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Florida dog bumps 
car into motion
PORT ST. LUCIE, FLA. — 
Florida authorities say they 
responded to a rogue vehicle 
spinning in reverse around 
a suburban cul-de-sac with a 
lone occupant inside: a black 
Labrador.

News outlets report resi-
dents called police Thursday 
after seeing the dog trapped 
and clambering around in 
the car as it spun in circles 
in a Port St. Lucie neighbor-
hood.

Police say they think 
the dog’s owner stepped 
away from the running car 
and that’s when the pet 
knocked it into reverse. 
Neighbor Anne Sabol says 
she watched the furry speed 
racer take out a mailbox and 
a trash can.

Sabol says the dog was in 
high spirits after being res-
cued, adding it “jumped out 
of the car, wagging his tail.”

Police stopped the joyride 
by punching a passcode into 
the driver’s door. No one 
was hurt.

The Associated Press

By Brian Arola

barola@mankatofreepress.com

T
he word “hidden” comes 
up frequently when you ask 
experts about homelessness 

in Mankato.
Homelessness here, say those 

who work with the people 
experiencing it, doesn’t fit 
the stereotype of a disheveled 
panhandler asking for change on a 
street corner.

Here, it looks like a man taking 
refuge in a public library knowing 
he’s less likely to be shooed away 
there. Or a family searching for 
stability in a shelter after losing 
everything in a house fire. Or a 
teen crashing on a friend’s couch 
because home isn’t safe.

The general public might not 
see examples of it unless they 
know where to look. Its lack of 
visibility shouldn’t be mistaken 
for nonexistence.

Homelessness happens right 
here at home, prompting 
concerted efforts by area agencies 
to address it.

How it happens
A Christmas Eve fire in 2017 

was the first in a series of events 
leading to Danielle Habisch and 
her family becoming homeless.

The fire claimed her family’s 
Burnsville home and just about 
everything in it. She, her fiancé 
and her two children lived in 
hotels for months on end while 
searching for a new place.

“It was devastating, so we’re still 
kind of recuperating from that,” 
Habisch said.

Their move to the children’s 
father’s place in Shakopee didn’t 
work out. He was involved in 
criminal activity, she said, leading 
to everyone’s eviction. The family 

turned to Mankato’s Connections 
Shelter in October after learning 
about it from a friend.

They’ve lived there since, 
spending their nights playing 
board games or dominoes. 
Dakoda, 15, and Nyla, 13, are 
adjusting to new schools, bringing 
their homework to the shelter.

School districts track student 
homelessness under the federal 
McKinney-Vento act. Molly Fox, 
lead school social worker for 
Mankato Area Public Schools, 
said the numbers seem to be 
rising.

“I would say over the last five 
years our documentation has 
increased, our numbers have 
increased, so our responses have 
increased,” she said. “I’d say it’s 

trending upward.”
As of Nov. 1, Mankato Area 

Public Schools documented 120 
students without a permanent 
residence. As recently as 2013, 
there were 95.

The Reach Drop-in Center for 
homeless youth, meanwhile, had 
more visits in October than in any 
previous month since opening in 
2011. The 315 visits — including 
youth who visited multiple times 
— far exceeded the 200 to 250 
the nonprofit was averaging.

The increase could be a sign 
The Reach is becoming more 
known as a resource for homeless 
youth. Tasha Moulton, the 
nonprofit’s youth outreach and 

By Trey Mewes

tmewes@mankatofreepress.com

MANKATO — Township 
officials across the state are 
coming together to empha-
size next year’s Census for a 
critical reason: a seat at the 
table in state politics.

That was the message at 
this year’s Minnesota Asso-
ciation of Townships confer-
ence, where elected officials 
stressed the need to count 
as many township residents 
as possible to ensure they 
still have a voice at the Min-
nesota Legislature, as well 
as Congress.

“There’s concern about if 
rural areas are going to get 
the same degree of repre-
sentation as they have in 
the past,” said David Hann, 
the association’s executive 
director.

Minnesota, like the nation 
as a whole, has followed the 
general demographic trend 
where its population has 
moved toward urban areas 
and away from rural regions 
over the past few decades. 

