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PROVIDENCE — For nearly four years, Francis White was addicted to
synthetic marijuana, a drug typically manufactured in Asia and sold on
the streets as K2 or spice.

“I had a family to go live with and everything, but I was just more in-
terested in getting out there, getting money somehow, to get that K2
stuff,” White, 48, told The Journal.

White became homeless.
“I basically was using my food stamps to get food to eat,” he said. “And

sometimes if I had enough money, I would get a hotel room here or there,
and sometimes I wouldn’t sleep at all. I’d be walking around downtown,
Kennedy Plaza, or wherever.”

Five years ago, White said he “finally decided to kick it.” With the help
of Megan Smith, a noted advocate for the homeless, he was connected to
Thrive Behavioral Health, a nonprofit agency that serves some 3,500 cli-

Francis White, a formerly homeless man, has been getting back on his feet with the help of Thrive. KRIS
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‘A HUMAN CRISIS’
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workforce
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“I never thought I would say this, but
I worry more about my husband now, on
the streets of Providence, than I did
when he was deployed in the Middle
East,” said Marie Potter of Coventry.

Her husband, Lt. Patrick Potter,
heads the Providence Police’s Home-

land Security and Weapons Bureau. He
is also second-in-command of the Spe-
cial Response Unit (equivalent of a
SWAT team). 

Potter is also a captain in the Rhode
Island National Guard; he commanded
the 115th Military Police Company dur-
ing its deployment to Kuwait in 2020-21.
He also saw combat in Iraq in 2003-04.

“My husband has an incurable dis-
ease,” said Marie. “I call it FOMO.

“If he’s deployed and he hears that
something big is going down in Provi-
dence, he wants to be here,” she ex-

plained. “And if he’s
working here and the
MPs get into a scrape
somewhere, he wants to
be with them.

“It’s FOMO — Fear of
Missing Out. He just
feels so responsible for

all his police officers and all his sol-
diers, all the time.”

The big news on Feb. 10 was the fire-
fight in the Charles neighborhood, 
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KYIV, Ukraine – Russia on Sunday re-
scinded earlier pledges to pull tens of
thousands of its troops back from
Ukraine’s northern border, in a move
that U.S. leaders warned put Russia an-
other step closer to launching an inva-
sion of Ukraine. Also, Russian President

Vladimir Putin was silent on Ukraine’s
appeal for a cease-fire.

Russia’s action extended what it said
were military exercises, originally set to
end Sunday, that brought a sizable con-
tingent of Russian forces to Belarus,
Ukraine’s neighbor to the north. The
presence of the Russian troops raised
concern they could be used to sweep
down on the Ukrainian capital, Kyiv, a
city of about 3 million people less than a
3-hour drive away.

President Joe Biden convened the
National Security Council at the White
House on Russia’s military buildup

around Ukraine. White House officials
released no immediate details of their 2-
hour discussion. 

Western leaders intensified warnings
that Russia was poised to attack its
neighbor, which is surrounded on three
sides by at least 150,000 Russian sol-
diers, warplanes and equipment. 

Russia held nuclear drills Saturday,
as well as conventional exercises in Be-
larus, and has ongoing naval drills off
the coast in the Black Sea.

The United States and many Euro-

Ukraine appeals to Russia for cease-fire
Putin rescinds pledges to
pull troops from border
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U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken
said Sunday the U.S. was still working
every lever possible to try to dissuade
Russian President Vladimir Putin from
invading Ukraine. INA FASSBENDER/APSee UKRAINE, Page 2A

PROVIDENCE — With mask-wear-
ing dropped in most venues where
people might schmooze over drinks
and nibblies — and bill-filing dead-
lines now only days away — Rhode Is-
land lawmakers have begun their elec-
tion-year fundraising in earnest.

Put another way: the army of lobby-
ists who hover during legislative ses-
sions now know where most of their
2022 battles lie — and where they’d be
wise to steer their dollars.

In non-pandemic years, the House
speaker kicks off the fundraising sea-
son in January. The Senate president
follows soon after.

But this year, House Speaker K. Jo-
seph Shekarchi is hosting his first big
fundraiser on March 2 at the Crowne
Plaza in his home city of Warwick.
Senate President Dominick Ruggerio
is hosting his own at the same location
on March 9.

Then come a run of fundraisers for
House Majority Leader Chris Blaze-
jewski on March 15, Senate Majority
Leader Michael McCaffrey on March
16, Senate Judiciary Committee Chair-
woman Cynthia Coyne on March 22,
House Majority Whip Katherine Ka-
zarian on March 23. The list goes on. 

