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RESPITE PROGRAM SERVES AFTER CARE NEEDS OF THOSE WHO ARE HOMELESS
             
YAKIMA – Imagine needing a medical procedure which could significantly improve your health but, simply due to the fact you have nowhere to safely recuperate afterward, you don’t go through with it.  This has been a problem for many people who are homeless in Yakima, fortunately a program operated by Yakima Neighborhood Health Services (YNHS) is helping to change that.  The Respite program provides people who are homeless a safe place to recover following surgery or other treatments.
“Respite is short term shelter where an individual can come in and recuperate from an illness or injury,” said Annette Rodriguez, Outreach Coordinator at YNHS.  “It’s for an individual who is too sick to be out on the street but not sick enough to be in the hospital.”

The goal of Respite is to make sure people have the opportunity to fully heal after being discharged from the hospital.  Someone who has a home is able go into the hospital for a same-day surgery then immediately go home to recover with the help of family and friends.  For someone who is homeless though, there is often no place to go and seldom a support network to turn too.
The Respite program came about after the problem was brought up by client focus groups.  YNHS discovered local shelters do not have the resources to assist those who need to recuperate for a week to a month or more following a medical procedure.

“Often times when you are in a shelter you have chores to do, you have to get up at a certain time, you have to leave at a certain time, and you can’t just hang around,” said Rodriguez.  “They don’t have the beds or the facilities for somebody to go ahead and have Respite at a shelter.  There are some shelters that are designed that way but our shelters in Yakima are not.”
Those in Respite get three meals every day, clean bedding and towels, hygiene kits, transportation to follow-up medical appointments, and someone makes sure they are taking any prescribed medications.  The object is to make sure they get healthy and do not end up back in the hospital or emergency room. 
“Respite is a single apartment setting where everything is provided for them,” said Rodriguez.

The Respite program also benefits the community by reducing unnecessary emergency room visits and hospital stays.
“I would hate to see Respite ever go away because it does save the community money and the hospitals money” said Rodriguez.
Since the program began in 2008, 97 people been served by Respite and only four were re-admitted to the hospital within 90-days of their initial treatment.

An additional benefit of Respite has been the opportunity to help some clients get off the streets permanently.  

“I met a gentleman who was living out on the river in a tent and had been living out there for months,” said Ramiro Gomez, an outreach worker at YNHS.  “He was holding back on surgery because he didn’t know about any programs where he could recover.  He had been a truck driver in the past and had some really good construction jobs, but due to his knee injury he was unable to do the things he knew how to do.  While he was at Respite we were able to get him into permanent supportive housing.  Now he is in full recovery mode, going to appointments, going to therapy, and so his goal right now is just getting strong, get himself back on his feet, and get back out and be a contributor to the work force.”
So far, more than half the people who participated in Respite have found permanent housing.  Results like this show the Respite program has made a significant difference for the community as well as those who have participated in it. 
“Sometimes all hope is lost sometimes for them,” Gomez said, referring to many of the people he sees.  “It’s really great to have the opportunity to show them that there are people in the community that do care.”
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