Townships 
have eye 
on census
Population 
key to 
representation

The Associated Press

NEW YORK — At anoth-
er time in history, the in-
dictment of two jail guards 
respon-
sible for 
monitor-
ing Jeffrey 
Epstein 
the night 
he killed 
himself 
might have 
served 
as an 
emphatic 
rebuttal to 
suspicions that the wealthy 
sex offender was actually 
murdered.

Not in 2019.
Conspiracy theories con-

tinued to flourish, even af-
ter prosecutors took pains 
to point out the ample 
evidence backing a medical 
examiner’s determination 

Epstein 
conspiracy 
theories 
flourish

HIDDEN IN SIGHT
Homelessness a persistent problem

‘You never know what the true count is’

Photos by Pat Christman

A man hauls his belongings on his back down Riverfront Drive in Mankato. People experiencing homelessness in the Mankato area are 
mainly concentrated downtown, although advocates describe them as a hidden population. The total numbers are hard to determine with 
experts saying homelessness is a bigger issue than many residents realize.

Page A2
Prince Andrew’s 
connections to 
Jeffrey Epstein 
continue to 
dog the son of 
Queen Elizabeth 
even after he 
steps out of 
public life.

Families face some of the biggest challenges in escaping homelessness. From right, Danielle 
Habisch, her son, Dakoda, daughter, Nyla, and fiance, Adam Fidelman, play dominoes 
Wednesday night at Connections Shelter. The emergency shelter has about 20 guests per 
night. Habisch and her family first became homeless after their Burnsville home burned 
down in late 2017.
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host home coordinator, 
said youth homelessness 
could also be even 
more prevalent than the 
numbers show.

“You never know what 
the true count is,” she 
said. “We’ve always said 
they’re the invisible 
population.”

Whether overall 
homelessness is trending 
upward, downward or 
staying flat is hard to 
determine. Agencies are 
definitely aware of more 
people experiencing 
homelessness than they 
were in the past due 
to improved tracking 
methods.

A coalition of nonprofits 
and government agencies 
known as the River Valleys 
Continuum of Care built 
a coordinated entry list to 
manage new and existing 
homeless cases in recent 
years. The tool connects 
people experiencing 
homelessness to services 
faster, said Andrew 
Pietsch, Blue Earth 
County’s child support/
supportive housing 
supervisor. Before 
coordinated entry 
and the collaboration 
between agencies 
coming with it, there 
was more of an onus on 
the people experiencing 
homelessness to find 
services.

“Prior to coordinated 
entry, our homeless 
response system was 
inadequate,” Pietsch 
said. “It required 
vulnerable people who 
were experiencing 
homelessness to be lucky.”

After moving into the 
shelter, Habisch said she 
got on the coordinated 
entry list through the 
Minnesota Valley Action 
Council. She’s since 
signed onto waiting lists 
for emergency shelters 
and Section 8 subsidized 
housing.

Both have potentially 
long wait lists. Jen 
Theneman, executive 
director at Partners for 
Affordable Housing, said 
it can take between three 
to nine months for people 
on the wait list to get into 
the nonprofit’s Welcome 
Inn and Theresa House 
shelters in Mankato. 
Average stays are between 
60 to 65 days with a 90-
day max.

Habisch and fiancé, 
Adam Fidelman, said 
being able to stay together 
as a family helps them 
stay positive during the 
wait. Before coming to 
Mankato, they couldn’t 
find any openings for 
the whole family at Twin 
Cities shelters.

Families experience 
some of the greatest 
challenges getting out of 
homelessness, said Jenn 
Valimont, Connections 
Shelter manager.

“It’s very difficult 
for families when they 
become homeless to 
get back right side up, 
especially families with 
small children because 
child care is so expensive 
here,” she said.

Fidelman works long 
hours for a basement 
company to earn money. 
Habisch wants to start 
working too once she 
renews her ID. She doesn’t 
have an address to use for 
the forms, so she will have 
to use the shelter’s.

While he’s at work and 
the teens are at school, she 
needs to fill time during 
the day when the shelter 
closes. Centenary United 
Methodist’s Holy Grounds 
community breakfast and 
The Salvation Army’s 
community lunch get 
her through the early 
afternoon before she heads 
to the Blue Earth County 
Public Library.

