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“What’s so unique 
is not only that all of 
these nonprofits are 

run by women, but we 
have worked together 

for many years.”
- Tina Aaron
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Aaron relies on support of 
female-led Dream Team

Local families who rely on services 
such as adult education or assistance 
with food, housing or utility bills owe a 
debt to Walker County’s Dream Team.

Tina Aaron, director of Youth Advo-
cate Programs (YAP) in Jasper, gave 
the name to the group of women she 
has worked with for decades in the 
nonprofit sector. 

“We like each other as people. We 
share a passion, so that helps draw 
people together,” Aaron said.

The Dream Team consists of Deidre 
Tatum at the Walker County Com-
munity Action Agency, Donna Kilgore 
at the Jasper Area Family Services 
Center, Lona Courington at the Walk-
er County Coalition for the Homeless, 
Cindy Smith at the Salvation Army, 
Sandi Sudduth at the Second Opportu-
nity System Program and Kim Hobson 
at Home Instruction for Parents of 
Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY). 

Aaron’s first mentor was Kilgore. 
The two met in 2002, when Kilgore 
was director of the Children’s Policy 
Council and Aaron was the jobs readi-
ness instructor for Bevill State Com-
munity College.

Kilgore eventually became the direc-
tor of the Jasper Area Family Services 
Center, where YAP and numerous 
other programs have been housed at 
one time or another.

“Donna is my rockstar,” Aaron said. 
“I always say Donna knows everything 
about everything and everybody or she 
can point me in the right direction. I 
have weekly messages to Donna say-
ing, ‘Hey, what do I do here?’” Aaron 
said. 

The two are completely different in 
temperament.

While Aaron sometimes needs a mo-
ment to collect herself, Kilgore never 
appears to get rattled.

“I draw a lot of strength from her. 
Her being so calm brings me back to a 
place of ‘If Donna thinks we can do it, 
then we can do it,’” Aaron said.

One of the newest members of the 
group is Smith, who became the di-
rector of the local Salvation Army in 
2018 following stints at Walker County 
Community Action Agency and the Re-
tired Senior Volunteer Program. Smith 
has opened the doors of the Salvation 
Army to Aaron in order to get supplies 
for YAP clients.

“I go get boxes of snacks, cases of 
water. She’ll call and ask if we need 
some surplus that they have got in. 
If I needed clothes for our clients, she 
would say, ‘Come get what you need,’” 
Aaron said. 

Similarly, Aaron and Courington 
have grown close through their work 
with the Walker County Coalition for 
the Homeless. Both joined the effort 
from its inception in 2008, when Cour-
ington was the director of the local 
American Red Cross office.

As other volunteers drifted away 
after the initial set of meetings, Aaron 
and Courington were among those who 
stayed to fight for funding and to es-
tablish a shelter, which operated from 
May 2012 to February 2013. 

Courington, like Aaron and Kilgore, 
worked out of the Jasper Area Family 
Services Center once she became the 
head of the coalition. Though Aaron 
is grateful that YAP now has its own 
space, there are days that she misses 
working down the hall from the rest of 
the Dream Team. 

Though their job titles or the organi-
zations they run have changed over the 
years, all have dedicated their lives to 
expanding and improving upon the so-
cial services provided to area residents, 
and they have relied on each other to 
overcome the obstacles in their path.

“What’s so unique is not only that all 
of these nonprofits are run by women, 
but we have worked together for many 
years. You can’t replace that 25 or 30 
years of collaboration and partner-
ships,” Aaron said.

Tina Aaron, director of Youth Advocate Programs (YAP) in Jasper, sits at her desk. Aaron has worked with a 
group of local women she calls the Dream Team for more than 20 years.
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Do you have a problem?
Call “The Problem Solver”

at (205) 275-5435

No Representation Is Made That The Quality Of The Legal Services To Be Performed
Is Greater Than The Quality Of Legal Services Performed By Other Lawyers.

