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About the Urban Land Institute

THE URBAN LAND INSTITUTE is a global, member-

driven organization comprising more than 40,000 real  

estate and urban development professionals dedicated to 

advancing the Institute’s mission of providing leadership 

in the responsible use of land and creating and sustaining 

thriving communities worldwide.

ULI’s interdisciplinary membership represents all aspects 

of the industry, including developers, property owners, 

investors, architects, urban planners, public officials, real 

estate brokers, appraisers, attorneys, engineers, finan-

ciers, and academics. Established in 1936, the Institute 

has a presence in the Americas, Europe, and Asia Pacific 

regions, with members in 80 countries. 

The extraordinary impact that ULI makes on land use deci-

sion making is based on its members sharing expertise on 

a variety of factors affecting the built environment, includ-

ing urbanization, demographic and population changes, 

new economic drivers, technology advancements, and 

environmental concerns. 

Peer-to-peer learning is achieved through the knowledge 

shared by members at thousands of convenings each 

year that reinforce ULI’s position as a global authority on 

land use and real estate. In 2017 alone, more than 1,900 

events were held in 290 cities around the world. 

Drawing on the work of its members, the Institute recog-

nizes and shares best practices in urban design and devel-

opment for the benefit of communities around the globe. 

More information is available at uli.org. Follow ULI on  

Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, and Instagram. 
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About ULI Advisory Services

THE GOAL OF THE ULI ADVISORY SERVICES pro-

gram is to bring the finest expertise in the real estate field 

to bear on complex land use planning and development 

projects, programs, and policies. Since 1947, this program 

has assembled well over 600 ULI-member teams to help 

local communities find creative, practical solutions for is-

sues such as downtown redevelopment, land management 

strategies, evaluation of development potential, growth 

management, community revitalization, brownfield rede-

velopment, military base reuse, provision of low-cost and 

affordable housing, and asset management strategies, 

among other matters. A wide variety of public, private, and 

nonprofit organizations have contracted for ULI’s advisory 

services. 

Each panel team is composed of highly qualified profession-

als who volunteer their time to ULI. They are chosen for their 

knowledge of the panel topic and are screened to ensure their 

objectivity. ULI’s interdisciplinary panel teams provide a holis-

tic look at development problems. A respected ULI member 

who has previous panel experience chairs each panel.

The agenda for a five-day panel assignment is intensive. It 

includes an in-depth briefing day composed of a tour of the 

site and meetings with key local representatives, a day of 

hour-long interviews of typically 50 to 100 key community 

representatives, and two days of formulating recommen-

dations. Long nights of discussion precede the panel’s 

conclusions. On the final day on site, the panel makes an 

oral presentation of its findings and conclusions to the local 

stakeholders. A written report is subsequently prepared and 

published.

A major strength of the program is ULI’s unique ability to draw 

on the knowledge and expertise of its members, including land 

developers and owners, public officials, academics, representa-

tives of financial institutions, and others. In fulfillment of the 

mission of the Urban Land Institute, this Advisory Services panel 

report is intended to provide objective advice that will promote 

the responsible use of land to enhance the environment.
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ONE OF EVERY TEN HOMELESS individuals in the  

United States lives in Los Angeles County, and about 60 

percent of those individuals are residents of the city of Los 

Angeles. Homelessness has surged almost everywhere in 

the region over the past several years. Today, roughly three 

in four of the nearly 58,000 homeless people in the Los 

Angeles region are unsheltered—living on the streets,  

in cars, in tents, and in other makeshift structures, often  

in clustered encampments.

Homelessness has increased in all five county superviso-

rial districts and in 12 of 15 City Council districts over the 

past few years. The crisis affects every part of the region 

and all kinds of neighborhoods: the Skirball wildfire that 

burned nearly 400 acres in October 2017 started as a 

cooking fire in a homeless encampment in Bel Air, one 

of the most affluent neighborhoods in the country, while 

the severe hepatitis A outbreak declared by Los Angeles 

County in September 2017, following a similar one in San 

Diego County days before, worsened due to conditions 

among those living on the street in some of Los Angeles’s 

roughest areas.

At the suggestion of several ULI member leaders active 

in Los Angeles, and with the advice and guidance of the 

University of Southern California Lusk Center for Real 

Estate, the ULI Foundation sponsored a ULI Advisory Ser-

vices panel to make recommendations for addressing the 

homelessness crisis in Los Angeles. ULI staff reached out 

to local officials in both the city and county of Los Angeles 

and local nonprofit organizations working on the issue to 

ensure that the ULI panel would be seen as adding to the 

many efforts already underway. These include planning for 

the deployment of a total of $5 billion of voter-approved 

bond resources, including bond proceeds and a quarter-

cent sales tax increase, dedicated to addressing home-

lessness over the next several years.

The Panel’s Assignment and Key 
Recommendations 

The Los Angeles homeless population is not concentrated solely in the downtown or Skid Row areas, 
but instead is prevalent in every council district.
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The Panel’s Assignment
The panel’s assignment was to address several interrelated 

issues in the principal areas of ULI’s mission of leadership 

in land use.

Under leadership, the panel addressed the following:

■■ How can the substantial financial and human resources 

dedicated to the homelessness challenge in Los An-

geles be most effectively coordinated, leveraged, and 

deployed?

■■ Are there public/private organizational structures that 

could be created or enhanced to support the delivery of 

resources, based on successful Los Angeles efforts on 

other big issues in the past?

■■ In what areas can housing developers and neighborhood 

leaders find common ground to create new land use 

plans, allowing some of the necessary units to be built in 

locations where they typically have been blocked?

■■ How and where do the city and region begin to provide 

supportive housing and affordable housing at a large 

scale when communities object to their placement?

Under land use, the panel addressed the following:

■■ How should the city and county assess the optimal 

housing uses (e.g., shelters, supportive housing, perma-

nent affordable housing), building types, development 

densities, and service-delivery models for meeting the 

specific homelessness needs of different neighbor-

hoods? Of most immediate importance perhaps is the 

provision of shelters:

■● Should shelters be small and focused on distinct 

populations throughout the city? 

■● Is it more expedient to find large existing buildings 

such as industrial structures where larger-scale shel-

ters can serve multiple populations?

■■ Do opportunities exist to employ “out-of-the-box” 

solutions to deliver significant numbers of homeless 

housing units more quickly and at lower costs through 

more flexible zoning, creative use of existing structures, 

and dignified interim forms of shelter, among other 

techniques?

■■ What specific steps can be taken to ensure that 

homelessness does not become overly concentrated in 

specific neighborhoods?

The panel understood that this scope of work did not 

address all aspects of the causes of homelessness or solu-

tions to it in Los Angeles. The scope was crafted to enable 

the panel to provide substantive recommendations in the 

time available and in the panelists’ areas of expertise—at 

the same time bringing outside perspectives to issues on 

which so many Angelenos have been working for years.

