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We got your blindside.

The City of Mesa is part of your team – creating solutions, removing obstacles, 
getting deals done – we’re there to help you reach your goal.  Learn how Mesa 
helps real businesses succeed at www.mesaaz.gov/super.

If you are thinking about expanding or relocating your business, consider Mesa. 
Give us a call, 480-644-3962.
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It was a chance meeting with a friend
at a bus stop that led the frail woman to
the Helen Drake Senior Center on a re-
cent Saturday afternoon.

For 12 hours, the center was reconfig-
ured into a “pop-up” drop-in program ca-
tering to women and men who have been
or are working as prostitutes and want
help. The program promised a host of
services, ranging from detox programs,
housing assistance and Arizona Depart-
ment of Economic Security applications
to supply food, a shower and clothing.

For the woman, a middle-aged, ner-
vous brunette who had been homeless
for two years, it sounded like a promis-
ing way to spend a weekend.

“I need the right direction, I need
something new,” said the woman, who
asked not to be named. “I don’t plan on

staying on the street forever.”
Jan. 17 was the pilot run for Phoenix

First Step and gathered 22 organizations
and community service providers. 

“We’re going to do a very small evalu-
ation about what services are used, and,
if it’s feasible, we would like to be able to
do this again quarterly, at different loca-
tions in the Valley,” said Dominique Roe-
Sepowitz, director of Sex Trafficking In-
tervention Research at Arizona State
University, who helped organize Phoe-
nix First Step.

First Step was reminiscent of another
Phoenix collaborative called Project
Rose, which essentially ran the same
way but with one important distinction:
Project Rose’s clients were all picked up
by police during a large-scale prostitu-
tion sting. Clients could avoid charges
and jail time if they signed on to a prosti-
tution-diversion program.

Project Rose prompted criticism by

the American Civil Liberties Union of
Arizona and others who said social ser-
vices should be voluntary, not coerced
by the threat of jail time.

Roe-Sepowitz, who also helped orga-
nize Project Rose, said that program has
been put on hold, but she said it was due
to officer availability, not controversy.

The Jan. 17 program was largely ex-
perimental. It included 81 volunteers,
plus 24 sex-trafficking “survivors” to
guide the clients through the booths. 

But even though service providers
had been passing out fliers for weeks, it
was unclear if anyone would show.

The doors were scheduled to open at
noon, but the first potential client ar-
rived at 10:15 a.m.

“So we served her … and she was here
for about four and a half hours,” Roe-Se-
powitz said. “She spoke with everyone
we could get her to.”

Among those who helped her was Glo-

ria Halas, 52, who said she had prostitut-
ed herself on Backpage.com for seven
years but posted her final ad in Novem-
ber. She was volunteering her time to
serve as a voice for the women who may
have nowhere else to turn.

(Prostitution) “is the darkest thing I
have ever had in my life happen to me,”
she said. “Once you tell someone you’re
an ex-prostitute — you would not believe
how people hate me. That’s why my heart
goes out for these women.” 

By 6:30 p.m., the program had served
33 clients — 30 women and three men.

A thin woman in her late 20s, who also
asked not to be named, said she hopes
First Step becomes a permanent fixture
in the community.

“Women who have been in the life — if
you’ve already been out there, you know
exactly where we’re coming from,” she
said. “This is something the public
needs, and that us women need.”
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Medical student Jen Huntley shares information about health care at Phoenix First Step, a pop-up drop-in center for prostitutes. 
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— GLORIA HALAS, 52, SEX-TRAFFICKING SURVIVOR AND VOLUNTEER AT PHOENIX FIRST STEP

Pilot program Phoenix First Step offers aid to those in life of prostitution

Maricopa Community Colleges will
not seek a tuition or property-tax in-
crease for 2015-16 despite cutbacks in
state aid, according to Debra Thompson,
vice chancellor for business services.

A tuition discussion was on the agenda
of the college board Tuesday night, more
than a week after Gov. Doug Ducey cut

funding to community colleges and state
universities in his proposed budget.

This year, the 10-college district re-
ceived $7.4 million in state aid — less
than 1percent of its revenue. For 2015-16,
administrators are expecting to receive
$6.7 million.

In 2007, the state gave the district $69
million. The steep drop in state aid has
led the colleges to increase tuition and
property taxes. There were 130,000 stu-

dents in the fall 2014 semester.
Ducey’s budget also would reduce the

appropriation to the three state universi-
ties by $75 million next year, but Arizona
State University President Michael
Crow vowed not to increase tuition for in-
state students.

Any tuition increase for community
colleges from the current $84 per credit
would have set up a showdown with three
new governing board members. Johanna

Haver, John Heep and Jean McGrath ran
together as a conservative bloc and cam-
paigned on a promise to cut tuition. 

Earlier this month, President Barack
Obama announced an initiative to pro-
vide two years of free community-col-
lege tuition. The federal government
would pay 75 percent and states would
opt in to pay the remaining 25 percent.

State Rep. Reginald Bolding, D-Phoe-
nix, has proposed such a bill, HB2487.
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