Hiami Hevald

May 8, 2022 Circulation: 133,328

UL T ST
Wgﬂlmﬁ Hevald
| : / /, \ |

2

-

It takes a village

Lotus Village, the innovative Overtown shelter for women and children
experiencing homelessness, plans to build a five-story Children's Village
focusing on mental health and education.
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In 2006,
Constance
Collins began
Lotus House,
a Miami
shelter for
women
without a
home that
didn’t feel like
a homeless
shelter. Now
she &s leading
plans to build
a complex

[o serve
children in
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Photo Gallery
Overtown's
Lotus Vilage
planning
expansion

Lotus Village is
an Overtown
shelter for
homeless
women and
children, that
plans to buid
aS-story
Chidren’s
Vilage
focusngon
mental health
and education

The next step in a
oman’s bold
rescue mission

BY LENDA ROBIATSON
o e s

P oadaw

Lotus Howse began &
one woman's personal
MR 0N 1O FesC U women
who had nowhere clse ©
go. Back m 2006, there
werejust 34 bedsma
decrepe Overiown ap at
ment baddng fhx foun
der Comstance Collms
boughe and removased
wih her own money

It &da't look or operas
e 2 homeless she
For fwose who came
docestep desperate,
scared and bmgry, & ek
ke 2 home

Since then, Losas House
has gown mxo Losas
Village at sory
complex on Noshwes
15¢h Street weh 500 beds
for women and cheidren
Now, she ad the noo
profe Locus Endowmens
Fand have ammowced
plans for mother expan
s0n wih fie conrason
of a Sve-story Chiden's
Village focused omedwca
twon and meneal heakh
They amn to rame S20
mihon to bid x

Colbos mvol wonary
PO Bosop iy haen T
changed. She's dvays
been commeted to an

e

andacrous goal The chm
1maton of homelsswess
A Locus Village, those
seckmg refuge are called
gucsts, becawse heve, there
are no homeiess people,
only people expanenc
homelessncss — a teapo

rary seDack

Hewx, nobody sheeps on
the floor. There's a Samaly
room and a playroom and a
and and a brany
f books and compue
ers There's a medzxon,
yoga and dance room, mext

rtz

MEDIA STRATEGIES

PR > Marketing

o the Zen garden There's
an ars and actvmes lab
Lrpammg, crafung and
ceramxs Walks and
spaces are adormed ath
yrad-class art and scu pr
,domated by a preem
ment collector. There's a

N

2D -
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LOTUS

halls.

"How are you?" sald one
mom greeting another
with twins.

"Blessed," she replied.

Atthe farm, located
inside a freight container,
kids leam gardening skills,

"Is this sclence?" asked
a first-grader planting
seeds with tweezers,

"Yes, this is science,"
sald Jackie Roth, director
of inmovation and pro-
gramming, explaining how
arugula grows.

580,000 HOMELESS
IN US. EACH NIGHT

On any given night, the
homeless population in the
United States is about
580,000, according to the
most recent full point-in-
time census by the US.
Department of Housing
and Urban Development
(HUD). Estimates vary
depending on methodo}-
ogy, but another count by
the National Homeless-
ness Law Centerreports
that 3.5 million Americans
experience homelessness
in ayear, Seventy percent
of homeless Americans are
individuals and 30 percent
are people living in fam-
ilies with children,

In Miami-Dade County,
about 3,355 people are
homeless, according to the
county's Homeless Trust
census onAug. 19, 2021,

The affordable housing
crisis — Miami surpassed
New York this year as the
most expensive market for
renters or buyers relative
to income — as well as
increased rates of domes-
tic violence during the
pandemic drove the num-
ber of people seeking as-
sistance at Lotus Village
higher thanever, Collins
said, In 2021, the village
sheltered 1,550 people. It's
up to 800 through the first
third of 2022,

"Homelessness is an
intractable problem if we

convince ourselves it's an
intractable problem and
lack the will to solve it,"
she said. "What isn't effec-
tive is clinging to ster-
eotypes, then giving those
with the Jeast the least and
blaming them whenit
doesn't work. We've cre-
ated a standard of care
that actually works."