The general geographic unit for the panel’s analysis and 

recommendations is Los Angeles County (also referred to 

as the Los Angeles region), which includes 88 incorpo-

rated cities, including the city of Los Angeles.1 The size of 

this vast study area—with a population greater than that 

of 41 states—is highly unusual for a ULI Advisory Services 

panel. The scope of the panel’s work was necessary both 

because some primary drivers of homelessness, such as 

an insufficient supply of affordable housing, are regional 

in nature, and because the county government, working 

closely with the cities, has lead responsibility for delivering 

some of the most essential homeless services.

That said, the panel’s recommendations focus largely on 

the city of Los Angeles, which is the largest city with by far 

the largest share of the homelessness in the region. The 

panel recognizes the continued importance of interjuris-

dictional cooperation and regional leadership for fully 

addressing the homelessness challenge across the entire 

Los Angeles region.
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Key Recommendations
The panel’s key recommendations, organized into three 

broad categories, are as follows:

Recommendation 1: House the Unhoused

■■ Use existing resources effectively.

■■ Establish 60 community housing solution centers—on  

a geographically balanced basis—within two years.

■■ Reclaim public spaces.

■■ Invest in scattered-site transitional housing.

Recommendation 2: Increase the Overall Housing 
Supply

■■ Streamline approvals and incentivize development.

■■ Encourage innovation in housing design and  

development.

■■ Build support for density.

Recommendation 3: Reimagine Leadership and 
Accountability 

■■ Build the political will.

■■ Strengthen administration and reporting.

■■ Embrace a collective community responsibility.
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Background on Homelessness  
in Los Angeles 
THE SCOPE OF THE HOMELESSNESS CRISIS in Los 

Angeles is heartbreaking and hard to comprehend. The 

numbers tell part of the story.

Facts and Figures
As of January 2017, an estimated 57,794 people in 

Los Angeles County were experiencing homeless-

ness—42,828 unsheltered and 14,966 sheltered. This 

reflected an increase of 23 percent in both the unshel-

tered and sheltered homeless populations from 2016. Of 

the county total, an estimated 17,531 were chronically 

homeless, an increase of 20 percent over 2016. Nearly 

60 percent of all the region’s homeless—34,189—were 

in the city of Los Angeles. Among those, 25,237 were 

unsheltered and 8,952 were sheltered. Roughly one in five 

of homeless individuals in Greater Los Angeles became 

homeless for the first time during 2017.2

Key Homelessness Terms 
Sheltered homeless includes individuals living in 
a supervised publicly or privately operated shelter 
designed to provide temporary living arrangements (e.g., 
emergency shelters, transitional housing, safe havens, or 
a hotel or motel through use of an emergency voucher).

Unsheltered homeless includes individuals/families 
whose primary nighttime residence is a public/private 
place not designed for or ordinarily used as a regular 
sleeping accommodation for human beings.

Chronically homeless refers to individuals (or families 
headed by such individuals) who have been homeless for 
more than a year or who have had at least four episodes 
of homelessness in the previous three years. 

Source: U.S Department of Housing and Urban Development.

People Experiencing Homelessness in Los Angeles City and County
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While two-thirds of the Los Angeles region’s homeless are 

men and most are single, reflecting a longstanding general 

pattern in cities, the face of homelessness has been 

changing in Los Angeles. 

In the city of Los Angeles, about 2,800 homeless individu-

als are between the ages of 18 and 24 and are not part 

of families, and this population of the younger homeless 

increased by 50 percent from 2016 to 2017. About 13 

percent of the city’s homeless population are members of 

homeless families. Family homelessness increased some-

what faster than homelessness among individuals from 

2016 to 2017—23 percent for families versus 19 percent 

for individuals. About a third of the city’s homeless adults 

have a serious mental illness, 20 percent have a substance 

abuse disorder, and 19 percent have a physical disability.3

Within Los Angeles County—excluding primarily the cities 

of Glendale, Pasadena, and Long Beach—were an esti-

mated 14,412 vehicles and encampments (groups of tents 

and makeshift shelters) occupied by homeless people, an 

increase of 26 percent in 2017 from a year earlier. While 

the Skid Row area of downtown Los Angeles has been 

characterized as the epicenter of concentrated street 

homelessness in the region, the problem is widespread 

and growing. 

Between 2016 and 2017, the number of homeless 

individuals increased in all five of the county supervisorial 

districts, with increases ranging from 10 to 48 percent, 

and in 12 of the city’s 15 council districts, with the biggest 

increases in District 1 (northeast and northwest of down-

town) and District 8 (parts of South Los Angeles).4

Characteristics of the City of Los Angeles’s Homeless Population

Population Sheltered Unsheltered Total
Percentage of 

homeless population

All persons 8,952 25,237 34,189 100.0%

Individuals (those not in family units) 5,090 24,434 29,524 86.0

Adults (over age 24) 4,512 22,216 26,728 78.0

Transition-age youth (ages 18–24) 578 2,218 2,796 8.0

Chronically homeless 480 10,137 10,617 31.0

Veterans 610 1,869 2,479 7.0

Unaccompanied minors (under age 18) 57 99 156 0.5

Family members (those in family units) 3,805 704 4,509 13.0

Adult family members (over 24, head of household) 3,529 691 4,220 12.0

Young family members (ages 18–24, head of household) 276 13 289 1.0

Children in families (under age 18) 2,283 390 2,673 8.0

Chronically homeless 3 133 136 0.4

Health and disability

Substance use disorder 683 5,638 6,321 20.0

Brain injury 1,519 1,782 3,301 11.0

HIV/AIDS 224 673 897 3.0

Serious mental illness 815 9,479 10,294 33.0

Developmental disability 730 1,374 2,104 7.0

Physical disability 602 5,292 5,894 19.0

Source: Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority, May 2017.
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Not only is homelessness getting worse in Los Angeles; 

the crisis in the region is also more critical than in other 

big cities in the United States.

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) reported that homelessness increased by less than 

1 percent nationally in 2017,5 but the number of homeless 

people rose 20 percent in the city of Los Angeles and 23 

percent in Los Angeles County.6 In fact, if the Los Angeles 

region were excluded from HUD’s count, total homeless-

ness nationwide would have fallen by about 1.5 percent 

from 2016 instead of rising 1 percent.7

Three-quarters of the Los Angeles homeless population 

is unsheltered homeless, compared with one-third of the 

national homeless population. (Only 5 percent of New York 

City’s homeless population is unsheltered, reflecting the 

city’s “right to shelter” policy ensuring that all homeless 

have access to a shelter.) Therefore, whereas homeless-

ness remains a challenge in other large cities, the crisis in 

Los Angeles is in many ways without compare.

