How having space — even small enough to hold a
ceIIphone — is helping Chicago's homeless
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Alison Bowen

When he wakes up in the morning, David Williams doesn’t reach for his phone. He knows
where it is — safely stowed in a black metal locker on a nearby wall.

Williams is one of hundreds of homeless young adults who spend the night at The Crib, part of
The Night Ministry, a nonprofit that provides housing and health care to homeless Chicagoans.
Last summer, The Crib installed small lockers where people can charge their cellphones
overnight — and lock them up.

I's a huge change, Williams said. His phone is fully charged when he wakes, and there’s less
concern about it getting stolen.

“I don’t really worry about it too much,” he said. “Ever since (the lockers) have been here,
they’ve been really helping out.” The genial 22-year-old likes locker No. 3. He says he uses it
whenever it’s free.
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wake to find their phones gone. Fights broke out; people worried about
losing other personal belongings while they were asleep.

Now, with 22 small metal lockers, fewer thefts happen at the shelter. And people like Williams
have fully charged phones to call friends throughout the day and search for jobs. Williams says
he enjoys restaurant work. He previously worked as a food runner, and he likes the fast pace
and social atmosphere.

“I like the fact that you're not sitting in one spot — you’re moving around,” he said. “You get
smiles, you get laughter.” Plus, he added, you get to eat.

Ashley Bosco, a Crib employee, said the lockers have made a big difference in the lives of
those who sleep on the multipurpose room floor.

“It's a blessing,” said Bosco of the lockers. “We want you to feel like you’re calm, you're safe.
No one’s going to bother you.” The Crib, which is LGBTQ-friendly, hosts young adults ages 18
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to 24. It provided 6,827 shelter bed nights for 227 people last year.

Across the city, hundreds of storage options are available for homeless young people, who
stow clothes, medication and books for school, or keepsakes and legal documents. These
lockers, and the phone-charging lockers at The Crib, were funded by the Chicago Youth
Storage Initiative, which began in 2015. At that time, according to the group, fewer than 40
storage units were available at programs for homeless youths in Chicago, and it estimated
about 12,200 young people did not have a place to sleep on a nightly basis.

The group has since funded and installed 755 storage units at 22 sites across the city,
including the West Loop, Logan Square and Back of the Yards. The units have been accessed
more than 31,000 times.

Burke Patton, a spokesperson for the Night Ministry, said a grant from the Chicago Youth
Storage Initiative allowed the organization to purchase charger lockers for its Interim Housing
Program in West Town, as well as padlocks for wardrobes for Lakeview’s Response-Ability
Pregnant and Parenting Program, which houses pregnant and parenting young women and
their children.

For Williams, who said he first began looking for a place to sleep that wasn’t the street at age
18, having a charged phone is one step toward stability. He can wake up, knowing it’s fully
charged. Should he need it for a phone interview, it's there. And it's one less thing to worry
about.

“l just want to be stable in all the right places,” he said.
He added, “We just need more of those. They get used every day.”
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