Domestic Relations
Divorce • Custody • Modifications • Juveniles

Probate Law
Guardianships • Wills • Conservatorships

Legal Drafting
Complex Agreements • Contracts • Wills

Deeds • Trusts • Leases

Educational Law
Expulsion, Suspension, Discipline and Due Process

Bullying • Religious Issues • Search and Seizure Issues

Mediation
Divorce and Family • Domestic Violence

Civil Matters • Business Litigation

www.JohnnaBaker.com

A 30-year career 
in social services
By NICOLE SMITH
Daily Mountain Eagle

Donna Kilgore has dedicated her 30-
year career to serving others.

Kilgore currently serves as executive 
director of the Jasper Area Family Ser-
vices Center, which provides a number 
of programs that are housed at the old 
West Jasper Elementary School. 

After receiving a degree in psy-
chology from Samford University, the 
Alabama native started working with a 
program in Georgia that served teens 
in a group home setting. She was called 
back home and worked 13 years with 
Northwest Alabama Mental Health, 
specializing in outpatient services and 
counseling for those with substance 
abuse issues.    

“I don’t know that I expected to 
really go into that particular area. For 
many years, even as a teenager, I was 
interested in counseling and work-
ing with folks,” Kilgore said in early 
October at the family services center. 
“That’s been a big part of my entire 
working career is working with folks, 
either on the prevention side of alcohol 
or drugs or the intervention side. It 
became a passion I didn’t even realize. 
It’s very dear to my heart. Probably one 
of my favorite things to do is to work 
with people.”

She added, “I think we all have 
something to recover from and to deal 
with. At times in my life, I’ve struggled 
with depression, and that’s probably 
the first thing that got me interested in 
the area of social services and coun-
seling. Once I got to work with people 
who were struggling with alcohol or 
drug issues, I think that passion just 
developed, and I was able to connect 
with people and work with them.”

When Kilgore later became director 
of the Walker County Children’s Policy 
Council in 2001, conversations started 
about having a family services center 
and it became a reality when the Jas-
per Area Family Services Center was 
established in March 2002.

Kilgore became executive director of 
the center in 2008.

The center currently provides more 
than 10 core programs, including Baby 
TALK, Cooperative Parenting, Cooper-
ative Generations, The Alabama Court 
Referral Education Program, Defensive 
Driving, The Fatherhood Initiative, 

the Motherhood 
Initiative, Home 
Instruction for 
Parents of Pre-
school Young-
sters, The Parent 
Project, Parent 
Project Junior 
and Parent Proj-
ect Senior/Teen.

The Walker 
County Chil-
dren’s Policy 
Council, Liter-
acy Council of 
Walker County, 
and other programs are also housed at 
the center.

The family services center is involved 
in a number of partnerships and has 
a warming station that is open when 
temperatures fall below 32 degrees for 
two or more consecutive nights.     

The center primarily provides 
prevention programs and is currently 
looking for volunteers to help with 
some of their services. Kilgore said 
donations of meals can also be help-
ful on evenings where families are 
served. Ahead of winter, the center is 
also accepting donations of snacks and 
toiletry items for community members 
who will utilize the warming station. 

When Kilgore isn’t at the center, she 
enjoys hiking, reading and singing 
in her church choir. She also has two 
children and two grandchildren.

Kilgore admits social services is a 
tough profession, but also very reward-
ing when families leave the center 
better equipped to handle everyday 
struggles.

“You have success stories on a daily 
basis, but it’s a big picture kind of 
work, I think,” she said. “You meet 
people in tough places, no matter what 
type of social services work you’re do-
ing. You have to have compassion, em-
pathy and sympathy for people. You’re 
going to meet people that you haven’t 
had that exact experience. Sometimes, 
you have had the experience. I think 
listening is very important in the 
social services world and just meeting 
them where they are.”

Anyone seeking help from the family 
services center may call 205-302-0801.

Daily Mountain Eagle - Nicole Smith

Donna Kilgore serves as executive director of the Jasper Area Family 
Services Center and oversees the center’s many programs.
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Hobson 
helps parents 
prepare 
children for 
school, life
By ED HOWELL
Daily Mountain Eagle

Kim Hobson of Jasper, who is a sin-
gle  mother herself, spends her days 
trying to help mothers - and even 
fathers - improve their parenting 
skills and helping at-risk children in 
a world full of challenges for families. 