Causes of Homelessness
Homelessness is usually a result of a number of complex 

and interrelated factors that accumulate over time. Struc-

tural factors (for example, poverty and inadequate income, 

lack of access to housing and other support), systems 

failures (such as lack of support for people leaving the 

foster care or health care system), and individual and fam-

ily factors (personal crises, mental health and other issues) 

all contribute to homelessness. For many families and 

individuals, it is not one factor but rather a set of multiple 

factors that leads to homelessness.

While the causes of homelessness are complex and 

multifaceted, many analysts have linked increasing 

homelessness in Los Angeles to the rising cost of housing, 

coupled with wage stagnation at the lower end of the 

income spectrum. These two trends have led to a housing 

affordability crisis in the region, which has pushed more 

and more people into homelessness. 

The statistics on housing costs in Los Angeles are stag-

gering. As of November 2017, the median home value in 

the city was $650,200, up 7.9 percent from the previous 

year and up more than 80 percent since 2012.8 The esca-

lation of home values and prices has put homeownership 

out of reach for all but the highest-income Angelenos.

But even as homeownership becomes less attainable, the 

demand for housing in Los Angeles continues unabated. 

A strong regional economy has continued to attract 

workers and their families to the region. High home prices 

contribute to significant increases in the demand for rental 
housing, and low- and moderate-income households are 

increasingly competing with higher-income households to 

find rental housing they can afford.

The problem of housing affordability—particularly for 

lower-income households—is more challenging in Los 

Angeles than it is almost anywhere else in the country. In 

the city of Los Angeles, 61 percent of renters (more than 

500,000 households) are cost burdened, and 33 percent 

of renters (nearly 280,000 households) are severely cost 

burdened.9 For comparison, nationally 51 percent of renter 

households are cost burdened and 26 percent are severely 

cost burdened.10 

When low-income households spend a disproportionately 

high share of their income on housing, less money is 

left over for other necessities like food, health care, and 

transportation. Less spending on these other important 

expenses can have significant negative repercussions for 

individuals and families. A lack of stable and affordable 

housing has been shown to correlate with poor physical 

and mental health among adults and children, and with 

Defining Affordability
Housing affordability is typically measured by comparing 
a household’s income to its housing costs. When a 
household spends 30 percent or more of its income on 
housing, it is referred to as cost burdened. A household 
spending 50 percent or more of its income on housing is 
referred to as severely cost burdened.
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lower educational outcomes among children.11 Further-

more, severely cost-burdened households are at signifi-

cant risk of frequent moving, displacement, eviction, and 

homelessness.12

Housing costs in the region have increased much faster 

than incomes, particularly among those living on low 

incomes to begin with. For example, between 2000 and 

2014, median rent in Los Angeles County increased 28 

percent while median renter household income fell 8 per-

cent, when adjusted for inflation.13 It has become increas-

ingly difficult for lower-income individuals and families to 

find housing they can afford. 

A lack of sufficient new housing construction is at the 

heart of the affordability challenge and homelessness 

crisis in the Los Angeles region. According to the most 

recent Regional Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA), the 

six-county region comprising the Southern California Asso-

ciation of Governments needs to add more than 400,000 

housing units between 2014 and 2021 to keep up with 

regional population and employment growth.

Historically, the Los Angeles region has not come close to 

meeting its RHNA projections. Housing construction in the 

Los Angeles region met only 41 percent of the estimated 

needs during the previous RHNA period, 2003 to 2014.14 

The long history of insufficient housing development has 

led to serious housing deficits in the region. A recent re-

port found that Los Angeles County currently needs more 

than 550,000 more rental units affordable to households 

with incomes between zero and 50 percent of the area 

median income (AMI) simply to close the county’s existing 

affordable housing gap.15 This level of new housing would 

not begin to address the amount needed to accommodate 

future population and job growth in Los Angeles.

In 2014, formally recognizing the significant housing 

shortfall in Los Angeles, Mayor Eric Garcetti set a goal of 

permitting construction of 100,000 new residential units in 

Los Angeles County Housing Affordability Gap
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the city by 2021—an average of 12,500 new residential 

units per year.16 Some evidence exists that the city has 

been meeting this general goal in recent years: it issued 

permits for more than 13,800 new residential units annu-

ally from 2013 to 2016, and in 2017, the city’s planning 

department reported that it approved permits for more 

than 19,000 units for that year. While not all permits result 

in completed units, the recent increases in new residential 

permits in the city are promising.

However, the new construction is highly skewed toward 

the luxury market, and the number of units available and 

affordable to low-income residents continues to decline. 

According to market research conducted by the Con-

cord Group, an average of just 2,763 new housing units 

produced or converted from another use in Los Angeles 

County from 2010 to 2015 are affordable to households 

with incomes below 60 percent of AMI, and an average 

of 358 new units each year are affordable to extremely 

low-income households—those with an income below 30 

percent of AMI.17 

Clearly, the city and the region overall still have a long way 

to go to produce a sufficient amount of affordable housing 

to help ameliorate the housing affordability crisis and 

stem the swelling population of homeless individuals and 

families in the city.

It is beyond the scope of the panel’s assignment to 

explore the reasons why Los Angeles, like other coastal 

California cities, suffers from a chronic undersupply of 

housing. A comprehensive study by the California Legisla-

tive Analyst’s Office in 2015 identified the following fac-

tors as the most significant: community resistance to new 

housing, the state’s environmental review process, local 

municipal finance structures that favor commercial over 

residential development, and a limited amount of vacant 

developable land.18

Local Responses 
In the face of the growing human and economic tragedy 

of homelessness, the Greater Los Angeles community has 

recently stepped up in an unprecedented way to address 

the problem and attempt, ultimately, to end homelessness.

In November 2016, voters in the city of Los Angeles over-

whelmingly approved Proposition HHH, which authorizes 

the city to issue $1.2 billion in general obligation bonds to 

develop housing and facilities for the homeless, as well as 

affordable housing for those at risk of homelessness. The 

bond funds will be paid for with property taxes assessed 

at an estimated $9.64 per year for every $100,000 in 

property owned, or about $33 per year for 29 years for the 

average homeowner in the city.

In March 2017, voters in Los Angeles County approved 

Measure H, establishing a quarter-cent sales tax hike 

that is expected to raise about $355 million annually. The 

revenue will fund a variety of programs, including expand-

ing rapid rehousing and permanent supportive housing, 

enhancing the county’s emergency shelter system, and 

increasing homelessness prevention services for families, 

individuals, and young people. 

The city of Los Angeles’s Comprehensive Housing Strat-

egy, adopted in 2016, provides guidance for deploying 

existing and new funds to fight homelessness in the city. 