What works at Lotus
Village is time: The aver-
age stay is six months,
Some guests stayup toa
year. Many shelters that
are chronically short of
beds operate as revolving
doors, According to HUD,
60 percent of people stay
less than a month and 33
percent stay less than a
week.

"You can't heal in a
rush, you can't heal putting
a Band-Ald on a deep
wound," Collins sald. "You
can'ttreat children like
baggage intow. Youneed
sanctuary, your own bed,
time to reflect. Think
about losing your home.
How do you even begin to
recover? It's complicated."

Repeated exposure to
trauma — vielence, sexual
abuse, neglect, addiction,
crime, bullying, separation
from a parent, deathofa
relative, friend or neigh-
bor, homelessness — has a
cumulative effect that
drains resilience, and 75
percent of children cannot
putitbehind them withow
therapy, said Florida In-
ternational University
psychology professor Paulo
Graziano, who has con-
ducted groundbreaking
studies at Lotus Village.
Unresolved trauma can
lead to cognitive impair-
ment, mental illness, sub-
stance abuse, dysfunction-
al relationships and vielent
behavior.

"It's easier tobuild a
strong child than to repair
a broken grownup," said
Georgette Madison, 35, a
Lotus House alummna, She
was homeless as a child
with her siblings in Little
Haitl, sneaking into a
school at night to sleep,

eating food out of dump-
sters. She found herself
homeless againas an
adult. Fleeing domestic
violence with her 6-year-
old daughter, she got their
lives back on track at Lo-
tus, where she now works
as director of guest serv-
ices.

"Children need to pro-
cess the pain, fear and
shame so that they are not
carrying around anger and
frustration that canwreck
you forever," Madison
sald. "Imagine a child
always seeing mom get
beat up. Our kids have to
navigate this world with
self-belief and self-confi-
dence, not feeling like they
have to hide or fight."

Madison praised the
therapy sessions she and
her daughter, Alana John-
son, had at Lotus, and the
tutoring her daughterre-
celved. She showed a pho-
to on her phone of her
daughter's straight-A re-
port card,

"I remember my child-
hood being out of control,
uncertainty from day to
day," Madison said. "Kids
need routine and stability
to thrive."

Sharonee Delevante
arrived at Lotus Village
"big and pregnant and on
the run from a dangerous
domestic violence sit-
uation." Today, she and
her 3-year-old son, Jo-
nathan Jackson Jr., live in
Little Havana and she is
the Village's operations
director.

"That was not my first
shelter experience. There
is nothing like Lotus out
there," she said. "Ineeded
Lotus badly and they wel-
comed me with open arms,
It gave me everything |
needed formy baby and
then I was able to put him
in daycare so [ could geta
job."

The Lotus Endowment
Fund, of which Collins is
president, purchased five
lots a block south on
Northwest 14th Terrace for
$3.5 millonwhere the
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It’s easier to build a strong child
than to repair a broken grownup.

Georgette Madison, a Lotus Howse alumna
and current director of guest services at Lotus Village

75,0 00-square-foot
Children's Village will be
built to collaborate with
other community organiza-
tions to serve not only
Lotus Village guests but
also children from the
surrounding neighbor-
hood. A capital campaign
is underway to raise $20
million.

The building — which
will feature exterior digital
screens projecting photos
of children — will have
rooms for vocational edu-
cation to supplement the
training that takes place at
Lotus Village and its thrift
shop on Northwest Sev-
enth Avenue for people
who want jobs inthe retail,
culinary, barista, hospital-
ity, child care or security
fields.

There also will be rooms
for after-school care,
homework, tutoring, art,
music, creative writing,
computer learning. A
much larger outdoor play-
ground. There will be of -
fices for soclal service
agencies, murses and what
Collins says is the largest
team of child and family
therapists inthe country —
18 professionals trained to
address the needs of
homeless people.

THERAPY A KEY PART
OF OVERALL PLAN
Therapy is at the core of
the Lotus healing strategy.
When Collins discovered
that no substantive re-
search had been done on
what she calls the "forgot-
ten population” of home-
less children, she asked
Professor Graziano at FIU
1o use Lotus Village as a
real-world, real-time lab-

oratory to study which
treatments are most effec-
tive.