Hobson, 56, is an Arkansas native 
who graduated with a degree in psy-
chology from the University of Arkan-
sas at Pine Bluff. She worked at an 
educational cooperative in Pine Bluff 
for 15 years and reconnected with 
Arkansas native Tommy Hobson, 
marrying him in 2000. The marriage 
then brought her to Alabama, as he 
was then the assistant principal at 
Jasper High School (then Walker High 
School). 

She had a child before the marriage 
(now an adult, Jessica lives with her 
mother), and the Hobsons also had a 
child before her husband died nearly 
three years ago. Ashley now is a teen-
ager who attends Jasper High. 

After coming to Alabama, Hobson 
was hired at the Northwest Mental 
Health Center, where she was a pre-
vention specialist, going into schools 
and discussed topics such as drugs. 
She later received training to be in the 
Parent Project. 

“Donna Kilgore became the execu-
tive director of the Children’s Policy 
Council. She hired me as the Parent 
Project coordinator,” she said. “When 
Donna became director of the Jasper 
Family Services Center, they kind 
of merged into one under the Jasper 
Family Services Center” about four or 
five years ago. Not long ago, the center 
moved into the old West Jasper school 
building. 

Today, Hobson works for the center, 
and with the Children’s Policy Council, 
which functions as an advisory council. 
She coordinates the HIPPY program, 
designed for ages 3 to 5, to provide 
in-home instruction to help students in 
the county and city school systems to 
become successful. She is still the coor-
dinator to the Parent Project, although 

its name has recently been changed to 
Supporting Parents and Strengthening 
Families. 

Hobson said the HIPPY program has 
been going on for about nine years. 

“HIPPY stands for Home Instruction 
for Parents of Pre-School Youngsters,” 
she said. “It is a school readiness pro-
gram where a home visitor is assigned 
to a family with a child who is age 
2, 3 or 4. We deliver curriculum to 
the home and we role play it with the 
parent. We leave that curriculum there 
and the parent, over that week, does 
a lesson or so a day with the child. We 
come back the next week, pick up that 
packet and deliver another packet. It is 
a 30-week program.” 

The program mentors the parent, as 
they are the most important teacher 
a child can have, she said. However, 
some may not feel comfortable going 
over school work with the child. 

“You develop a patience and knowl-
edge for working with your child,” 
Hobson said, allowing a progression as 
the child starts school. 

The program is designed to work 
with the parent, but the home visitor 
may interact with the child, especially 
with 2 year olds. 

Between 40 and 50 were enrolled 
with the program a month ago as it 
had just started for the new year, with 

See HOBSON, Page 6
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about five 
home visitors helping out. 

By the time children enter kinder-
garten, the children are prepared, she 
said. 

“I’ve had parents say the teacher has 
commented that they know so much 
more than a child who hasn’t had any 
kind of instruction, because in kinder-
garten they are expected to know so 
much now,” Hobson said. 

The program is funded through the 
state Department of Early Childhood 
Education, Walker County Schools, 
and the Jasper City Schools. The Walk-
er Area Community Foundation has 
offered funding in the past. Donations 
are also accepted. 

Supporting Parents and Strengthen-
ing Families - still referred to on the 
center’s website as the Parent Project 
- meanwhile, involves two different 
classes for parents of children ages 
11 or high, and also one for parents of 
children ages 2-10. 

“It is an at-risk parenting program 
to address and deal with a lot of the 
at-risk behaviors that the kids face 
today,” she said. “We deal with truan-
cy, runaways, any kind of out-of-control 
behavior - even simple things like not 
doing your homework.

“I think the number one thing we 
teach parents is that we can’t control 
our kids but we can motivate them 
to do the things we want, and we can 
teach parents how to never argue with 

your child again” - something she said 
is a hard habit to break.

The short-term program, beyond the 
classes, also includes family coaching, 
where any family with specific obsta-
cles to be overcome or needs to be met 
will have those addressed, she said. 
Meetings are held weekly over nearly 
two months.

“It is amazing the transformations 
that can be made” once the parents 
apply themselves, Hobson said. Since 
2003, about 2,000 classes have been 
completed. Up to 20 people can com-
fortably be taken for a class at a time, 
but usually 10 and 15 attend. 

