The Homing Project Helps
Tucson’s Unhoused Residents

by Jan Henrikson

Brian Noriega works on one of the tiny homes bound for The Homing Project’s first village for the unhoused.

leeping in mountain air under

Tucson’s stars is enchanting when

it’s a choice. Frightening and iso-
lating when it’s survival. For some un-
housed Tucsonans, “It’s safer to live
there than on the streets at night,” says
Raj Garewal, cofounder of The Hom-
ing Project with his mother, Dr. Kristin
Olson-Garewal. “The village will reintro-
duce [the unhoused] to a sense of com-
munity and dignity.”

Garewal is referring to The Homing
Project’s inaugural village of 10 micro-
homes for unhoused people and their
beloved pets. “There are people on the
streets who don’t know anybody,” he ex-
plains. “The ‘person’ closest to them is
their dog”

Reducing homelessness in the
greater-Tucson area is not enough for
The Homing Project. The nonprofit in-
tends to eliminate homelessness—and

Heart of the Matter

—— I
the stigma surrounding it—one micro-
home village at a time until all who want
a home are homed.

“There’s a huge disconnect in Amer-
ican society,” says Garewal. “In this
country that has so much, how is it at all
tolerated that a segment of the popula-
tion is allowed to visibly suffer when so
many people are asking for help?”

The project’s first village, in Ward
3’s Keeling neighborhood, on land
provided by Southern Arizona Land Trust,
is slated to move in domestic-violence
survivors —between 18 and 25 years old,
and 50 and over—in early 2025. “We're
starting with the most vulnerable peo-
ple on the street right now,” says Gare-
wal. Between 2019 and 2023, the num-
ber of people fleeing or attempting to
flee domestic violence who sought ser-
vices through the Tucson/Pima Col-
laboration to End Homelessness rose
by 53%.

“We have an extreme gap between
needs and services in our community,”
notes Keith Bentele, associate research
professor at the University of Arizona’s
Southwest Institute for Research on
Women. He conducted a needs assess-
ment of homeless adults in Tucson for
2023.

Because people fleeing domestic
violence aren’t typically identified with
chronic homelessness or serious health
issues, they aren’t prioritized for Tuc-
son’s limited pool of housing services.

“Any increase in shelter units is
positive, but especially such a thought-
ful and comprehensive model like that
envisioned [by] The Homing Project,”
says Bentele. Each 64-square-foot pre-
fabricated Homing Project home can
be assembled in the time it takes to
enjoy a day hike on Mt. Lemmon. The
base-price cost of each home is approxi-
mately $13,000, and they are made by
Pallet, a company that specializes in
rapid, affordable disaster-relief homes.
The Homing Project’s second village, al-
ready in the works, and the houses
will be built by a local nonprofit
organization that shares a common
concern for housing.

Funding is through grants and donations.



In addition to living in a gated com-
munity with 24/7 security, residents
will be able to lock their own door,
sleep on fresh sheets in their own bed,
put away their belongings, stay warm
when it’s cold, and stay cool when it’s
hot by turning on their own AC unit in-
stead of desperately seeking shade out-
doors. Each home is essentially a stand-
alone dorm room set up for one person,
but it can house two people. Rents are
free to residents until they are stably
employed. Then, they will be charged
30% of their income.

Once a resident walks out their
door, they will have access to com-
munal bathrooms and showers that
individually lock, a shared laundry fa-
cility, and a dog run. Residents will be
taught how to cook and assigned to
create meals in the communal kitchen
for other residents as a way to socialize
and nourish a sense of responsibility.
Drugs, alcohol, weapons, and violence
will be prohibited.

It’s predicted that residents will
live in their home from 2 to 4 years
while they cultivate the physical, fi-
nancial, and psychological capacity to
support themselves. “Like when you
leave college or home for the first time,
you feel out in space,” says Garewal. “It
takes time to establish a network on
your own in the community. We want
to make sure people feel supported
and successful. It’s like bringing people
back to life.”

Instead of residents scrambling all
over town for basic care, a social work-

er from Catalytic Health Partners will
come to the village and assess each
resident’s needs. The social worker
will make medical, dental, and other
support service appointments for the
residents, as well as arrange vocational
training.

The Homing Project “can be really
healing, not just to homeless people but
to the neighborhoods involved, and ev-
erybody associated with it,” says Gare-
wal. “The more we talk to people about
what we'’re doing, the more we see their
compassion open up and expand. Fear
gets replaced by empathy and under-
standing and hope. That’s really cool
to see”

For more information about The
Homing Project, visit
thehomingproject.org. &

Jan Henrikson is a local freelance writ-
er. Comments for publication should be
addressed to letters@desertleaf.com.

Adapted from the article published in
November 2024 Edition of Desert Leaf.
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