Her son and daughter 
meet her there after class. 
They’ll often stay there 
until the shelter opens 
again in the evening.

For entertainment, 
they’ll catch a movie 
at the cheaper theater 
downtown. Dakoda said 
he likes Mankato so far, 
especially compared to 
Shakopee. And the shelter 
is much preferable to the 
hotels they were staying in 
for awhile.

His mother said she 
likes the school district’s 
smaller class sizes. She 
pointed out her daughter 
is opening up more since 
coming to Mankato.

Fidelman said he came 
close to being homeless in 
the past, but the situation 
he and Habisch find 
themselves in is a first for 
both. Habisch said the 
judgment homeless people 
face is hard.

“There are a lot of 
people that judge you 
for being homeless or 
the situation that got 
you there,” she said. “I 
just hope that people 
who are experiencing 
homelessness can find 
support.”

Valimont said 
people experiencing 
homelessness in Mankato 
have trouble finding 
places where they’re 
welcome during the day. 
Establishing a day shelter, 
as has been discussed, 
would help, she said.

“On those very, very cold 
days, anywhere they go to 
find shelter they’re at risk 
of hearing, ‘I’m sorry, you 
can’t stay here,’” she said.

Multiple people 
experiencing 
homelessness in Mankato 
said they’re not always 
told this nicely. They 
said some downtown 
indoor spaces remove 
benches and chairs in the 
winter to make it less 
accommodating for people 
seeking shelter from the 
elements.

Being somewhere 
they’re not welcome 
risks interactions with 
law enforcement. Any 
fines or criminal charges 
would only compound 
the person’s situation, 
pushing them deeper into 
homelessness.

The River Valleys 
Continuum of Care’s 2018 
survey found criminal 
history is one of the 
most significant barriers 
to clients accessing and 
maintaining housing. Lack 

of affordable housing and 
jobs paying living wages, 
poor or limited rental 
histories, and mental and 
physical health conditions 
were among the others. 

Despite the barriers, 
many people staying in 
Mankato’s shelters do 
end up finding housing. 
Connections has success 
stories, as does The 
Salvation Army, Partners 
for Affordable Housing, 
Committee Against 
Domestic Abuse and other 
agencies.

Leslie Johnson, Salvation 
Army’s business director, 
said two men staying 
in the nonprofit’s men’s 
shelter have moved into 
housing since it opened in 
early November.

Erica Koser, a pastor 
at Centenary United 
Methodist who co-
directs Connections with 
Bethlehem Lutheran 
pastor Collette Broady 
Grund, said there’s been 
progress in finding more 
shelter guests permanent 
housing.

“Certainly in the last 
three years we’ve worked 
really closely (on that),” 
she said. “We’ve had an 
uptick in people being able 
to find housing.”

A tight housing market 
makes it difficult for 
others, more so than in 
other Minnesota regions. 
Harvard University’s 
Joint Center for Housing 
Studies found the 
Mankato-North Mankato 
area had the highest share 
of cost-burdened renters in 
the state.

The study defined cost 
burdened as renters who 
pay more than 30% of 
their incomes on housing. 
Mankato-North Mankato 
had 51% of renters paying 
at least that much for 
housing in 2017. Another 
24% were severely cost 
burdened, spending more 
than 50% of income on 
housing.

Wages not keeping up 
with the cost of housing 
and other expenses are 
a clear driver of area 
homelessness, Theneman 
said.

“It’s a perpetual problem 
and it’s not getting any 
easier because the housing 
inventory is so limited,” 
she said.

Pietsch called affordable 
housing a key cog in 
addressing homelessness.

“Unless we address 
affordable housing in our 
region, I don’t think we’ll 
really be able to prevent 
or end homelessness,” he 
said.

Getting a grasp
The nature of 

homelessness makes 
putting a number on how 
many people are truly 
experiencing it at a given 
time near impossible. 
Annual point-in-time 
counts and separate 
studies done every few 
years attempt to measure 
homelessness at regional 
levels, but the number 
is more a snapshot of 
who agencies identify as 
homeless at a given time.