“That is funded by the Children’s 
Trust Fund,” under the Alabama De-
partment of Child Abuse and Preven-
tion, she said. 

The biggest advice she has to give 
involves encouragement.

“I think sometimes parents beat 
themselves up because we’re not per-
fect. We’re going to make mistakes. 
That’s fine. I teach the class and I 
make mistakes every day,” she said. 
“You just have to realize you are going 
to make mistakes, but after you make 
that mistake you try harder to address 
whatever issue that you had.” 

Being a female leader in the organi-
zation, she was asked about how im-
portant it was for other women to lead 
volunteer efforts in the community, 
and how much being a woman brings 
to that effort. 

Hobson said she can identify with 
the needs of the families, noting that 
with the death of her husband, she 
became a single parent again. 

“You have empathy for them. You 
don’t just have sympathy. You can put 
yourself in their place and realize the 
struggles and everything else they are 
going through,” she said. “The Family 
Service Center really wants to identify 
what their goals are, and not just give 
them goals. What do you want to do? 
Multi-tasking as a mother, I’ve always 
done that. You’re flexible. You’re adapt-
able. That is to me just part of being a 
mom and a woman.”

Many times a father is not present 
and the majority of clients are single 
mothers. 

“But we really want dads to see how 
important they are, because dads are 
so important to families, even if they 
are not actually in the house,” she said. 
“Their involvement in their child’s life 
is vital.” 

If anyone wants to be involved with 
the programs, they can call Hobson at 
205-522-3390 or 205-302-0801, and 
they can come to the center or go to the 
center’s webpage, www.jafsc.org.

Hobson          From Page 5

Kim Hobson 
coordinates 
the HIPPY 
program as 
well as the 
Parent Proj-
ect, both 
of which 
are housed 
at Jasper 
Area Family 
Services 
Center.

Daily Mountain Eagle - Ed Howell
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‘A hand up, not a hand out’/ Walker County Community Action Agency plays critical role in county

Deidre Tatum has served as executive director of the Walker County Community Action Agency since 2008.

Deidre Tatum’s job is  all about help-
ing people. 

And she’s really good at her job. 
Tatum has served as executive direc-

tor of the Walker County Community 
Action Agency since 2008. “It seems 
like a lifetime,” she said, “and it’s a lot 
of hard work.”

But all that hard work is about help-
ing people. That’s a role she cherishes. 

“I love my job,” she said. 
In her job as executive director, 

Tatum is tasked with helping people 
who, in most cases, have nowhere else 
to turn but to local nonprofits.

The Community Action Agency pro-
vides several areas of assistance to its 
clients, including food and clothing, but 
also with help with electric bills and 
gaining educational skills to find a job.

“A lot of times we have to assist them 
with everything,” Tatum said. “A lot of 
people wait so long before they come 
ask for help, or before they can find us. 
Some are too embarrassed, some just 

don’t have the knowledge that these 
programs exist.”

A big part of the success of the Com-
munity Action Agency, Tatum said, can 
be attributed to other nonprofit agen-
cies throughout Walker County. She 
said the working relationship between 
the nonprofits in Walker County is 
tantamount to success. 

“Sometimes we have to find other 
agencies that can help people,” she 
said, “because we can’t always do ev-
erything that’s needed.”

Without that working relationship, 
“we’d all fail,” she said. 

Tatum works closely with other 
nonprofits like the Salvation Army, the 
Walker County Coalition for the Home-
less, the Alabama Career Center and 
Hope for Women, just to name a few.

“It’s all connected, because just one 
agency can’t satisfy everybody’s needs,” 
Tatum said. 

“The great thing is that we have 
working relationships with not only 

nonprofits, but also a number of private 
organizations like Alabama Power 
Company and local banks,” she added. 

A big part of Tatum’s job is to assess 
what the client needs, and in some cas-
es find the appropriate agencies to help 
when the Community Action Agency 
can’t provide the necessary help.