The strategy includes dozens of policy and funding recom-

mendations and creates a system for ongoing coordination 

among the city, county, nonprofit providers, and the Los 

Angeles Homeless Services Authority (LAHSA). It offers 

options for both bricks-and-mortar, project-based funds  

to help leverage non-city-sourced monies to build much-

needed affordable housing, as well as for more flexible 

funding for outreach, services, and temporary housing 

vouchers.
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Proposition HHH Projects Scheduled for Construction in 2018
Project Location Units PSH units

Casa del Sol 10966 West Ratner Street 44 43

The Point on Vermont 76th Street and Vermont Avenue 50 25

Metro Villas III Near 101 Freeway in Rampart Village 122 90

Flor 401 Lofts Seventh and Wall streets 99 49

649 Lofts Wall Street 55 27

SP7 Apartments Seventh and San Pedro streets 100 55

The Rise Apartments 4050 South Figuero Street 57 56

88th & Vermont 88th Street and Vermont Avenue 62 46

Total 589 391

Source: urbanize.la, December 22, 2017, https://urbanize.la/post/here-are-measure-hhh-projects-scheduled-construction-2018.

PSH = permanent supportive housing.

Proposition HHH

One immediate obstacle to the effectiveness of Proposi-

tion HHH is time. With the slow speed of development in 

Los Angeles, it likely will be years before housing projects 

funded through Proposition HHH will be completed. Fur-

thermore, under current law, generally before developers 

can even apply for this assistance, their projects must 

go through a series of complicated planning department 

reviews and often contentious community outreach meet-

ings, as well as be scrutinized by two city government 

oversight committees—a process that can take well over 

a year.

Mayor Garcetti pledged to work toward streamlining the 

development approval and permitting process to speed 

up distribution of the funds. The city planning department 

proposed the Permanent Supportive Housing Ordinance 

designed to help move projects more quickly through 

the process, allowing developers to do several things “by 

right”—that is, without obtaining special approval from 

the city.

For example, projects proposed on land currently zoned 

for public facilities would be allowed to build affordable 

multifamily housing there by right if land nearby is zoned 

for that use. Conversion of residential hotels to supportive 

housing would be allowed by right everywhere, without 

triggering the review process. By-right construction of 

housing would not be allowed in an industrial zone or a 

single-family residential zone.

Developers of by-right housing would also be free from 

maximum density requirements for their site, but would 

still be restricted by height limitations, setbacks, and rules 

on total buildable space. The ordinance would also exempt 

permanent supportive housing from the usual rule that one 

or more parking spaces must be created for each apart-

ment built.

In December 2017, the first Proposition HHH–funded 

project broke ground in Los Angeles. This phase of 

PATH Metro Villas will provide 122 new housing units, a 

primary health care clinic, and a mental health clinic. The 

development is scheduled to open in 2019. Eight additional 

projects funded with Proposition HHH revenue and total-

ing nearly 600 affordable housing units (including nearly 

400 units of supportive housing) were expected to break 

ground in January 2018.19 

Measure H and Related Efforts

In June 2017, the Los Angeles County Board of Supervi-

sors unanimously approved a spending package to deploy 
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more than $1 billion in Measure H funds in local communi-

ties over the next three years.

The first project funded through that package is the con-

version of a mostly vacant U.S. National Guard armory in 

Sylmar into a year-round transitional housing facility for 80 

homeless women. The county is leasing the facility from 

the National Guard and making initial investments in the 

property, which it ultimately hopes to purchase.20 

In addition to this and other specific projects to be funded 

under Measure H in both the city and county, there has 

been unprecedented cooperation on and implementation 

of housing initiatives at all levels of government and by 

the private and the philanthropic sector. Since 2014, the 

county has had a comprehensive rental subsidy program 

to help fill gaps left by federal assistance and target 

support to homeless individuals. The new Centralized 

Assessment Service has been put in place to streamline 

intake of homeless people and expedite their placement in 

housing. These steps are important to help make sure that 

quick action can be taken to deploy the unprecedented 

resources available.

Despite these early initiatives at both the city and county 

levels, there have been obstacles. In one example, a 49-

unit permanent supportive housing development proposed 

in the Boyle Heights neighborhood, east of downtown Los 

Angeles, was blocked by a City Council committee and 

neighborhood opposition. The proposed site had been 

a staging area for the construction of the Metro Gold 

Line and currently stands unused. Some neighborhood 

residents and a number of homeless advocates supported 

the project. Opponents cited environmental concerns and 

an existing lively Latino community that would be a “source  

of disturbance” for homeless people starting a new life. 

José Huizar, a City Council member who supported Propo-

sition HHH, voted against the proposed development in  

his community.21 

PATH Metro Villas, the first 
development to break ground 
using Proposition HHH funds, 
will provide a community that 
addresses homelessness with 
program centers and permanent 
supportive housing.
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Recommendations for Making Progress 
on Homelessness in Los Angeles

Total Housing Placements in Los Angeles Continuum of Care, 2014–2016
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Source: Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority.

Note: The Los Angeles Continuum of Care is Los Angeles County, excluding the cities of Glendale, Pasadena, and Long Beach.

THE PANEL WAS DEEPLY IMPRESSED by the com-

mitment and creativity being brought to bear on the home-

lessness crisis in Los Angeles by the many local officials, 

public agency staff members, service providers, hous-

ing developers, and local leadership groups it interviewed. 

Even as the crisis has become demonstrably more severe 

and widespread, it is indisputable that Angelenos are mak-

ing tangible progress on the problem. The web of exist-

ing policies, programs, and resources is helping thousands 

of homeless and formerly homeless stabilize and improve 

their lives. The recently available funds from Proposition 

HHH and Measure H represent a substantial source of new 

investment that can drive further progress.

The panel sensed some frustration among many local 

leaders it interviewed regarding the apparent slow pace  

of change and, indeed, the worsening of the homeless 

problem by some metrics since the passage of Proposi-

tion HHH and Measure H. It may be the case that the 

necessarily somewhat bureaucratic and political processes 

required to deploy funds—combined with the challenges 

to developing any type of new housing in most parts of  

Los Angeles, as already noted—are bound to slow the 

pace of progress.

That said, the panel urges Los Angeles leaders to commit 

to achieving a handful of audacious, measurable goals. 

The panel believes that in order to address a crisis of the 

scale and complexity faced by Los Angeles, goals should 

align with the magnitude of the problem and the level of 

community commitment to addressing it—even if it may 

seem to push the bounds of what seems achievable today. 

Bold goals, effectively communicated and with progress 

consistently measured, can also galvanize the resources 

and support for specific strategies. For this reason, the 

panel’s recommendations begin with the goal of reduc-

ing the number of unsheltered homeless in the city by 50 

percent by the end of 2018.

