Neighbors helping neighbors!

Fall 2021

Eviction Moratorium Extension – Again?
To be clear, both tenants and landlords are struggling right now. Fortunately, the government has responded.
The Emergency Rental Assistance Program, (ERAP) provides assistance to
households that have experienced financial hardship and may be at risk of
homelessness due to Covid-19. There is plenty of need and lots of funds
but it still takes time to submit the necessary paper work, review the applications, set priorities, and distribute funds to the proper places. One of the
reasons for extending the hold on evictions this past summer has been to
provide more time to get the essential funds distributed.
Sharing smiles from
Orion’s office

Extra time has been a gift. However, on August 9, 2021, The Inquirer reported that the city of Philadelphia has received over 45,000 requests for assistance “but the city expects to help only about half.”
The harsh reality regarding ERAP funds is that:
• Not everyone qualifies or can prove that their need is Covid related
• Not all requests will be evaluated by the time the hold in evictions is lifted
• There aren’t enough government funds to address all of the needs.
There are a lot of good people working very hard to distribute ERAP funds that
will keep tenants sheltered and help cover landlord costs. At times during this
summer, the Chester County queue for ERAP funds has exceeded 1000 households and even when all parties concerned believe that a family qualifies for the
ERAP funding, it can still take 2-3 months until the funds are distributed.
Difficult questions are being asked throughout our community. Can you find a
smaller home or move to a less expensive area? How about sharing a home with
another family, friend or relative? Not forever, just for a year or two, until the
economy settles out and steady employment can support regular rent payments.
It’s still a pandemic. The consequences of such a medical and economic upheaval
are still very much with us. There isn’t one solution that’s going to fix this but together, our government agencies and community are working to keep our neighbors safely sheltered.
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3rd Annual Summer STEM Camp Visits Mars
Our 3rd annual summer STEM Camp kicked off with 11-year-old Gabe announcing, “I love STEM and that’s why I wore my science shirt!” Thanks to our partnerships with the Phoenixville Area School District and the Chester County Office
of 4-H, we were able to invite 24 children and offer the exciting experience of a
Mission to Mars.
Children approached real-world problems with experiential
learning. Engineering, creativity, critical thinking and problem-solving skills were developed as Mars Rovers were built
and children learned about NASA’s exploration of the Red
Planet. As children learned about careers in STEM, they
recognized the opportunities that are all round us.
The more we can inspire young minds, then a more level
playing field will exist for girls, students of color and children from under-resourced households. At the intersection
of unmet needs and opportunities for growth, young lives
are changed!

Melinda & Keith packing books for
STEM Camp to take to Manavon

Kids as Leaders make their mark at Orion

Ronak Suchindra and Dominic Pecora are two local youth who
are sharing their talents. Ronak, whose passion is bringing STEM
education to other children, founded his own nonprofit called
Kids Connect. As one of the top 20 finalists for Nickelodeon’s
Kid of the Year contest, Ronak’s mission is to make education
accessible to children all around the world through in person
and online workshops. He and a team of his friends led activities in coding and engineering with our summer STEM camp.
During the pandemic when many bike shops were closed, Dominic Pecora took his
talent of repairing bicycles and started his own business called Dom Fixes Bikes. He
assembled and repaired countless bikes in 2020 and then purchased new bicycles
for children who might not be able to otherwise afford one. Dom is one of our sponsors for Run, Walk n Roll and will be conducting a pop-up bicycle clinic at the event.
Both young men are examples of giving back to their community while being role
models for other kids their age. Many thanks to them both!

A mother in need

Proud member of

Cc

the Community
Coalition

This single mother was making enough to afford renting a home in a middle-class community. Then, the Covid crisis took away her job. It took some time but she did manage to find another good paying job and was about to start work again. But she owed
$10,000 in rent. One day the dreaded eviction notice arrived. Distraught, she called us.
We connected her to the proper government agency, who paid off her back rent. All
$10,000 of it.
Between tears of relief, she called to say, “I didn’t know where to go when I needed
help because I have never experienced poverty before. My teenage daughter is going
through enough in these uncertain times. She does not know about any of our financial
woes and glad I can keep it that way. Thank you for being that bridge of hope.”

Excerpt from a mom’s email
sharing her gratitude for
Orion’s GLAD Program...
• Always taking great care of
our kids
• Providing mentorship and
support
• Creating a curriculum that
meets our needs
• Arranging special events for
the moms and kids to make us
feel special
• Connecting us to resources in
the community
You guys do such an amazing
job and I wanted to say thanks.