“We can’t always do everything, and 
it takes a long time to understand who 
does what and what clients need to get 
assistance through other programs,” 
Tatum said. “Not only do we have to 
understand our programs, we have to 
have some sense of the guidelines of 
other programs.”

In some cases, the help needed by the 
clients may not be easily found. Lucki-
ly, Tatum said, that’s a rare occurrence 
in Walker County. “We don’t see that 
happen that often,” she said. 

Tatum credited other local nonprof-
its with the success of the Community 
Action Agency. She said the Walker 
Area Community Foundation has been 

extremely instrumental in the success 
of not only the Community Action 
Agency but other nonprofits, too. 

Tatum stressed that with no working 
relationship with other nonprofits, “we 
wouldn’t be able to help everybody. It’s 
that simple.”

One key to keeping the working re-
lationships going, she said, is commu-
nication.

“If we didn’t have the communication 
that’s needed, the people here would be 
lost,” Tatum said. “And we’d be out of 
business.”

Tatum said, above all else, the mis-
sion of all nonprofits in Walker County 
is to help people.

“Our mission is to help our clients 
move forward and become self-suf-
ficient,” she said. “We want to give 
our clients a hand up, not a hand out. 
That’s what we try to do. A lot of people 
here have serious needs, and most 
come in here wanting to do better.”

By RON HARRIS  |  Daily Mountain Eagle

Daily Mountain Eagle - Ron Harris
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The Dream Team as envisioned by 
Tina Aaron consists of the women 
whom she works with most closely, 
but each woman has others who have 
served as mentors.

Cindy Smith, director of the Walk-
er County Salvation Army, became 
friends with Pam Fikes when the two 
worked together at the local unemploy-
ment office. 

After Fikes retired, she became the 
director of the local American Red 
Cross. In 2011, she recruited Smith to 
be the case manager for the Walker 
County Long Term Recovery Commit-
tee (LTRC).

Together, the two developed the 
paperwork that would be used to get 
the facts that LTRC members needed 
before allocating resources for tornado 
survivors.

The change helped Smith discover 
a passion for working with disaster 
victims that has served her well in her 
current role. Last year, she spent four 
weeks serving people affected by hurri-
canes Florence and Michael.

“Pam is super intelligent. She’s very 
calm, very organized. She has a check-
list, and each day she highlights and 
she checks things off the list,” Smith 
said of Fikes, who is now the program 
coordinator at the Walker Area Com-
munity Foundation.

After the work of LTRC wrapped in 
2013, Smith moved on to the Walker 
County Community Action Agency, 
where she was mentored by Deidre 
Tatum.

“Deidre is a perfectionist. It’s going 
to be done, and it’s going to be done 
right. She’s also very much into com-

munity. She will get out and walk and 
find the people who need the help. I get 
that from her,” Smith said.

Tatum also helped Smith transition 
into the role of administrator of one of 
Walker County’s major nonprofits.

“She told me, ‘Cindy, when you go in, 
don’t try to make changes immediately. 
Learn all the programs. You don’t want 
there to be anything you don’t under-
stand. Keep your eyes open before you 
make big changes, and always keep in 
mind the unseen and forgotten peo-
ple,’” Smith said.

These bonds that have formed among 
the various Dream Team members 
over the years have resulted in a level 
of trust that guides their work togeth-
er. 

If Smith receives a call about some-
one in need of assistance who doesn’t 

meet the guidelines of different non-
profit, she doesn’t have to worry about 
whether the director on the other end 
of the line has done her due diligence.

If she needs to get feedback on an 
idea or a problem she is facing, she 
knows there are women who will talk 
it out with her. 

At the end of a particularly difficult 
work day, she knows that there are 
others who understand the stress that 
goes along with the job.

“Being women, we all have a sen-
sitivity to these situations. We know 
what it’s like to be go home at night 
thinking about that person, especial-
ly when it’s a child, who don’t have a 
place to sleep or has been taken out of 
a bad situation. Being able to talk that 
out helps a lot,” Smith said.

Smith recalls mentors in nonprofit work

Cindy Smith hands at water during the Salvation Army’s disaster response following one of the hurricanes that struck the United States in 2018.
Special to the Eagle

By JENNIFER COHRON  |  Daily Mountain Eagle

See SMITH, Page 9
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WE OFFER THE BEST IN SAVINGS, 
CONVENIENCE AND CUSTOMER SERVICE!