Based on its analysis of dozens of documents and 

interviews with more than 70 stakeholders working on 

housing and homelessness in Los Angeles, as well as 

panelists’ own experience working on similar issues, the 

The sheer number of 
unsheltered homeless 
individuals can sometimes 
cloud the progress that has 
been made. More than 14,000 
individuals were placed in 
housing in 2016, a 30 percent 
increase from 2015. 
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panel developed a series of recommendations. The recom-

mendations build on current initiatives and successes, and 

are designed to have immediate and noticeable impacts 

on homelessness. In developing its recommendations, the 

panel considered the following:

■■ What tools can be adopted that build on the strength of 

the homelessness housing and service provider com-

munity in Los Angeles and the successful initiatives and 

strategies already underway?

■■ What initiatives could be undertaken quickly to take ad-

vantage of the momentum of support for addressing the 

homelessness crisis, and which can have an immediate 

impact on homeless individuals and families and the 

city’s communities?

■■ What longer-term strategies can be adopted that set the 

regulatory and policy framework to address the under-

lying real estate trends that have led to the homeless-

ness crisis in Los Angeles?

■■ Where have the recommended tools and strategies  

been used in other parts of the United States and the 

world, and what do those experiences suggest for  

Los Angeles? 

The challenge of homelessness is incredibly complex, and 

the following recommendations do not, in any way, purport 

to address all the structural, systemic, individual, and fam-

ily factors that lead to homelessness. Rather, they focus on 

the areas in which the panel members have expertise—

namely, development and governance. The panel clearly 

recognizes the importance of working in a multifaceted 

manner to address all causes of homelessness, and these 

recommendations are intended to support Los Angeles’s 

comprehensive approach.

House the Unhoused
Three-quarters of Los Angeles’s homeless population is 

unhoused, and that population is growing faster than the 

overall homeless population. In the city of Los Angeles 

between 2013 and 2017, the unsheltered population 

increased by 69 percent while the overall homeless popu-

lation increased by 49 percent.22 More than 22,000 of the 

city’s 25,237 unsheltered homeless are adults over age 

24, but 2,218 are between the ages of 18 and 24, and 99 

are unaccompanied minors under age 18. 

In addition, more than 4,500 homeless families in Los 

Angeles are unhoused, including nearly 2,700 children.23 

About half the unsheltered homeless population is chroni-

cally homeless, meaning they have been continuously 

homeless for a year or more or have had at least four 

episodes of homelessness in the past three years.

In Los Angeles County—excluding the cities of Glen-

dale, Pasadena, and Long Beach—an estimated 14,412 

vehicles and encampments (groups of tents and makeshift 

Panel Recommendations
Recommendation 1: House the Unhoused

■■ Use existing resources effectively.

■■ Establish 60 community housing solution centers—on 
a geographically balanced basis—within two years.

■■ Reclaim public spaces.

■■ Invest in scattered-site transitional housing.

Recommendation 2: Increase the Overall Housing 
Supply

■■ Streamline approvals and incentivize development.

■■ Encourage innovation in housing design and 
development. 

■■ Build support for density.

Recommendation 3: Reimagine Leadership and 
Accountability 

■■ Build the political will.

■■ Strengthen administration and reporting.

■■ Embrace a collective community responsibility.
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shelters) are occupied by homeless people, an increase of 

26 percent from 2016.24

Not only do the unsheltered constitute the largest share of 

the homeless, but also their living situations tend to be the 

most desperate and dangerous, for themselves and for the 

community. And while the human tragedy and community 

costs are what matter most, it is also true that the increas-

ing number and seeming omnipresence of the unsheltered 

homeless population may undermine public confidence 

that change is happening and may breed cynicism regard-

ing whether it is even possible.

In fact, while the consensus among homeless housing 

providers and researchers is that prioritizing long-term 

housing in a “housing first” model is an optimal strategy, 

temporary shelter options play a critical role in a broader 

approach to homelessness. As a recent review by the U.S 

Interagency Council on Homelessness noted:

Permanent housing opportunities cannot always be 

immediately accessed, so it is important to be able 

to provide an immediate, interim housing opportunity 

(which could include shelter, bridge housing, or other 

temporary arrangements) without barriers to entry 

while permanent housing and appropriate supports  

are being secured.25

So, while the panel firmly believes that more housing 

supply, including new permanent supportive housing, is 

essential—and is also addressed in the recommendations 

that follow—it believes the immediate priority should be  

a massive commitment to providing temporary shelter,  

with the goal of reducing the unsheltered population by  

50 percent by the end of 2018. To that end, the panel 

recommends that Los Angeles pursue the following four-

part approach.

Use Existing Resources Effectively

The city of Los Angeles should intensify efforts with its 

partners to connect homeless individuals and families 

with existing shelters and services in the city. Los Angeles 

has marshaled enormous resources to address the 

homelessness crisis and has put those resources to work 

providing additional shelter beds. The Coordinated Entry 

System (CES) for Single Adults, Youth, and Families, which 

coordinates supportive services and housing resources 

across Los Angeles County, is a strong administrative and 

coordinating process.

The quick run-up in the number of shelter beds has 

meant that more than 4,000 beds and units in permanent 

supportive housing were unoccupied as of January 2017. 

One recurring theme from the panel’s interviews was that 

so much change has happened so fast that it has been a 

challenge to manage that change to take full advantage of 

the opportunities it has created. 

Bureaucratic bottlenecks are common when substantial 

new resources become available. Therefore, it is neces-

sary to home in on opportunities with laser-like intensity, 

deploying existing resources to place homeless individuals 

in shelters, giving autonomy to frontline workers so they 

can do what they need to in order to connect homeless 

people with resources, and having accountability regarding 

use of existing resources start at the top.

Bed Use in Los Angeles Continuum of Care, 2017 

Available beds Occupied beds Unoccupied beds

Permanent supportive housing beds 23,176 21,506 1,670

Emergency shelter beds 16,623 13,972 2,651

Total 39,799 35,478 4,321

Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 2017 Point-in-Time Count.

Note: The Los Angeles Continuum of Care is Los Angeles County, excluding the cities of Glendale, Pasadena, and Long Beach.
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Union Rescue Mission is using  
a parking lot next to its facility 
for a community housing 
solution center that will  
house 160 women.

Establish 60 Community Housing Solution 
Centers 

The city of Los Angeles should establish 60 “community 

housing solution centers” across the city, locating them  

on a geographically balanced basis—four in each of the 

city’s 15 council districts. The establishment of these 

centers would be the principal strategy for reducing the 

unsheltered homeless population in the city in the near 

term. This should begin immediately with the goal of hav-

ing all 60 facilities operational within two years.

The centers would be temporary emergency facilities. As 

piloted successfully by the Tampa Hillsborough Housing 

Initiative and incorporating concepts used effectively in 

other cities, the centers would provide intake, triage, emer-

gency shelter, and case management. Community housing 

solution centers would aim to place residents in permanent 

supportive housing within six months after they arrive at 

the center.

