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﻿Homeowner
Judy Miller,
right, sits with
Jeannie
Carbonneau, left,
and Karina
Schweitzer.
Carbonneau
currently lives in
Miller’s
Seminole home.
Schweitzer also
lived with Miller
for a while, but
moved out and
remains friends
with her former
landlady. ﻿
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When Ecuador-native Karina Schweitzer broke up with her boyfriend, had no family
or friends in America to turn to and nowhere to live, she found a room to rent in Judy
Miller's Seminole home.

Pola Avlonitis, who moved back to Florida without a job and placed an ad on
Craigslist looking for a roommate, also ended up at Miller's three-story townhouse
with views of the Intracoastal Waterway.

So did 80-year-old Jeannie Carbonneau, who felt that at her age it would be safer to
live in a metropolitan area than to remain in the Georgia mountains.

All three women found affordable housing through the 4-year-old Home Share
Pinellas program that matches county residents with potential renters. In the past six
months, the program benefited from an influx of funds from the Pinellas County
Housing Authority that allowed it to hire a second full-time person. The housing
authority has committed $57,000 to the program for 2011.

Home Share Pinellas director Sandy Herskowitz says the recession has increased
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interest. Miller, the Seminole woman who rents rooms in her townhouse, was paying
$1,500 a month for medical insurance — more than her mortgage — when she heard
about the national program on Oprah. "They had a thing about the recession and how
people are dealing with it. I thought, that's pretty cool."

The two women who share her four-bedroom, three-bath home not only supplement
her income, they provide welcome companionship, she said.

For the first three years of Home Share Pinellas — the first Home Share program in
Florida — Herskowitz was its sole full-time employee. The Tarpon Springs Housing
Authority established the program in 2006 and set up a nonprofit, Local Community
Housing Corp., to run it. But with only Herskowitz, the program grew slowly. In early
2009, the Pinellas County Housing Authority expressed interest in a partnership.

"The more we can do to help people in need with some type of housing opportunity,
the more we are meeting our goal as the public housing agency,'' said Debbie Johnson,
executive director of Pinellas County Housing Authority, which has offices in Largo.

"Maybe somebody would be able to use the program to make their mortgage payment
to keep their home, or somebody who couldn't afford to rent an apartment would be
able to rent a room with kitchen privileges,'' she said.

The partnership has meant the addition of a full-time case manager to match residents
with potential renters. "We have a chart of the growth. It doubled since we got that
person,'' said Herskowitz.

That person is Gulfport resident Laura Clarke, who is a provider herself. "We have a
lot of providers out there who are really awesome, with very nice accommodations
and situations,'' she said. "I would say there is a situation for everyone.''

The program conducts background and reference checks on both those renting rooms
and those seeking a place to live. Herskowitz said those who want to rent rooms
include people on limited incomes and those who can afford their homes, but not
rising utilities. "Sometimes there are also middle class people who are suddenly
unemployed,'' she said.

Renters include students, people on fixed-incomes and the homeless. Arrangements
tend to last from a few months to a couple of years.



"We don't do shelter and we don't do transitional housing," Herskowitz said. "We have
placed homeless people. We've worked with residents of Pinellas Hope, Beacon
House, domestic violence shelters, with people who have an income, whether
disability, or they work, but they don't have enough to have a place to live.'' The
average rent is about $400 to $500. The program does not require deposits, but renters
must pay their first month's rent when they move in.

Herskowitz said that it's rare that matches fail but admitted that problems do arise.
Sometimes, she said, personalities clash. "This is an unusual situation and I am
available and do supportive counseling to try to encourage people to work out any
issues. But we haven't really had too much," the licensed clinical social worker said.

For Schweitzer, Miller's townhouse was the perfect place to take a break from a
relationship. "It worked out well. I had my privacy with my bedroom,'' said the 30-
year-old, who has since married her boyfriend, lives close by and is friends with her
former landlady.

Miller now shares her home with the two women she refers to as housemates, three
dogs and a cat. For the most part, the women live their own lives, interacting
occasionally around a cup of coffee at the kitchen counter.

Carbonneau, originally from Canada, had been living in the mountains of Georgia
when she decided to move back to Pinellas. A son who lives in Seminole contacted
Home Share and she eventually moved into Miller's house with her dog, Kaycee, on
March 1. She pays $450 a month for a large bedroom with a bath. "Financially, if you
look around for an apartment, it really can break the bank,'' she said. "Everything
turned out all right.''

Avlonitis pays $375 for a small, light-filled room on Miller's first floor, with a guest
bathroom nearby. She thought Home Share was a great idea, but found Miller's place
through Craigslist.

"She responded to my ad and we talked on the phone a while and she was actually in
the same neighborhood where I was living with my mom and the same neighborhood
where I grew up,'' Avlonitis said.

Miller, 62, suggested they make their match formal through Home Share.

"I've always found that living with people is always better than living alone," Avlonitis



said. "I am 100 percent Greek. I'm very much a people person.''

Still, there have been a few hitches in her present arrangement, admitted Avlonitis, 44.

"Everything has its pros and cons,'' Miller said. "When you live with other people, it
forces you to grow and change and adapt. That's the whole beauty of it.''

Waveney Ann Moore can be reached at wmoore@sptimes.com or (727) 892-2283.

BY THE NUMBERS

Pinellas Home Share

In the past six months, Pinellas Home Share has grown.

June 2009-January 2010

52 Residents offering rooms to rent (providers)

109 People looking for a room to rent (seekers)

January 2010-June 2010

40 Residents offering rooms to rent (providers)

71 People looking for a room to rent (seekers)

June 2010-Dec. 14, 2010

109 Residents offering rooms to rent (providers)

279 People looking for a room to rent (seekers)

Get in touch

To contact Home Share Pinellas, go to homeshareprogram.org or call (727) 945-1528.
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