Natural Bio-Identical
Hormone Replacement

Professional Pharmacy
featuring Exemporaneous Compounding
ESTROGENS:
•	estriol	(E3),	estradiol	(E2),	and	estrone	(E1)	are	often	

prescribed	in	combination	to	re-establish	a	normal	
physiologic	balance.

•	may	increase	HDL	“good”	cholesterol	and	decrease	
LDL	“bad”	cholesterol

•	help	to	decrease	blood	pressure	and	reduce	plaque	
formation	on	the	arterial	walls

•	reduce	the	risk	of	colorectal	cancer
•	may	improve	mood,	energy	levels,	and	sleep	patterns
•	may	reduce	the	risk	of	developing	or	the	severity	of	

type	2	diabetes
•	may	improve	memory	and	cognitive	function
•	reduce	bone	loss
•	help	to	alleviate	mood	swings
•	help	to	decrease	weight	gain

Professional Pharmacy (205) 221-4564
2001 North Airport Rd. • Jasper, AL 35504

www.therxprofessionals.com

COME VISIT OUR GIFT SHOP!
Today’s Women Prefer naTural Hormones

Cindy Smith, at left, and Pam Fikes have known each other since Fikes 
was Smith’s boss at the local unemployment office.

Special to the Eagle
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Smith                           From Page 8

Cindy Smith speaks at the final house blessing for a Cordova tornado 
survivor in April 2013.
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Sandi Sudduth says helping teen-
agers became a passion of hers many 
years ago when she found herself as 
a single mom trying to raise children 
of her own. That passion to help area 
teens is what has led her to be a part 
of The Parent Project for nearly 20 
years.

The Parent Project helps parents 
learn effective prevention and inter-
ventions techniques in dealing with 
childhood behavior problems. It offers 
6- to 10-week training programs for 
adult and teens that address choices 
and consequences, out-of-control be-
havior, school performance and other 
issues. The program is partly funded 
by Children’s Trust Fund of Alabama. 

“When I first trained for this back 
in 2002, you had to fall in either the 
parent side or the teen side. My pas-
sion was to help teenagers, and that 

is what I’ve tried to do for a long time 
now,” Sudduth said.

The Parent Project Senior/Teen is 
a 10-week parent training program 
designed for parents with at-risk, 
strong-willed or out-of-control ado-
lescent children. Parents attend and 
learn in a classroom setting to man-
age teen behavioral problems at home. 
While parents are meeting in one 
classroom, the teens meet in another. 
The teen class follows the Why Try 
curriculum, which focuses on choices 
and consequences. Teens also partici-
pate in community service projects. 

“I’m a facilitator of that curricu-
lum,” Sudduth said. “So many teens 
fall by the wayside. It is not the fault 
of our school system or not totally the 
fault of what is happening at home. 
Circumstances just make some kids 
to make poor decisions.

“Families suffer when things don’t 
go the normal way as far as going to 
school and other issues,” she contin-
ued. “If a kid can learn to somehow 
make the right choices or better choic-
es, that can change their lives. That is 
what we try to do with this program.”

Children as young as 12 and as old 
as 18 have gone through the cur-
riculum, Sudduth said. The classes 
are held on Thursdays at the Jasper 
Family Services Center, which is now 
housed in the former West Jasper 
Elementary School building.

“We talk about a lot of different 
things,” Sudduth said. “I want the 
children to be close to God and have 
an idea of what He wants for them. 
I ask them about church. I ask them 
if they have a Bible, because this is 
not a program where we can’t talk 
about God. I teach Godly principles 

in a sneaky kind of way. I teach them 
things from Proverbs, but I turn the 
wording around some. I speak to them 
on their level and how they would 
speak. We always talk about making 
mistakes and falling short. That hap-
pens to all of us. I do tell them some 
scriptures to go home and read.”

Sudduth, a member of The Dream 
Team, said that Tina Aaron and her 
have become good friends after hav-
ing offices near each other.