The panel proposes locating centers on land owned by 

the city, county, or nonprofits, using vacant or underused 

facilities wherever possible. One opportunity could be to 

convert vacant motels to temporary emergency shelters, 

taking advantage of the Motel Conversion Ordinance (dis-

cussed later in this report), approved recently by the Plan-

ning Commission and pending City Council approval. Other 

existing buildings could be quickly modified or rehabbed 

to provide emergency shelter and case management ser-

vices. In addition, technology and design innovation could 

allow for the construction of temporary facilities (discussed 

later in this report) to accommodate the homeless. 

The panel recognizes that siting and then building per-

manent shelters is complicated from the perspective of 

both land use and neighborhood opposition. The approval 

process can take 18 months or longer. No community ever 

indicates it is excited to welcome a homeless shelter, and 

community opposition to the centers is likely, as well. The 

use of existing structures for temporary shelters—some 

of which may already be affiliated with a mission-oriented 

purpose—may make it easier to deliver the facilities more 

quickly and to site them in locations throughout the city 

without a formal request-for-proposals process, a formal 

rezoning, or a development approval process. 

In addition, the recommendation to locate the centers 

on a geographically balanced basis across the entire city 

TA
M

PA
 H

IL
LS

BO
RO

UG
H 

HO
M

EL
ES

S 
IN

IT
IA

TI
VE

 

TA
M

PA
 H

IL
LS

BO
RO

UG
H 

HO
M

EL
ES

S 
IN

IT
IA

TI
VE

 

This building, a community housing solution center in Tampa, houses 75 people—52 men and 23 women—and provides rapid 
rehousing assistance on site and other services. 
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reflects the widespread nature of homelessness, as well as 

a tactic to signal the shared responsibility for addressing 

homelessness in Los Angeles (discussed later).

This recommendation also allows for the use of different 

options in different parts of the city. In one district, an 

old nursing home might be appropriate for a center; in 

another, it might be an old church. This flexibility means 

that while the approach is citywide, different models can 

work in different areas, making the siting process quicker 

and potentially making the presence of the temporary 

facility itself more acceptable to neighbors. As a first 

step, the Department of City Planning, in collaboration 

with representatives from each City Council district, could 

conduct an inventory of sites that meet established criteria 

for suitability.

Based on the experience at similar facilities developed in 

New Orleans, New York City, St. Louis, Tampa, and other 

cities, the panel estimates that a community housing solu-

tion center could be delivered for a one-time capital cost of 

$460,000—or a total of $27.6 million for 60 sites. 

In addition to these upfront costs, it is estimated that 

each center would have an annual operating budget of 

$537,500, or $32.25 million for all 60 centers. This level 

of spending would cover the full range of intensive on-site 

services critical to making the centers effective and suc-

cessful at supporting individuals and families as they move 

into permanent supportive housing.

Reclaim Public Spaces 

While job one is ensuring that homeless individuals have 

safe and sanitary shelter, along with intense support and 

services to help them make the transition to more perma-

nent housing, it is also critical to ensure the health and 

well-being of the city’s public spaces currently occupied by 

encampments. Not only is such a step necessary to deal 

with public health and safety issues, but it also will help 

show tangible progress and build public support for the 

next, necessary steps on addressing homelessness.

As individuals are placed in the community housing solu-

tion centers, the city should reclaim the streets and public 

spaces, block by block, parcel by parcel. This process 

should include coordination with faith-based organizations, 

social services providers, and city departments, including 

parks, sanitation, police, communication, and health. 

In addition, it is essential that the city, in partnership with 

its service providers for the homeless, develop a com-

munication and outreach plan that includes input from the 

homeless residents themselves. In many cases, removing 

people from an encampment means moving them out of 

the only home and social network they have known for 

months, and perhaps years. This cannot be seen as an 

effort to simply sweep the homeless under the rug with the 

sole goal of “prettifying” the neighborhood for the benefit 

of other, more “deserving” city residents.

As residents move from encampments to community 

housing solution centers, a detailed strategic and coordi-

nated plan must be in place to ensure that people do not 

return to encampments and that public spaces remain safe 

and welcoming to the general public. 

Invest in Scattered-Site Transitional Housing

The city of Los Angeles should invest in more permanent 

supportive housing (PSH), with a focus particularly on new, 

innovative, and cost-effective approaches for combining 

housing and services for formerly homeless individuals 

and families, as well as those at risk of homelessness. 

As noted, the community housing solution centers are in-

tended to be temporary and, as such, to close on a phased 

basis as new PSH becomes available.

Developing new PSH takes a significant amount of 

time and resources. Funding from Proposition HHH and 

Measure H, substantially leveraged with private and 

Cost Estimates for Community Housing 
Solution Centers

Total Per center

Capital (one-time) $27,600,000 $460,000 

Annual operating costs $32,250,000 $537,500 

Source: Panel estimates.
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philanthropic dollars, will be essential. The Permanent 

Supportive Housing Ordinance (discussed later) approved 

recently by the Planning Commission should help acceler-

ate development. 

While PSH developments are in the planning and approval 

stages, the city should explore a transitional solution 

for families and individuals who are ready to move from 

community housing solution centers. One option would 

be to support LAHSA financially and administratively to 

partner with owners of small to medium-sized apartment 

complexes to convert existing units for use as PSH for a 

specified time period. 

Following the model instituted in Tampa/Hillsborough 

County, the city could provide a lump-sum payment to 

property owners/landlords who agree to reserve units for 

formerly homeless people. LAHSA would serve as the 

gatekeeper, with each unit assigned to a specific service 

provider who would be responsible for connecting units 

to homeless individuals as well as helping secure housing 

vouchers for residents. The combination of the upfront, 

lump-sum payment and the guaranteed rent through a 

housing voucher creates the incentive for property owners 

to participate.

The panel recommends that 500 scattered-site units 

be brought online each year for five years through this 

approach of providing incentives to owners of small to 

medium-sized properties. Assuming that the city pays 

property owners/landlords $2,000 per unit per year, the 

panel estimates the total cost of bringing 500 such units 

online for five years at $5 million. (For new construction, 

the same 500 units could cost nearly $200 million to build 

in Los Angeles, according to what the panel heard in its 

interviews with local developers.) 

As envisioned, the property owner/landlord would receive a 

lump-sum payment of $10,000 per unit over the five-year 

period ($500,000 for a 50-unit property), which would 

“buy” five years of committed scattered-site transitional 

units, as the necessary steps are taken to bring permanent 

supportive units on line. 

