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One of the Few Organizations Left Standing

© By Jillian Blume 

For many people in the New York area, the World Trade Center disaster is not over. Far from it, according to Lisa Orloff, Founder and Executive Director of September Space, a community center that serves those affected by 9/11 who are seeking alternative ways of moving forward. "I have found the need for our services increasing," reports Orloff. "I receive five times the calls on a daily basis than I received a year ago. I find that there are people out there who have not accessed any form of mental health or social support, and those people are far worse off than the participants we have seen for the last two years."

Located in New York City at 520 8th Avenue on the eleventh floor, September Space was formed very early after the attack on the World Trade Center. It was initially created with the need of the volunteer community in mind. Over 100,000 volunteers came to New York to help during the relief effort, but unfortunately there was little social support available to them for the first year after the disaster. "There were many volunteers that were suffering from compassion fatigue and separation anxiety once they were asked to stop volunteering at sites like St. Johns and Pier 94. We knew that the volunteers were caregivers, and they would not come in for one-on-one therapy. We knew we had to create a community, a safe space where they could come together and seek social support from each other," Orloff reports.

September Space opens their doors to anyone affected in any way by the attack on the World Trade Center, whether they lost a family member, or they were a first responder, or they witnessed the attack and haven’t been able to move forward in their lives.

"People that are calling in now seem more desperate than anyone that I'd seen in the first few months after the disaster. I see a lot of people who now have compounded problems," Orloff says. These people are still affected by the trauma of 9/11, but some have also suffered the breakup of a marriage and the loss of income. 

"I'm amazed at how long someone can live on adrenaline. It's an extended physical state that allows you to be in survival mode for an amazing length of time," Orloff says. "I'm hearing a lot of anger. Some people are still in the stages where they feel that it's difficult for them to maintain old relationships because they feel they're just not understood — especially when you have someone who is living in the city but has family members or friends that are far away who haven’t gone through a similar experience. So there's definitely a disconnect."

September Space, initially using the resources of Project Liberty service providers, has a full range of services. They are open six days a week, offering services from yoga and massage to career workshops and group therapy. "We have a very open door policy," Orloff says. "We get to know our participants. They feel like they're part of a family." All assessments of participants are made through working relationships. The volunteers in September Space get to know who the individuals are, what their needs are, and what services they're getting elsewhere. "We do a very compassionate assessment," Orloff affirms. 

What makes September Space unusual is the fact that people who first came seeking aid often return to offer their services to the community still seeking assistance. According to Lisa Orloff, "It's extremely circular in nature." 

People come to September Space with a variety of issues. There are groups that are not able to go back to work, and then there are groups coming in on career night that are just starting to pull out their resumes. "What we're seeing is people trying to take steps, and that's what's so important about the career services that we offer." Orloff reports. September Space provides an opportunity for people to come in and participate in practice interview sessions, to tweak their resumes, and to practice their skills. This helps these individuals work out a lot of their issues and deal with their fear, so that when they finally go on a real interview, they are ready. 

All of the programs at September Space are overseen by a licensed clinician; even for dance lessons, there's a clinician there who will try to engage the participants in conversation. If an individual feels that they'd like one-on-one therapy, they can be referred to some of September Space's partnering agencies. 

"Most of the time what happens is someone will come in, and they'll take baby steps," Orloff says. "They'll come in for a massage on Tuesday night, and then they might come to one of our coffee hours on a Saturday, or come back with a couple of tears for our support groups on Wednesday nights. What our social events do is allow people who are feeling isolated to come in and be in an environment with other people who have gone through the same experiences. And it's a very accepting environment." 

"Some of these people didn't know that there's still a place around where it's ok to express that you're still having difficulties with what happened on 9/11/01. And just the fact that they walk in the door and it's ok makes a tremendous difference in their life," Orloff says.

"I have found that there is an increase of need, not a decrease of need," Orloff reports. Project Liberty funding has ended, other places are closing down, yet there are people who have never accessed support who are either not going to find it now, or are going to have a very difficult time finding it. "I think that contributes to the fact that we're seeing an increased number of calls," Orloff says. "Because we're one of the few organizations that is still standing."