“She has been such a positive force 
in my life,” Sudduth said. “Everything 
she talks about is the truth. Even 
though she is younger than me, I have 
learned so much from her. I appreci-
ate her friendship so much.”

For more information on the Parent 
Project, contact the center at 205-
302-0801 or walkercoparentproject@
gmail.com.

‘A passion for teens’
By JAMES PHILLIPS  |  Daily Mountain Eagle

Daily Mountain Eagle - Malarie Brakefield

Sudduth at her office at Alabama’s Career Center System in Jasper, Ala.
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 E NGLISH  P LAZA
 PHARMACY

 ACTIVE  IN WOMEN’S HEALTHCARE

 Mon.-Fri. 8:30 A.M.-6:00 P.M.
 Sat. 8:30 A.M.-4:00 P.M.

 221-3090
 1640 Highway 78 East • Jasper

 Flu Shots
 No Appointment 

 Needed

 A big salute to 
 the women of 

 our team
 and to the 
 women of 

 Walker County

 Providing Fast, Efficient And Quality Care At Reasonable Prices.

Jasper Eyecare Center
Dr. Andrea D. Sims Optometrist
Family Practice Vision and Eye Care

Pictured L to R:
Mary Anne

Jamie
Dr. Andrea Sims

American
Optometric
Association

Eye Examinations
• Children & Adults • Glaucoma • Cataracts • Other Diseases
• Large Selection of Frames • Contact Lenses of All Types
• Medicare and many other Insurances accepted and filed for you
Mon: 8am-2pm — Tues: 9am-5:30pm — Wed.-Fri: 9am-5:00

1320 Hwy. 78 East • Dental Arts Bldg.
(20+ years in the same location)

221-EYES
221-3937
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Courington has served local homeless for over a decade
By RICK WATSON  |  Daily Mountain Eagle

Lona Courington grew up in Boldo. 
One of her dreams when she young-
er was to see Walker County in her 
rearview mirror. She earned a degree 
in graphic design from the University 
of Alabama, and after graduation, she 
headed south to find opportunities near 
the coast. During the 20 years she 
was there, Courington gravitated to 
non-profit organizations. 

She helped her husband raised two 
children from his previous marriage, 
and together they had two more chil-

dren. After her divorce, she and the 
boys, four and five-years-old, moved 
back to Jasper. 

She served on the board of the local 
American Red Cross, and when the 
organization’s executive director left, 
Courington stepped into that position. 
It was the work for the Red Cross that 
led to her the work she now does with 
the homeless.

“Everybody was dropping off home-
less people at Red Cross, and I had to 
figure out what to do with them before 

I could go home,” she said. This was 
around 2008.

Courington reached out to Paul 
Kennedy at the Walker Area Commu-
nity Foundation WACF. He wasn’t sure 
what to do about the problem either, 
but they called a meeting of about 50 
people from the community and formed 
a think tank to discuss solutions. Some 
of those in the meeting, along with 
Kennedy, and Courington were Tina 
Aaron, Greg Tinker, Chris Sherer and 
Don Goetz. 

Everyone had a story about home-
lessness to share, according to Cour-
ington. This was the seed that grew 
into the Walker County Coalition for 
the Homeless. 

On an average day, from six to 20 
people present themselves at the 
Coalition to ask for help, according to 
Courington. “They are never the same 
people,” she said.

These people can either be on the 

See COURINGTON, Page 15 

Daily Mountain Eagle - Rick Watson
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Top 100 Trial Lawyers, 2013-2017
The National Trial Lawyers Assoc.

UA Law-1978 (41 years of experience)
“Super Lawyer” Birmingham Business Journal, 2009

Fellow, American Academy Matrimonial Lawyers
Statewide Mediator

Admitted to U.S. Federal Courts
No Representation Is Made That The Quality Of The Legal Services To Be Performed

Is Greater Than The Quality Of Legal Services Performed By Other Lawyers.

The law offices of

DONNA WESSON SMALLEY
Attorney & Mediator

Mobile, AL
205-799-6078

donna@donnasmalleylaw.com

streets or about the be evicted, accord-
ing to Courington. “It can be someone 
with cancer who has had a prolonged 
hospital stay or someone who has lost 
their job, and things have snowballed,” 
she said.