Increase the Overall Housing Supply
Immediate action is needed to combat the serious chal-

lenge of unsheltered homelessness in the city. Provision 

of both emergency and longer-term housing options is 

critical for moving homeless individuals and families off 

the streets and helping improve health, well-being, and 

security. However, a broader need also exists for more 

generally affordable housing in the city—at all price and 

rent levels—to stem the housing affordability challenges 

that have built up as a result of the severe housing under-

supply in Los Angeles. 

Given the current imbalance between supply and demand, 

it is inevitable that housing costs and rents will continue to 

increase at an accelerated pace. The growing affordability 

challenge will put more and more Angelenos at risk of 

homelessness. While there is no silver bullet that will solve 

all the problems of housing affordability and homeless-

ness, it is clear that one action exists that can have a 

significant impact: increasing as rapidly as possible the 

overall supply of housing—from single-family homes to 
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Los Angeles needs to streamline 
approvals to expand the 
affordable housing stock. To 
create Pico Housing, a 100 
percent affordable housing 
development in Santa Monica, 
Moore Ruble Yudell Architects 
and Planners had to address 
differing densities, height limits, 
setbacks, step-backs, and 
parking requirements of the two 
zoning districts on the site. 



Homelessness, Los Angeles, California, December 10–15, 2017 23

market-rate condominiums and apartments, to permanent 

supportive housing.

The panel agrees with and supports Mayor Garcetti’s goal 

of granting permits for 100,000 new housing units and, 

as part of that total, building or preserving at least 15,000 

units of affordable housing by 2021. While permits for 

new residential construction are up in the city, there is a 

still a long way to go to meet unmet housing demand and 

to be prepared to accommodate future population and job 

growth. The panel sees significant opportunities for action 

in three areas: streamlining approvals and incentivizing 

development, encouraging innovation in housing design 

and development, and building support for density.

Streamline Approvals and Incentivize 
Development

As the cost of development increases, so, too, does the 

need for additional public resources to support develop-

ment of below-market-rate housing. While land, labor, 

and other direct costs are key cost drivers, the extensive 

regulation and local development review and approval 

processes significantly hinder the financial feasibility of 

affordable housing projects.

A recurring theme in the panel’s interviews was that the 

approval process for construction, renovation, or adap-

tive use of properties is simply too long and uncertain to 

encourage development of new housing. In fact, the city’s 

development review and approval process was viewed as a 

disincentive to building because the delays and uncertainty 

increase the already high building costs in Los Angeles. 

That said, the panel commends the city for its recent 

efforts on this front. Steps in the right direction include the 

Permanent Supportive Housing Ordinance, which would 

provide expedited reviews for developments that house 

the homeless and provide supportive services, and the 

Motel Conversion Ordinance, which would allow old motels 

to be converted into homeless housing without regard to 

current zoning requirements that may prevent it. The panel 

urges the City Council and the Planning Commission to 

implement the ordinances, which are awaiting City Council 

approval after being endorsed by the commission. 

The panel also encourages early experimentation in ap-

plying the ordinances’ provisions more flexibly in certain 

circumstances. For example, developments should be 

considered for expedited review even if they are outside 

a half-mile radius of a transit stop, as the Permanent 

Supportive Housing Ordinance would require, if they are lo-

cated in neighborhoods where there is walkable access to 

daily necessities or adequate on-site provision of them at 

the development. Similarly, the requirement that expedited 

developments reserve at least half their units for people 

with a physical, mental health, or a substance abuse prob-

lem could be waived if other options for those individuals 

are provided in the vicinity.

Finally, the panel urges all the cities in Los Angeles County 

to move as quickly as possible to implement the new laws 

passed in fall 2017 aimed at streamlining local approval 

of affordable housing developments, including Senate Bill 

35, which puts more teeth in the requirements that every 

city meet its share of regional housing demand; Senate Bill 

540, which is intended to accelerate approval and con-

struction of affordable housing in locally designated zones; 

and Assembly Bill 1505, which enables local governments 

to use inclusionary zoning to require that multifamily devel-

opments provide affordable rental units.

Encourage Innovation in Housing Design and 
Development

One way to increase the impact of the Proposition HHH 

and Measure H funding and ensure that the evolving de-

mand for housing is being met is to be open to new ideas 

and concepts on how to produce the most cost-effective 

types of housing. While demand will clearly continue to 

exist for traditional housing models, Los Angeles will miss 

out on opportunities if it does not actively encourage and 

incentivize new housing models.

One example is accessory dwelling units (ADUs). California 

recently passed legislation reducing regulations related to 

ADUs, making it easier for homeowners throughout the 

state to create accessory apartments in basements, in 
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The Star Apartments showcase 
one innovative design model for 
permanent supportive housing.

garages, and as separate, standalone structures.26 The 

California Legislative Analyst’s Office noted the following 

about ADUs:

Accessory dwellings provide part of the solution to the 

housing crisis. They are the only source of housing 

that can be added within a year at an affordable price, 

in existing developed communities served by infra-

structure . . . without public subsidy, and action by the 

State on a few issues will make this possible for tens of 

thousands of owners to immediately benefit and help 

their communities.27

A report for the Terner Center for Housing Innovation at the 

University of California found that statewide the average 

cost of constructing an ADU is $156,000. By compari-

son, the average cost per unit of affordable housing is 

$332,000 statewide and $372,000 in Los Angeles. In  

addition, ADUs can be built quickly: the vast majority of 

ADUs in the state are completed in 18 months or less.28

According to the Terner Center, applications to create 

ADUs have increased dramatically as a result of the new 

law.29 Of all the large California cities, Los Angeles has 

seen the most dramatic jump—a 25-fold increase in ADU 

permits to nearly 2,000 applications in 2017 from just 80 

a year earlier.30 

Encouraging innovation also means pushing the envelope 

on housing design and materials. The Star Apartments, 

designed by Michael Maltzan for the Skid Row Housing 

Trust and built with prefabricated blocks in a striking multi-

unit structure, epitomizes this way of thinking. 

Another powerful example of thinking outside the box (or 

thinking differently about the box entirely) is the Hope 

on Alvarado development in the Westlake neighborhood, 

designed by KTGY Architecture + Planning for the Aedis 

Real Estate Group. That development plans to use recycled 

metal shipping containers as the primary units for what 

will be a five-story building organized around a central 

courtyard.