Ticket prices are $200 per person
for the events hosted by the two top
leaders, $150 for entry to the fundrais-
ers for each of the majority leaders. 
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ents annually. Thanks to Thrive, White,
who lives on a Medicaid disability, today
has an apartment and a record of more
than five years in recovery.

But other needy Rhode Islanders do
not share his story of success.

Like similar organizations around the
state, Thrive continues to experience a
workforce crisis, with high vacancies at-
tributable to COVID absences and some
staff members leaving the field for high-
er-paying jobs elsewhere.

Add in a statewide shortage of shel-
ter beds and affordable housing units,
and you have what Jamie Lehane, presi-
dent and CEO of Newport Mental
Health, calls “a human crisis.”

In an interview with The Journal, Le-
hane said many of the clients nonprofit
Newport Mental Health helps live with
“complex substance-use and mental-
health disorders.” Thrive president and
CEO Daniel J. Kubas-Meyer said many
of his agency’s clients fit that descrip-
tion, too.

And so do many of the people served
by Woonsocket-based Community Care
Alliance, according to president and
CEO Ben Lessing.

“With many of these individuals —
and I should say individuals and fam-
ilies, because we’re talking about fam-
ilies with children as well — there’s a
great deal of mental illness involved,”
Lessing said. “And there’s a great deal of
opioid addiction involved as well.”

‘They need everything’

This winter, Lessing said, CCA has
been using its own buildings and a gov-
ernment voucher program that buys
rooms in motels to provide housing for
nearly 200 people. That has been sup-
plemented by its Main Street, Woon-
socket, Safe Haven drop-in center,
which offers food, clothing, harm-re-
duction supplies and other essentials,
and a weekly visit by Thundermist
Health Center’s Dr. Nithin Paul — but no
overnight housing.

“We are operating Monday through
Friday from 9 to 4, and we get generally
about 50 to 60 people coming through
each day,” said Michelle P. Taylor, CCA’s
vice president of Social Health Services.
“They need everything. They need
clothing. They need food. They need bus
passes. They need hygiene supplies.
They need access to showers and laun-
dry in a laundromat.”

She added: “Compounded by the
workforce shortages and then also the
fact that around the holidays we got
really slammed with COVID, the staff
that we have remaining are just ex-
hausted. Exhausted to the point of their
own mental breakdowns.”

Things could worsen, according to
Lessing.

“This motel voucher program ends at
the end of March,” he said. “Right now,
through the program we are sheltering
96 people: individuals and families with
children.”

When the voucher program ends, he
said, “many of them, particularly the in-
dividuals, will head right back to the

street.”
As for his staff, Lessing said “they

have just been flat out. Most of them
have had COVID and are recovering, but
they’re just exhausted in terms of trying
to keep up and trying to keep people
safe.”

Recent weather, Lessing said, proved
particularly stressful.

“It’s been extremely troubling from
the perspective of just trying to get
many of these folks safe, particularly
during the coldest parts of the last
month or so,” he said. “That’s when we
decided we needed to do something out
of the ordinary: We opened up one of
our buildings and created a winter shel-
ter. We have been operating it on and off
for the last almost month.”

Lessing, Lehane and Kubas-Meyer
said market forces are working against
them in their efforts to place clients in
safe housing. The pandemic has driven
purchase and rental prices for houses
and apartments to historic levels and
with the federal moratorium on evic-
tions having expired, some tenants have
been forced from their homes.

‘Almost impossible here’

“For folks who are losing their hous-
ing and trying to find other units that are
affordable, it’s becoming more and more
critical,” Kubas-Meyer said.

“It’s almost impossible here,” Lehane
said. “The small rentals, the auxiliary
apartments, those kind of things, have
all gone to Airbnb here in Newport. Lo-
cal people who are working full-time
jobs on Aquidneck Island cannot main-
tain reasonably affordable housing. The
folks that were low-to-moderate in-
come — they’re being evicted. They’re
moving off the island.”

Earlier this month, Gov. Dan McKee
announced a $13-million program that
will buy land for building new homes.
That was on top of $15 million lawmak-
ers authorized for housing earlier this
year. In his budget for the next fiscal
year, which begins on July 1, the gover-
nor has proposed spending $250 mil-
lion.

That will help long-term, Lehane
said, but more is needed now.

“There is such a crisis out there,” he
said. “This is much bigger than what
people see.”

In response to inquiries from The
Journal, the offices of the governor,
House Speaker K. Joseph Shekarchi and
Senate President Dominick J. Ruggerio
cited initiatives aimed at addressing
staffing shortages and improving ser-
vices.