"We want kids to play
again and not worry about
if they're going to eat,
where they're going to
sleep, If mom is safe from
harm," Collins sald. "One
day at intake, a little boy
was holding his mother's
hand and she was crying.
He said, 'Please give my
mom a bed tonight." "

Graziano, director of the
Center for Children and
Families at FIU and an
expert in early interven-
tion, has beenworking
with Lotus for five years.
He conducted the first and
largest trial in a shelter
setting evaluating two
parenting programs, with
144 children aged 18
months 1o 5 years,

His second study, in-
volving 321 ¢hildren aged
6 and up, involved 10
weeks of teaching coping
skills that substantially
reduced Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder symptoms
such as insomnia, night-
mares, flashbacks, irrita-
bility, sadness, jumpiness,

At Lotus, Graziano
found serious behavior
problems in 38 percent of
the children (uncooper-
ative, disruptive, impul-
sive, temper tantrums,
hitting, biting, throwing
toys) and developmental
delays in 35 percent of the
children (speech, toilet
training, using a spoon,
going tosleep). Both rates
run four times higher than
in the regular population,

"We know that by age 3
if those behavior problems

SEE LOTUS, 10A
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I remember when
we walked on the
moon. There is
no problem we
cannot solve.

Lotus Village fowunder
Constance Collins

said. "It's phenomenal to
have the national leader in
Miami. Thanks to Constance,
her creativity and her com-
mitment."

When Sumberg first drove
to the apartment building, "I
told Constance, '"This is going
to be a disaster,” " he said.

"It was in horrible condi-
tion, the area was unsafe and
the people in the neighbor-
hood were skeptical, asking,
'What does this white lady
know?' Nobody wants a
homeless shelter nearby," he
said. "But she was right. She
said everyone would see we
were contributing something
good to the community. And
Lotus has really changed the
neighborhood "

Collins renovated a second
apartment building and added
mothers and children to the
Lotus family. But when she
proposed building Lotus Vil-
lage for $25 million, there
were pessimists again. Some
said she'd never raise the
money. She did.

She tapped her connections
and enlisted local firms to do
work for free — suchas the
architects at Behar Font, the
engineers at m2e, the builders
at Civic Construction, the
lawyers at Bilzin Sumberg.
She sought out Miami's
philanthropists and found
new donors. She used her
financing knowledge. The
village was finished on time
and on budget and was
named the Urban Land In-
stitute's 2018 Project of the
Year.
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PR > Marketing



Hiami Hevald

Page 6

Lotus Village’s founder gave up
her successful business career:

‘If I truly cared I had to act’

BY LINDA ROBERTSON
{robert o mylonkamed herald. com

When she was a young girl
visiting New York City, Con-
stance Collins came upon a
homeless woman bundled up
against the cold, digging
through trash in a dumpster
for food.

"I thought, 'How can any
one of us be happy when so
many of us are suffering?' "
she said.

Years later, when Collins
was a high-powered real
estate investment firm
executive and attomey in
Miami, she was inspecting a
high-rise construction site
when she came upon a home-
less woman bathing in the
building's new fountain.

"I knew if I truly cared |
had to act,” she said. "1
would actually have todo
something myself."

She decided to build a
homeless shelter for women.
She quit ber job and with her
own money bought a dilapi-
dated, 50-year-old, three-
story apartment building in
Overtown. Somehow, with
her characteristic attention to
detail, pink and periwinkle
paint and art donated by an
art collector friend, she made
it homey, inviting. Women
living on the street, fearful of
shelters primarily occupied by
men, sought out Collins' safe
space.

She named it Lotus House,
"where hope blossoms."

Since then, 34-bed Lotus

House has beenreplaced by
the 500-bed Lotus Village for
women and children. The five-
story complex on Northwest
15th Street is considered a
national model given that 80
percent of its 1,550 guests in
2021 successfully exited the
shelter system. The village
offers daycare, medical care
and therapeutic care and job
training and placement. There
are parenting classes and art,
music, yoga, meditation and
gardening programs.