The Coalition is seeing a lot of wom-
en from 50 to 65 years of age. Many 
of these women were living with an 
elderly parent and taking care of them. 
When the parent dies, they lose the 
house. 

“We are also seeing a lot of single 
people with pre-school aged children,” 
she said. Many of these are men who 
get custody of the children when their 
wives left, were arrested, or died from 
drugs.

The organization also sees a lot of 
people coming out of jail or the prison 
system. “About 25 percent of the people 
we see are mentally ill,” she said.

People live in their cars, some are 
living under trestles, and others live 
in houses that have no power or water. 
“The longer they go, the more complex 
it gets,” she said.

Some of the people are on disability, 
but the checks are small, according 
to Courington. “Even with those who 
have an income, it’s hard to rehouse 
them because there is a wait list at the 
housing authority, there’s a wait time 
for Section 8, and some don’t qualify for 
Section 8 due to felonies,” according to 
Courington.

The Coalition pays rent or rent 
deposits to get the clients into a per-
manent place. Other expenses include 
paying copays for expensive medica-
tions, buying gas so the client can look 
for a place to live or find a job. “We 
give them some food if they are on the 
streets or in their cars,” she said. 

The Homeless Coalition helps people 
pay fees for identification and birth 
certificates. Some people are illiterate 
and can’t fill out the form for public 
housing. Many have a tangled mess of 
financial or legal issues, and the Coa-
lition tries to help with that process by 
writing letters and other things.

The goal is to do whatever they can 
to get the homeless into a situation 
where they have a roof over their heads 
and food to eat, according to Cour-
ington. It can take a month or more to 
untangle the web of issues and get a 
roof over someone’s head.

“If someone comes to us with an 
addiction, the first thing we address is 
the addiction,” she said. The Coalition 
doesn’t pay for rehab, but they have 
partners who can help get the clients to 
get scholarship beds and get clean.

“We do a point in time count in Jan-
uary, and this time we had 379 people 
on that one night,” she said. Some esti-

mates put the figure at 
closer to 500. 

Homelessness is a 
complicated issue, ac-
cording to Courington. 
There are many causes, 
but close to the top 
is addiction/domestic 
violence. 

About 40 percent of 
the homeless is related 
to the breakdown of the 
family, and generation-
al poverty, 25 percent 
is mental illness, and 
the balance is a variety 
of issues related to job 
loss, lack of education, 
and life in general, ac-
cording to Courington. 

This work is not easy. 
“It takes somebody that 
is really passionate 
about it (homelessness), 
and you have to love 
these people and have 
faith,” she said. To clar-
ify that, Courington 
said that loving the people sometimes 
means being tough enough to draw 
clear boundaries and stick with them. 
The faith part is not just about believ-
ing in the client, but about believing 
God is working to bring about the 
change that is needed....a real change 
inside. “If God is working through me, 
it takes the pressure off and keeps me 
from giving up or burning out,” she 
said.

“A young person asked me how to get 
out of poverty,” Courington said. “You 
know, there is not a simple answer.” It 
has to do with education and pursuing 
jobs, but life can derail that, according 
to Courington.

Even for people who do get an educa-
tion and a job still have no guarantees, 
according to Courington. They can get 
divorced and sometimes leave moms or 
dads with small children overwhelmed 
by life. “We’ve seen people with such 
potential, but chronic illness has 
brought them down to homelessness,” 
she said.

The Homeless Coalition will be out of 
money in December, according to Cour-
ington, and she doesn’t have a funding 
source between January and May. “We 
need some people who care about this 
issue to help us with donations,” she 
said. 

Anyone who wants to contribute can 
go online to the Walker County Coa-
lition for the Homeless Facebook page 
or the organizations’ website at www.
homelesswalkeral.com. Checks can 
be mailed to PO Box 1194, Jasper, Al. 
35502.

Lona Courington is the executive director of the Walker County Coa-
lition for the Homeless and she helps client try to dig their way out of 
poverty.

Courington          From Page 14

Daily Mountain Eagle - Rick Watson
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