According to House spokesman Lar-
ry Berman, a plan to use $119 million of
the state’s $1.13 billion American Rescue
Plan Act (ARPA) funds was approved by
the General Assembly in January and
signed into law by McKee. It included
“$22.4 million for the Behavioral Health
Recruitment and Retention Program,”
Berman said.

But that money, Lessing said, “will
only last a handful of months at best.
This is essentially similar to ‘hazard pay’
that has occurred during the pandemic
in many organizations. There is no long-
term plan to support and invest in these
positions.”

McKee’s proposed budget contains
“proposed investing in mental health
supports and services, including $28
million in [federal State Fiscal Recovery
Fund] funds to support Community
Mental Health Centers,” McKee Press
Secretary Alana O’Hare wrote in an
email.

Here, too, Lessing took issue, saying
“these funds as proposed by the gover-
nor are also to be used for infrastructure
funding for Certified Community Be-
havioral Health Centers, which means
that these funds will be available not
only for them but conceivably other or-
ganizations including hospitals. Both of
these efforts are extremely anemic in
terms of strengthening the behavioral
health system overall.”

A program that works

Francis White is testament to the fact
that adequately funded and staffed pro-
grams work.

Thrive, he said, has “helped me out
tremendously. They have some awe-
some caseworkers there.”

White has benefitted from a grant to
the organization from the state Depart-

ment of Behavioral Health, Develop-
mental Disabilities and Hospitals
known as “CABHI,” for “Coordinated
Agreement to Benefit Homeless Indi-
viduals.”

“Our client is an outstanding exam-
ple of how the grant funding was util-
ized in assisting a vulnerable individual
by providing affordable housing and
serving as a forum to engage with him
over his needs for psychiatric, medical,
and ongoing housing-involved sup-
ports,” according to Tripp McCreery,
Thrive’s Housing First Lead Case Man-
ager.

“One of the facets of the grant was
that enough individuals align with Me-
dicaid for the purpose of billing and to
ensure that the housing arrangements
remain in place while the Thrive pro-
gram is able to continue to provide their
services,” McCreery wrote in an email. 

“This is a great example of a ‘spend-
up-front-to-save-in-the-future’ men-
tality when it comes to aligning these
supports for those individuals experi-
encing homelessness,” he added.
“Emergency-room costs and Medicaid
spending are offset by contributing con-
sistently towards means to end home-
lessness.”

Said Kubas-Meyer: “We know the
programs that need to be put in place,
the types of wraparound services that
are needed to keep not just folks off the
street but persons with mental illness
further along on their path to recovery.
We know what works. It just has to be
funded and it has to be funded ade-
quately. We’ve gone too long with inade-
quate funding and it’s just put an unrea-
sonable strain upon the system as it cur-
rently stands.”

Lessing said: “There needs to be
much more focus and creativity in terms
of immediately saving lives. And then
beginning to build out a more compre-
hensive, coherent system.”

A model system, gone

Rhode Island had such a system dec-
ades ago, when the human warehouse
known as the Institute of Mental Health
closed and taxpayers, governors and
legislators supported the model com-
munity system that was built to replace
it.

But support for maintaining that sys-
tem faded over the years.

Lehane is not optimistic of a quick re-
turn.

“There is no political will or interest
to address these problems,” he said.

Crisis
Continued from Page 1A

Thrive case worker Tripp McCreery (from left), client Francis White and housing
coordinator Allison Touhey at the Thrive offices in Providence.
KRIS CRAIG/THE PROVIDENCE JOURNAL

Agencies by the numbers

Community Care Alliance

Serves nearly 12,000 clients annually 

127 vacancies in staff of 500

Thrive Behavioral Health

Serves 3,500 clients annually 

52 vacancies in staff of 320

Newport Mental Health

Serves 1,400 clients annually 

45 vacancies in staff of 207

when a gunman barricaded with auto-
matic weapons fired hundreds of rounds
at Providence police.

The Special Response Unit was called
in, and the leader on the ground was
Lieutenant Potter.

Another member of the team is Sgt.
Sean Comella, who also served with Pot-
ter as an MP in Iraq. Comella said, “Most
combat situations involving civilian po-
lice last three to five seconds. It’s over be-
fore you even have the chance to think.”

This time it was different. “From re-
cordings, we know the firefight lasted 12
minutes.” Potter said later. “Given the
volume of fire I am amazed we came
through unscathed.”

Incidents like this fuel the fears of Ma-
rie Potter and other police family mem-
bers. “Given everything that was going on
in the streets, I was actually relieved
when Patrick told me he was going over-
seas. I thought he might be safer over
there.”