“No matter how we 
assess it and what kind 

of data we collect, we do 
not have a good grasp 
of how many people are 
homeless,” Theneman 
said.

Part of the challenge is 
how in flux the number 
becomes on a day-to-day 
basis. For every formerly 
homeless family finding 
housing, an individual 
could be getting evicted.

Not everyone sleeping 
on a friend’s couch 
thinks of themselves as 
homeless. Adding to the 
complications, the U.S. 
Department of Housing 
and Urban Development 
doesn’t consider doubling 
up or couch hopping as 
homeless, but the state 
does.

The last available 
snapshot from Wilder 
Research’s 2018 
Minnesota Homeless 
Study found 589 total 
people experiencing 
homelessness in southeast 
Minnesota — a 20-county 
region stretching from 
Brown County south 
to the Iowa border and 
east all the way to the 
Wisconsin border. More 
local data are harder to 
come by, so counting 
how many people use 
the various shelters is an 
imperfect way to get a 
better idea.

Looking at the  
separate 2017 and 2018 
point-in-time counts, 
Pietsch said the numbers 
stayed fairly flat in the 
region. There was a bigger 
increase in people staying 
in emergency shelters — 
several communities in 
the Mankato area added 
shelters around that time 
frame — a decrease in 
people in transitional 
housing and a slight rise 
in unsheltered people.

On top of the school 
district and The Reach’s 
numbers on youth 
homelessness, Partners’ 
two Mankato shelters have 
32 people staying in them. 
Its new St. Peter shelter 
has another 15.

The Salvation Army’s 
men’s shelter had 10 
guests this week and 
peaked at 18 since 
its season’s opening. 
Connections sees about 
20 per night, including 
two families besides the 
Habisches.

The available  
numbers for Mankato 
could include some 
overlap. Taking into 
account the people who 
don’t have shelter, aren’t 
known to the system, or 
only see themselves as 
temporarily homeless 
while doubling up with 
friends or family, it’s fair 
to say the actual scope of 
homelessness in Mankato 
is more extensive than 
most residents realize.

For this reason, Koser 
said it’s important 
to continue raising 
awareness.

“I think it’s really easy 
for people to dismiss it 
because they don’t see it 
all the time, so one issue 
we face is just constantly 
raising awareness,” she 
said.

Follow Brian Arola  
@BrianArola

HIDDEN: Homelessness a persistent problem
Continued from Page A1

Pat Christman

Guests wait for the Connections homeless shelter at Covenant Family Church to open in October. The shelter is one of several serving Mankato’s 
homeless population, along with The Salvation Army’s men’s shelter, Partners for Affordable Housing and other agencies.

A 2017 report from the 
Minnesota State Demo-
graphic Center shows more 
than 73% of the state’s 
population live in urban 
areas, while another 11% 
of the state’s population — 
about 610,000 — live in 
or nearby cities with more 
than 10,000 residents.

Almost 915,000 Min-
nesotans live in one of the 
state’s 1,781 townships, 
from Aastad Township 
in Otter Tail County to 
Zumbrota Township in 
Goodhue County to local 
townships in south-central 
Minnesota. Yet those town-
ships receive less state and 
federal aid than larger com-
munities and urban areas.

Minnesota is on the 
verge of losing a seat in the 
U.S. House of Representa-
tives as other states are 
growing in population at a 
faster rate. In addition, the 
next census will provide 
the population breakdown 
state officials will use to 
redo legislative districts 
after 2020.

Despite making up a 
sixth of the state’s popula-
tion, townships deal with 
about 40% of the state’s 
roads and spend about 
$170 million a year on road 
maintenance, according to 
the association.

“In the rural areas, we 
lose population and then 
we lose representation, and 
then funding,” said Sandra 
Hooker, a supervisor for 
Medo Township near 
Pemberton.

Hooker pointed out 
townships have to work 
on a thin budget since 
they don’t have the sizable 
tax base larger cities and 
metro area command. If 
people continue to leave 
areas like Medo, which has 
a population of about 374 
residents according to the 
2010 U.S. Census, it will 
further limit the township’s 
ability to deal with local 
infrastructure and other 
issues.

