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Under the Gay Street Bridge, just a block fromiieveriesand restaurants of Phoenixville's newly

enlivened downtown, Joseph Giron went about his nightly routine. He steadédi mattress atop jagged

rocks, positioning it just right so he could curl up and get some sleep. Cars drove on the roadway adove, and
creek flowed a few yardswvay.

Fornearly a year, this outdoor perch was Giron's home.

"l was a mess," he saitl.didn't know where to go. | was getting scared."
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JESSICA GRIFFIN/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER - Joseph Giron looks out into the distance on Bridge Street in
Phoenixville.

The 63yearold veteran was laid off from his job as a brickmaker in 2015. For the first time in his life, the
former Marine was unable to take care of himself. Becausis afle, employers did not want to hire him, he
said. No longer able to pay renty&@i found himself homeless in a town he had called home for three
decades.

As he struggled, moving from the bridge embankment to several shelters, Giron said he met many others,
including lifelong residents, who could not afford the borough anymore.

STEVEN M. FALK/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER - Downtown Phoenixville is now filled with restaurants, breweries,
shops, and the renovated Colonial Theatre.

Officials and experts in the area say it's a trend, a product of the area's commercial and residential rebirth.
Twenty years ago, Phoenixville was a downtrodden, former steel town where few wanted to hang out. Today,
the borough is bustling. On Friday a®dturday nights, the dozens of bars and restaurants along Bridge Street
fill with people, and folks flock from out of town to visite renovated Colonial Theathdillennials and

baby boomers are moving to the area in drdeeslingdevelopers to build higand apartment

complexewithin walking distance fodowntown.
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"Nobody expected Phoenixville to go from a workiigss town to such a hot commodity," d&iis Keller,
executive director of Orion Communities, a nonprofit that helps struggling people like Giron. "It slowly
startedtooccurtbol ks t hat there were other issues. é |t
luxury apartments, but wasn't working so well for mieldisome people.”

JESSICA GRIFFIN/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER - Joseph Giron walks near the Gay Street bridge, which he lived
under when he was homeless.

Gentrified cities and towns across the country lsaegthis trend before. But it is especially strikigiyen
Phoenixville's location in Chester County, the wealthiest county in Pennsylvanigant: that is growing
the fastest in the Philadelphia region.

In the borough, some have been forced to relocate to-loa@ne communities like Coatesville or

Pottstown. Others, such as Giron, have found themselves hofhetedssignton many still associate with

cities, not suburbgn Phoenixville, officials have spent the past several years working to analyze and address
the growing economic disparity with an affordabtmusing task force.
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STEVEN M. FALK/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER - Mayor Peter Urscheler poses in front of a mural in downtown
Phoenixville.
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"It's a really big part of the conversation in Phoenixville," said Mayor Peter Urscheler. "No one else in the
county is doing this yet."

The conversation has already spuietion. Over the next several months, an affoedablising complex,
SteelTown Village by Petra Community Housing, is set to open, and theltaged Hankin Group may

soon begin construction on another such community, Urscheler said. In all, the two projects will bring nearly
100 lowincome units to Phaxville. Urscheler and members of the borough's affordablesing task force

hope the developments will mark the first of many steps toward making Phoenixville more inclusive.

TIM TAI/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER - Landscapers work outside the SteelTown Village affordable-housing complex
in Phoenixville.

"The community is for everybody and no one should be excluded, and the many of the people who are being
excluded have lived here their whole livesaid Janice Biros, a local &&r and cechair of Phoenixville's
Council onAffordable Housing.

The borough convened the council's predecessor, the affolaaldig task force, about two years ago in
response to concerngsome residents, particularly those who work with the ymoldeged. While
Phoenixville celebrated its revitalization, they told borough officials, it seemed the town had forgotten just
how much that success had affected less afffpesmple.
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HTOGRAPER - Te SteelTown Village affordable ousing complex in Phoenixville.

"It's wonderful to see the prosperity,” Biros said, "but it's creating a difficult situation."
Keller has heard countless stories of struggle. At Orion, she helps folks find transportation, shelter, and other
essentials when they fall on hard times.

In 2017, the organization helped abyit00 families, up from 850 to 900 families the year before. This
increase may be attributed in part to the rising pojuati the county, Keller said, but lack of affordable
housing also plays a role.

Between 2010 and 2015, she said, rental units in the borough priced at less than $1,000 a month decreased by
80, while units priced at more than $1,000 increased by 750.

BRADLEY C BOWER/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER - The luxury Riverworks apartments near downtown Phoenixville.

In a recent needs assessment, affordable housing was deemed the borough's most pressing issue, said Louis
Beccaria, president of the Phoenixville Community Health Foundation and a membeifiof tiadie:
housing council.

Keller called it d'crisis.”



At times, homelesgeoplélive in tent communities along the Schuylkill. Others sleep in their cars.
Giron, for one, saitte didn'tknow where to géor help when he became homeless and was too esmbad
to ask.

"l was ashamed to come" to a shelter or charity, he said. "I'm not used to having people help me."

JESSICA GRIFFIN/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER - Joseph Giron walks near the river where he lived outdoors under a
bridge when he was homeless in Phoenixville.

While officials areaware of and concerned about the problem, Keller said, many who live and work in the
borough are not.

"We're amazed at the mber of people who say 'l had no idea there were homeless in this area,' " Keller said.
"People's lives are full and they don't tune in. They don't notice. They don't know someone in that situation."

The problem is not endemic to Phoenixvilldsewhere in Chester County, officials are also moving to
address the housing gap.

In December, the nonprofit Chester County 2020 and the Chester County Planning Commission will hold a
citizens' breakfast in Malvern to discuss the question: "Can thgeestation afford to live in Chester
County?"

Members of Phoenixville's Affordable Housing Council said that when they speak to leaders in other towns,
they hear stories of hardship similar to what they have seen in the borough.

In southern Chester Counfplks in Kennett Square are working to address the housing gap in their town,
which has an even higher meditaousehold income than Phoenixville, according to census data.