She may not have been wrong. “In that
12 minutes on Denison Street I heard
more shots fired in anger than I did in a
full year in Kuwait,” Potter remarked.

Everyone interviewed agreed that pol-
icing has become increasingly more dan-
gerous in recent years. The combination
of political divisiveness and other soci-
etal ills has resulted in increased animos-
ity toward police.

“Yes, we’re human,” says Potter. “We
make mistakes. And we should be held
accountable for those mistakes.”

“But for every ‘bad cop’ incident, there

are countless examples of selflessness,”
Potter emphasizes. “Plus acts of bravery
by officers who put themselves at risk to
protect the community.”

Making that point, Cmdr. Thomas
Verdi, deputy chief of Providence Police,
credited Potter and his men for the end
result of the firefight.

“Pat is one of the best trained and
most talented tactical officers on the De-
partment,” said Verdi.

“The city had never before experi-
enced an exchange of gunfire of that
magnitude. You know the outcome. No
Providence police officers killed or in-
jured, no innocent people killed or in-
jured.”

Potter and Comella believe their
shared military experience helps them
function more effectively. “I think officers
with military experience are more used to
dealing with stress,” said Potter.

“Military service makes you more
well-rounded, especially if you have been
overseas. If you deploy to a place like
Iraq, you see how other people live. You
no longer take for granted what we have
here.

“Children there are taking water out of
trash ponds, and food from the garbage. I
try to get that across to my own kids, who
think they’re having a bad day if the iPad
doesn’t work.”

A longtime friendship

Potter and Comella met when Comella
was a 17-year-old volunteer fireman. Pot-
ter was a cashier at Cumberland Farms
across the street, and the two boys began
hanging out together.

“I knew I wanted a career in law en-
forcement. It would be exciting and dif-

ferent every day. Instead of being a rub-
bernecker, I’d be a guy doing the work.”

Both joined the National Guard in
1998, and ended up in the same unit do-
ing the same job. “We figured joining the
Military Police would give us an edge,”
said Potter.

Potter worked for three years at the
ACI as a Maximum Security prison
guard. Brown University Police hired Co-
mella.

They both deployed to Iraq in March
2003 with the 119th Military Police Com-
pany. “Our mission was convoy security,
and keeping supply routes open around
Baghdad.”

Comella says Potter earned the nick-
name “Saint Patrick,” “because he had
the most unbelievable luck.

“Once we were doing routine stops at a
checkpoint. Approaching a car’s passen-
ger side, he bent forward to open the
glove box. Just as he bent down, some
guy hiding behind us fired a burst from an
AK-47. All the rounds whizzed right over
his head.”

Another time, Comella’s vehicle was
driving behind Potter’s. All of a sudden —
BOOM!

“Holy crap,” said Comella. “I thought I
just saw my best friend get vaporized
right in front of me.”

The bad guys had set off an IED. Potter
was standing on top, manning the auto-
matic weapon. “But I sat down for some
reason, which put me behind the shield.
It took the brunt of the blast. The over-
pressure knocked me out.”

He landed in the lap of an interpreter
in the back seat. “I came to, spitting dirt
and asphalt,” said Potter. “Luckily, they
were too anxious and detonated too
early. Bad timing on their part.”

“Combat is all about inches and time,”
said Comella — who, last week, was
pressed against a wall, with rounds flying
about six inches away.

Potter explained how combat in Iraq is
different from combat in Providence.

“When you’re in a combat zone, you
expect to see action. Over there, it’s us
versus them. But here, we are combating
threats rather than enemies: a threat to a
citizen, a threat to fellow officers, a threat
to yourself.

“Here, we’re in a controlled environ-
ment. We have a Constitution to follow,
and have to be concerned about collateral
damage.

“Last week, we made sure the gunman
wasn’t just firing in the air for fun. Once
we knew we were the targets, I said ‘Now
we have to end this.’”

Comella added, “Even after I joined
SWAT, I never in a million years imagined
that I would be down to my last magazine
in a gunfight in Providence. But last week
I was.

Police career began in 2005

While Potter was overseas in 2004, he
cleared the wait list for the Police Acad-
emy. “They held slots open for military
guys,” Potter said.

He became a police officer in January
2005, starting on foot/bike patrol in Ol-
neyville. Wanting to focus on his police
career, Potter left the military.

In 2008 Potter joined Narcotics and
worked in an investigatory and under-
cover capacity for several years. But the
Army still appealed.

“I missed the camaraderie and the 

Potter
Continued from Page 1A
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