Collins is now expanding
again. She and the Lotus En-
dowment Fund announced
plans to build the $20 million,
five-story Children's Village a
block away where Lotus can
devote more space and staff to
education, enrichment, therapy
and counseling programs for
youth staying at Lotus and
living in Overtown.

"Our kids and moms have
experienced the impacts of
racism, gender-based violence,
disparities in access to educa-
tion, healthcare and social
justice," she said. "This is an
opportunity to address those
disparities and enable people
to thrive."

Collins, 63, never imagined
how big Lotus would grow.
There's even a popular thrift
shop. She points to her dedicat-
ed staff, her donors, her sup-
porters in Miami and Lotus
alumni who return to tell her
about their college degrees,
their jobs, their children, their
homes.

They point to her, her vision,
her compassion, her one-on-

one interactions, her mentor-
ship and her genius for collab-
orative work.

Collins dislikes attention,
deflects praise. She's a full-
time volunteer, takes no salary.
She would tell you herlife is
richer today wearing sneakers
and a pink Lotus Village T-shirt
while counting diapers than it
was wearing business suits and
cutting multimillion-dollar
commercial real estate deals.
She would tell you "there is no
greater gift thanto be in the
sewvice of people who need
help."

Her approach to homeless-
ness is typical of her no-non-
sense style: "l remember when
we walked on the moon. There
is no problem we cannot
solve."

John Sumberg, vice chair of
the Lotus board and a Miami
attorney, met Collins when she
transferred a client to his firm.
He asked her what she was
doing. When she said she was
leaving her lucrative career to
build a homeless shelter, he
was swept away by her dyna-
mism. He was struck by her
idea of calling women "guests”
and creating an ant-filled envi-
ronment where skills training
would accompany mental
health treatment and med-
itation classes. He immediately
volunteered to handle the land
acquisition and zoning applica-
tions.

"You could call her anideal-
ist, but she's made the Lotus
approach work in the real
world for the most vulnerable,
underserved people,” Sumberg
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"So many cities think
homelessness is an over-
whelming problem that will
take huge amounts of money
to fix. But Constance has
proven there is enough money
tosolve it," said Martin Mar-
gulies, the developer and art
collector who has been Lotus'
biggest benefactor. He and
Collins were married briefly.
They remain friends.

Collins is a hands-on lead-
er, says ber staff. [twas her
idea to conduct studies at
Lotus Village comparing dif-
ferent types of parent-child
and trauma therapies. She
was appalled that no such
research had been done with
homeless children, so she
contacted FIU psychology
professor Paulo Graziano and
offered Lotus Village as the
perfect setting todoit.

"Constance was involved in
every step, every sentence.
She's even an author on it,"
Graziano said.

"Sometimes we had dis-
agreements — no, the data
doesn't say thatso [ can't
write that — but always in a
good spirit of teamwork. Most
shelters won't cooperate on
trials; it's too chaotic or their
clients don't stay long
enough. Constance under-
stands how important itis to
develop evidence-based treat-
ment that works."

Bornin Detroit, Collins
graduated from Trinity Col-
lege in Connecticut and
carned her law degree from
the University of Colorado at
Boulder. When she's not at
Lotus Village, she enjoys cy-
cling, hiking, kayaking, beach-
combing and "all things wil-
derness."

She stays centered via her
daily meditation, which "is
my refuge and reminds me to
rest on the firm ground of
emptiness."

Collins is driven by the
hope of her guests and the
generosity of Miami.

"Ibelieve we exist to love,"
she said. "Being inservice,
ending homelessness, sup-
porting, nurturing and uplift-
ing women and children is
simply about love."
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These women came to Lotus Village for help.

Now, they’re paying it forward

BY LINDA ROBERTSON
drobert o wglomkan Werald. com

Three nights a week,
Georgette Madison walks
the streets of Miami and
talks to homeless women,
She knows where to find
them because she was
once among them,

Madison hands out
food, shoes, hygiene packs
and encouraging words.,
Her message is clear:
"Come to Lotus Village. It
will transform your life, as
it did mine."