TIMES TWO!
On a rainy Friday, a realtor and 61-year-old man
came to Orion. His lifelong home, shared with
his brother since their mother’s passing, had just
been sold. The gentleman had a six-figure check from the settlement table and
the clothes on his back but nothing more.

*GLAD Gutsy Ladies Achieving
their Destiny
Tech support at Orion

The realtor had tried to encourage our new friend to take some action in preparation for the house sale, but he was not cognitively able, and his brother was
done being the caretaker.
The agent was distressed that the man would be on the streets and all the
money he had in the world might be taken from him. He signed a letter so we
could hold his check; then we registered him at a hotel, provided toiletries,
bought food for the weekend; requested a weekly food box from the Phoenixville Senior Center; contacted The Clinic for a medical check up; and started
researching legal guardianship.
The realtor was grateful that she knew to come to Orion - our new friend would
be watched over as supports were developed. Within 6 weeks, the courts had
assigned a legal guardian and our friend is now happily living at a local personal
care boarding home and enjoying their extensive recreation program.
The very same afternoon that this friend got settled into his new digs, another
neighbor brought yet another 61-year-old man who was homeless to Orion.
She had found someone willing to share offer a spare bedroom but, this new
friend also had cognitive challenges and was unable to take care of basic needs
such as meal preparation. Again, Orion’s staff contacted the Senior Center for
food boxes, started the process of getting replacement IDs, and connecting to
supportive services.
Many thanks to our neighbors for being such good
Samaritans and bringing these gentlemen to Orion. Also
thanks to our partner agencies and volunteers who have
helped our new friends be sheltered, fed, and safe.
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Even Uber!
A man made his living driving for Uber. But his license
needed renewing; and he
had fallen behind with paying car insurance. Without
either he couldn’t drive,
which meant he wouldn’t
earn any income.
He contacted us for help.
We invited him to our office
and helped him renew his
license online at our tech
center. Then, we helped
pay his car insurance. He
said, “No other agency
would help with car (related) requests but you.
Thank you!”

Thank you to Theresa Thornton
and Missy Kitty’s Care for recognizing
Orion Communities Staff, Volunteers
and Board as special care givers in our
community!
Pictured Melinda Izzo, Rachelle Hill,
Theresa Thornton, Kris Keller, Laveana
McCoy, Yvette Blanding, and Elsie Rust

A woman living in income-based subsidized housing while caring for her disabled father needed to repair her car which left her short $50 for rent. Her landlord fined her $25 a day in late fees. When she
came to Orion, she owed $400. We offered to help with the $50 in rent but the landlord said the late
fees would continue at $25/day until the balance was paid in full. We tried negotiating, but he wouldn’t
budge. Thanks to our donors and partners, we were able to cover the whole balance so the family
would not incur more fees or face eviction. The woman was grateful for the help to keep her family
safely housed. We are grateful to generous donors like you for making it possible. Thank you!

Affordable Housing Summit

Keeping
Cool

In a normal year, 3.7 million evictions are filed, over 8 evictions per 100 rental households. That’s 20
times greater than the number of people who die each year from opioids. These times are not
normal.