Hann, himself a former 
lawmaker and at one 
point a Senate minority 
leader for the GOP, said 
townships need more 

representation if they want 
solutions to issues such as 
getting more state highway 
fund money.

“There are differences 
between the perspectives 
who live in rural Minne-
sota versus people who live 
in the metro area,” Hann 
said. “You want to make 
sure you have a good voice 
in places that make deci-
sions.”

Gov. Tim Walz agreed. 
Walz spoke to more than 
200 township supervi-
sors in Mankato Saturday 
about their importance in 
providing “bread and but-
ter” public services across 
Minnesota.

“They need to be part of 
any conversation we have, 
whether it’s a transporta-
tion package or broadband 
and economic develop-
ment,” Walz said.

Walz, a Mankato native, 
joked he decided to run for 
Congress in 2006 because 
running for local office was 
too difficult. But he also 
stressed the serious fund-
ing disparities between 
rural and urban school 
districts, as well as urban 
and rural development, as 
issues the state needs to 
address.

“The problem is we’re 
setting up a system of the 
haves and have-nots when 
we predicate too much on 
property taxes,” Walz said. 
“That’s a real burden in 
Greater Minnesota.”

Mike Miller, an Oxford 
Township supervisor in 
Isanti County, pointed out 
urban needs often align 
with rural issues as many 
goods and services are cre-
ated in rural areas.

“If you want to eat and 
live in a city, you pretty 
much need to depend 
on a farmer living in the 
country,” Miller said. “We 
need proper roads so we 
can bring our commodities 
to town. If you want to live 
in a house that happens to 
be built with some wood, 
those wood products have 
to come over from where 
they start in a township.

“No matter what it is, it 
starts in a township or on 
township roads,” Miller 
added.

CENSUS: Townships 
have eye on census
Continued from Page A1

that Epstein hanged 
himself.

Video surveillance 
confirmed, they said in 
a news release and an 
indictment, that nobody 
had entered the area 
where Epstein was locked 
in his cell.

The locked door to the 
unit, they said, could only 
be opened remotely by an 
officer in the jail’s control 
center, plus there was a 
second locked door to 
which only correctional 
officers assigned to the 
high-security housing unit 
had the key. Epstein had 
no roommate, they said, 
and had died alone.

No matter. Social media 
buzzed with “Epstein 
didn’t kill himself” 
memes, fueled by the 
financier’s past asso-
ciations with Britain’s 
Prince Andrew and U.S. 
presidents Bill Clinton 
and Donald Trump.

“People aren’t buying 
the suicide story,” said 
one tweet.

“Epstein is alive on 
a beach somewhere in 
the middle east,” said 
another.

Democrats and Re-
publicans — and even 
Epstein’s family and his 
alleged victims — were 
united in skepticism that 
Epstein could have taken 
his own life a month after 
his arrest on sex traffick-
ing charges.

At a news conference 

Thursday, lawyer Gloria 
Allred, who represents 
several women who 
say they were sexually 
abused by Epstein, said 
there remains quite a few 
“suspicious circumstances 
surrounding his death.” 
Dr. Michael Baden, the 
forensic pathologist hired 
by Epstein’s family to 
observe his autopsy, also 
remains incredulous, 
saying he wanted to hear 
from the guards before 
deciding whether it was 
suicide or homicide.

Eric Oliver, a Univer-
sity of Chicago professor 
who studies conspiracy 
theories, said no amount 
of evidence presented by 
government authorities 
is likely to change some 
people’s minds.

“When there’s already 
this kind of profound 
mistrust of the political 
system, of political insti-
tutions, of the media, any 
kind of official channel 
that seeks to overturn 
this belief is likely to be 
viewed with suspicion,” 
he said.

Oliver said a survey  
he conducted two weeks 
ago found that 30% of 
respondents believed 
Epstein’s death was a ho-
micide. Most conspiracy 
theories gain traction 
with less than 20% of 
respondents, he said. 
The Trump-perpetuated 
theory that President 
Barack Obama was not 
born in the U.S. peaked at 
about 24%.

THEORIES: Epstein 
conspiracy theories flourish
Continued from Page A1