Madison, 35, checked
into the original Lotus
House with her 6-year-old
daughter in 2013, fleeing
domestic violence in her
home. Today she is guest
services director atthe
50 0-bed Lotus Village in
Overtown, the largest
homeless shelter in the
nation dedicated to wo-
menand children. She is
one of two dozen alumni
employed at the village
and living on their own,

"We needed a safe
place to go," she said. "I'd
heard about Lotus. I'd
seen their pinkvan. |
didn't want to expose my
daughter to a shelter for
men. And [ found out they
had a culinary program.”

Lotus provided every-
thing Madison and daugh-
ter Alana Johnson needed,
from homemade food to
mental bealth therapy to
after-school care to job
skills training.

"I wanted structure to

restart my life," she said. "I
wanted to work toward the
goal of being a better per-
sonand giving a better
future to my daughter."

Madisonsurvived a
harrowing childhood in
Little Haiti,

"My mom was abusing
drugs and had to give up
her five kids," she said.
"Me and my twin brother
were only 3 months old."

The children wound up
infoster care, shuttling
betweendifferent rela-
tives' homes and then, for
several years, on and off
the streets,

"Sometimes we lived in
motels or we sleptin a
school, always munning
from security,"” she said.
"We were dumpster div-
ing, taking clothes out of
collection bins, I remem-
ber being hungry and all
we had to eat was baby
food. We were constantly
on the move."

An older sister managed
to keep the siblings to-
gether until their mother
got clean and regained
custody. Life was stable
until eight years ago,
when she found herself at
the threshold of Lotus
House.

“It's a horrible, sicken-
ing feeling when you have
no other options, when
you've hit bottom and
can't see a way out," she
said. "I'm connected to
these women and children
on the street because I'm
connected to my past,
That's why [ have a lot of

passion for outreach,

"There are so many
wrong assumptions about
people experiencing
homelessness — that they
choose 1o be homeless or
it's their fault., They are
overlooked or looked
down upon. Everybody
has a story. [ want to
know their stories."

Like Madison, Sharonee
Delevante escaped a
domestic violence trap.
She arrived at Lotus Vil-
lage nearly eight months
pregnant.

"I had contractions in
my room, and after [ gave
birth, Lotus Village provid-
ed a crib, bottles, clothing,
parenting classes, even
therapy because my baby
was premature,” she sald.

When she was hired
months later as Lotus
Village operations direc-
tor, she placed her son,
Jonathan Jackson Jr., in
the village daycare center.
He's now 3 years old,
they're living in Little
Havana and she hopes
when the new Children's
Village is up and running
that he will be able to
attend after-school pro-
wams there,

"To be a homeless child
is o damaging. It's worse
for them than the moms,"
Delevante said. "The
Children's Village is need-
ed to focus on kids' health
and education."

Delevante, 34, had
stayed at other homeless
shelters before Jonathan
was bom, She chose Lotus

whichhas an 80 per-
cent success rate for thou-
sands of alumni who have
exited the shelter system

for its stellar reputation.

"There's no compari-
son," she sald. "I wanted
to turn things around and
do better. I've worked
hard. [ love my job and
our team., We're making a
difference.”

MEDIA STRATEGIES
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Latin Wiage

Sharonee Delevante vas
pregnant and fleeing
domestic violence when
she amved at Lotus
Village afew years ago
She later became the
facility’s operations
director
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The director of Lotus Village, Isabella Delloca, stands at far right with a young boy dunng an art class. A new building 5
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being planned that will indude additional rooms for subjects induding art, music and areative witing dasses for kids.

FROM PAGE 6A

LOTUS

are nottreated, they will
affect school readiness,
and the children will not
do as well in class, they're
not following rules, the
teacher doesn't like them,
they have an immediate
negative attitude toward
school, and a downward
trajectory of academic
issues gets set by second
grade," he said.

"So we work on self-
regulation, your ability to
control your emotions and
behavior, to listen and
focus and learn,

"Trauma is trickier to
treat because the impair-
ment gets worse as they
get older but sometimes
they are not ready to pro-
cess ituntil they are teen-
agers."

Graziano also teaches
parenting skills to Lotus
mothers who may have
had a rough childhood.

