pedro, pictured, discussing his success with 

an ACC staff member. 

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU! 
Share your thoughts on this issue of “What’s Up?!” by emailing us at ACCinAmherst@gmail.com. We would 

love to receive feedback and share these comments with our readers! Comments should be relevant: your 

thoughts about any of the articles, a correction, etc. We reserve the right to edit, condense, or reject submis-

sions. Please keep them under 250 words, thank you! 