Part of the reason for evictions is people paying more than the government recommendation
of a maximum of 30% of income for housing. Locally, in the Phoenixville area zip code,
A distressed
19460, there has been a significant swing in rental prices. In the five years between
grandmother was on
2014 and 2019, there was a decrease of 491 units in rents below $1000 and an inthe line. Her son-in-law
crease of 916 units over $1000. That’s a 28% reduction below $1000 and 41%
had lost his job. So, her
increase above $1000.
daughter asked if she could
move back in with her children
The Phoenixville Council on Affordable Housing in conjunction with Chester
while her husband looked for work
County Commissioner Marian Moskowitz and Phoenixville Mayor Peter
elsewhere. She had agreed to take
Urscheler is holding our first Affordable Housing Summit on Septemthem in.
ber 24th. Working with local municipalities, landlords, developers,
non-profits and community leaders, we are meeting to share
Her daughter and grandchildren were
information and ideas as well as discuss how to meet the
living in her furnished attic. But it was the
goals Chester County Landscape 3 to address the need for
height of summer—so hot that the smoke
affordable housing in our community.
alarm went off several times. They desperately
needed an air conditioner for the attic. A friend
suggested calling Orion to see if we could help. We could.
The case manager presented the request which was promptly
approved, and we paid for an air conditioner that very day.
The grandmother called back to say, “Thank you for providing my
family relief from this scorching heat. I had no idea what to expect
when I called. We truly appreciate your help and God bless you all.”
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“Feels like a 3-ring circus in a 1-ring tent”
This summer, an Orion friend inquired how things were going at the office. That’s when I shared with him the circus comparison. He then made the observation that it’s good we’ve all learned to be such good ringmasters.
I realized that was true not only of Orion, but our community leaders and most everyone during the
time of Covid-19 – juggling way more than we had ever thought we could – and often while it feels like
we are wearing roller skates.
It’s been a challenging year and a half. Many of our neighbors are dealing with great sorrow and more
complexity than they ever expected. I have never known so many people to work so hard to take care
of themselves and their families, and still offer assistance to both friends and complete strangers. It’s
been amazing to see our partners in public service, medical, and social service fields go beyond the
extra mile to help our community members in their time of need.
It still feels like a circus with too much going on. Patience and grace are helping us get through these
unprecedented times. Together, we are supporting each other and offering hope in the best ways we
can. For all of the compassion and collaboration, I am grateful.

Kris Keller,
Exec. Director

Be Healthy Be Heard
Listening to the voices of our most vulnerable neighbors and responding to their unmet needs is a priority at Orion. So
you can then imagine how excited we get as others also reach out to find and hear those voices.
Phoenixville Community Health Foundation (PCHF) has brought the Pennsylvania Be Healthy Be Heard initiative to our
community. The goal is to search out the voices that are often under-represented in surveys with the goal of learning
how to continue improving health outcomes for everyone. PCHF is partnering with local non-profits to identify and support this population in completing quarterly surveys for the next two years on health-related topics.
Thanks to PA Department of Health and PCHF for creatively recognizing and collecting
these voices to improve the health of our entire community!

What is ACEs?
Mental Health has been in the news lately. It’s an everyday topic at Orion as we talk
with folks about their trauma, stress and overall well-being. These are challenging
times with much uncertainty.
For children, life can be more complicated because they usually do not have the ability
or resources to change stressors in their world. Also their family may not have the
resources to create safe, stable and nurturing relationships and environment for the children.
ACEs or Adverse Childhood Experiences is the term used to describe the collective neglect, abuse, or adverse trauma a
child is exposed to by the time they are 18 years old. To understand the scope of what happened to an individual as a
child and to be able to quantify the types of adverse experiences helps individuals to understand their history with a goal
of building resiliency, fostering hope and improving long term health outcomes.
Chester County Department of Health has taken on this topic in a big way and created the Chester County ACEs
Coalition. The program’s mission is “to bring awareness, knowledge, prevention, and initiatives throughout the county on
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), trauma, and toxic-stress.”
Orion is grateful for the expertise of the ACEs Coalition to create and expand our trauma-informed programming. The
first strategy listed to prevent ACEs is “strengthening economic supports for families” which aligns with Orion’s mission to
help people move towards increased self-reliance. To learn more, please visit https://www.ccacescoalition.com/.
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Juneteenth is now a national holiday!
Phoenixville celebrated Black history with a virtual event this year as a collaboration of Diversity In Action,
Black Light Projects, and Orion including a commendation from Mayor Peter. There was something for everyone - music, history, art, dance, and soul food cooking on The Mayor’s Kitchen. If you would like to see
the videos and learn more, they are available at https://www.facebook.com/DIAPhoenixville.
237 Bridge Street
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Check out upcoming events at OrionCommunities.org
Win a Jamaican Vacation!
First prize - a Villa for 6
Second prize - a Cottage for 4
Includes food and chefs!

5th Annual
Run, Walk n Roll
Sunday, September 12th
8 am registration begins
9 am start
at Charlestown Park and
University of Valley Forge.
Join us for a 5K or 1 mile
at your own pace

This year the profits of
Run, Walk n Roll will
be shared with the
Community Coalition
as they celebrate their
30th anniversary!
Leadership Workshops
coming this Fall!
Join the movement to
understand and
address local poverty!

Wednesday, Oct. 20th
6 pm reception
7 pm concert
at the Colonial Theatre

Live
&
Virtual!