"I'heir reference points
are not positive, so we

want to reverse those
habits and show them a
different way," he said. "If
parents hit, then the kids
are aggressive. If parents
are negative, so are the
kids."

At one recent inter-
active session at Lotus, a
therapist guided young
mother Teresa Lopez, 19,
as she played with son
Darwin, 2. She was en-
couraged to describe to
him how they were going
to build a tower out of
blocks together, to say his
name, talk about colors,
give positive reinforce-
ment. Darwin, withdrawn
at first, was soon building
in tandem with his mom.,
They smiled and hugged.

Graziano and Collins
want to apply what they
have leamed and share it
Now that they have con-
crete data, they can tailor
treatment and program-
ming to be most effective.
Graziano is preparing to
embark onanother study
at Lotus Village, where —
unlike at other shelters
where be has inquired and

been tumed away — par-
ticipation by guests is
mandatory.

A NATIONAL NETWORK
OFWOMEN'S SHELTERS
Collins has organized
the National Women's
Shelter Network and is
developing a database on
which she plans to dissem-
inate Grazlano's findings.
The whole point of the
network is to exchange
ideas and find solutions.

"Lotus Village has be-
come the leading national
model showcasing best
practices that other shel-
ters Jook to as an exam-
ple," said John Sumberg, a
Miami attorney and vice
chair of the Lotus board
who has been involved
with Collins from day one.
"Lotus took a long-term,
holistic approach to our
most vulnerable people,
not a holding-facility ap-
proach. And we've done it
withinnovative funding in
a city without major cor-
porate sponsors, [f Miami
can do it, Los Angeles and
New York can do it

MEDIA STRATEGIES
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Citles and states cite
cost as the biggest barrier
to eliminating homeless-
ness, Often they build
more barracks-style shel-
ters — unappealing be-
cause they are crowded
and unsafe — instead of
transitional or affordable
housing. New York City,
which has 60,000 people
in its homeless population,
spends $2 billion annually.
California, with 160,000
people experiencing
homelessness, spends $5
billion. Miami-Dade
County's Homeless Trust
has a $66 million budget.

Collins wants to demon-
strate how to pay for it
more efficiently. Lotus
Village, through its foun-
dation, private donations
and government grants,
was built for $25 million
and runs on a $10 million
budget. Collins has be-
come a master of fund-
ralsing, grant-writing and
collaborating with other
nonprofits, She's persuad-
ed local firms to lend
expertise and manpower
for free.

Martin Margulies, de-
veloper of luxury projects
and the art collectorwho
owns the Margulies Col-
lection in Wynwood, has
been Lotus' biggest bene-
factor, donating $47 mil-
lion, consulting on every
detall of construction and
contributing dozens of
pleces from his collection
to make the buildings feel
warm and spark creativity.
He sold two of his prized
sculptures at auction to
help purchase and reno-
vate the second apartment
building at Lotus House.

"Iknew the money was
going to the right place.
It's an exceptional place
and you can see it," sald
Margulies, delighted to
watch young artists work-
ing in a room named after
him, "Other cities say they
don't know whattodo
about homeless people on
their streets. All they've
gotto do is ask Constance.
We do have enough
money in this country to
solve homelessness, We
need conviction and we
need our politicians to
stepup.”

COLLINS MAKES AN
ECONOMIC ARGUMENT

Inwvesting in Lotus
House makes economic
sense, Collins said.

"The costto the govern-
ment and the taxpayer of
not providing resources to
those who are struggling is
paid inother ways —
through hospital bills, the
Judicial system, the school
system, police and fire,"
she said.

So far, the Children's
Village exists only on
paper but Collins has
already raised $1 million,

Soeven as Lotus ex-
pands, Collins, always the
vislonary, cansee the day
when it will be empty. Or
converted into permanent
housing.

"Itis heartwarming and
heart-wrenching to be in
the presence of so many
brave women and chil-
dren," Collins said. "1
could not have imagined a
greater gift than to be in
the service of their healing
and growth. Every day |
come in and ['m surround-
ed by love. Imay sound
crazy but never under-
estimate what you can
accomplish with the power
of love."