While these kinds of developments are inspiring, they are 

exceptions. Two of Los Angeles’s greatest assets—its 

creativity and openness to new ideas—have barely influ-

enced the practices and processes of residential develop-

ment. (This is true in the residential development industry 

as a whole nationwide, not just in Los Angeles). Significant 

economic rewards likely await innovators who can deliver 

lower-cost forms of shelter to those who need a place to 

call home. But local government and neighborhoods will 

need to adapt and adjust to enable innovation to deliver 

those results. Codes, regulations, and perhaps social 

norms need to evolve as real experimentation, with appro-

priate oversight and protections, is aggressively pursued to 

scale up new forms of housing production.
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The design of the Hope on Alvarado development by KTGY 
Architecture + Planning embraces the alternative construction 
material—repurposed shipping containers—carrying the texture and 
vertical lines into the tower element planned at South Alvarado Street 
and Valley Street. 
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Build Support for Density

The ability to build sufficient housing to accommodate 

population and job growth—and to encourage construc-

tion of innovative new housing types—will often involve 

increasing the allowable density. The panel is well aware 

of the long history of opposition in many Los Angeles 

neighborhoods to denser development—opposition that is 

common in many regions of the country.

The issue therefore is not density itself, but rather planning 

for the right level of density in the right places in the city. 

While many myths surround density, when used appropri-

ately and targeted strategically, density is an important tool 

in addressing housing affordability and homelessness. The 

panel recommends that the city establish higher-density 

zones that allow more production of housing while minimiz-

ing the impact on existing residential communities.

The panel sees opportunities to capitalize on what appear 

to be evolving attitudes about density when it is linked spe-

cifically to well-designed affordable housing near transit. A 

number of initiatives are in place to increase density along 

transportation corridors, which the panel believes can help 

build the case by demonstrating the benefits of intelligent 

density. As noted in a 2017 article in Urban Land: 

With this shift to transit, Los Angeles and surround-

ing cities are addressing the need for taller, denser, 

walkable, and bikeable commercial and residential 

development along major boulevards and near transit 

lines to support the public investment in transportation 

infrastructure and to provide transit access for people. 

Taller and denser has already been happening in down-

town, Hollywood, Koreatown, and other areas. . . . In 

more suburban areas, [transit-oriented developments] 

are bringing mixed uses and greater density.31 

The Transit Oriented Communities Affordable Housing 

Incentive Program Guidelines, released by the Los Angeles 

Department of City Planning in September 2017, represent 

another smart policy. (The impetus for the program was 

Measure JJJ, approved by city of Los Angeles voters in 

November 2016.) By combining density bonuses, park-

ing reductions, and expedited entitlements in return for 

inclusion of some affordable units in larger mixed-use, 

transit-oriented developments, the policy attempts to get 

more developers to help produce desperately needed 

affordable units.

While it appears the program is attracting strong early 

interest, the panel encourages the city to closely monitor 

participation and its impact and to make necessary adjust-

ments based on industry feedback and market conditions.

Reimagine Leadership and 
Accountability 
The homelessness challenge facing Los Angeles is oc-

curring in the midst of broader, macroeconomic changes 

that are affecting cities around the globe. Climate change, 

globalization, technology, demographics, the competition 

for talent, and the challenges of financing investments 

increasingly affect all cities and the health, employment, 

and future of their residents.

Trends in employment in Los Angeles vividly demonstrate 

the remarkable changes unfolding with increasing velocity. 

Over the past 25 years, the city of Los Angeles has lost 

almost half its manufacturing jobs, while job creation in 

health, education, and services has exploded. Unfortunate-

ly, the skills useful for manufacturing jobs are not often the 

same as those needed for the new jobs, a mismatch that 

has created hardships for many workers in Los Angeles.

The city’s homeless population includes many people who, 

no doubt, find that the economic opportunities they once 

had there no longer exist. The macroeconomic changes 

responsible at least in part for the homelessness crisis 

in Los Angeles provide an opportunity for reimagining 

what leadership and accountability in the city should look 

like. The panel recommends three strategies to deal with 

these macro challenges: build the political will, strengthen 

administration and reporting, and embrace a collective 

community responsibility.

Build the Political Will

The vision of eliminating homelessness can only become 

reality through dynamic leadership and clear paths of 
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responsibility and authority. The structure of the city of Los 

Angeles government diffuses power, which provides more 

room for democracy but makes it more challenging to 

govern boldly and act quickly. In response to the home-

lessness crisis—and to take advantage of unprecedented 

public resources and support—the city should take steps 

to consolidate authority and streamline the governing 

process in order to allow decisions to be made in a more 

timely and bold manner.

Land use is at the heart of siting and developing new 

housing for homeless and formerly homeless people, as 

well as affordable and market-rate housing, more gener-

ally. In the city of Los Angeles, land use decisions are 

controlled by individual district council members. When the 

voters and the majority of the City Council supported the 

referendum to fund homelessness initiatives, it was clear 

that more shelters, more permanent supportive housing, 

and more affordable housing would need to be built to 

address the problem. However, the rubber really meets the 

road at the neighborhood level when individual projects 

come up for approval for rezoning or a special zoning ex-

ception. When specific projects are proposed, even council 

members who supported Proposition HHH have come out 

to oppose them.

The panel urges all council members to do their part in 

suggesting locations and then supporting the siting of both 

temporary and permanent housing in their own districts. 

Rather than an approach that tries to provide sufficient 

housing one development at a time, a highly visible and 

public strategy is needed that allocates beds and housing 

units to each council member’s district to demonstrate the 

widespread nature of the homelessness problem and the 

shared responsibility of communities throughout the city.

It is clear that without all council members accepting this 

responsibility and using their authority boldly, the goals 

for addressing homelessness will not be reached. Council 

members need to stand together with a citywide strategy 

to respond to a citywide crisis.

Strengthen Administration and Reporting

It became clear through the panel’s dozens of interviews 

that the delivery of housing and services in Los Angeles 

involves hundreds of organizations. Strong programs 

already in place had been providing effective outreach and 

services long before approval of Proposition HHH. With 

the massive infusion of funds from Proposition HHH and 

Measure H forthcoming, the challenge now is to scale up 

the efforts in an unprecedented way. To that end, the coor-

dination of both development of different types of housing 

and delivery of services is essential.

The mayor, city and county officials, and the United Way 

have instituted a working group that regularly brings 

together housing and service providers. The panel 

recommends that the United Way continue as convener 

of this consortium. It suggests that weekly meetings be 

held to guide the work toward ending homelessness, that 

clear lines of authority and performance measures be 

established to assist with the production of housing for 
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The University of Southern California will play a pivotal role in the 
work on homelessness in Los Angeles through university initiatives, 
which include data collection.
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Because the issue of 
homelessness in Los Angeles 
is not limited to any one 
neighborhood or district, the 
solution will only come if all 
the districts work together to 
address homelessness in Los 
Angeles as a whole.

the homeless, and that partnerships among nonprofit or-

ganizations, lenders, the mayor’s office, and other elected 

officials be greatly enhanced. 

In addition, the panel recommends that the county and city 

continue to collaborate on data collection and reporting 

through LAHSA and expand efforts, as resources allow, to 

get an ever more accurate and timely view of the changing 

picture of homelessness in Los Angeles. Efforts such 

as LAHSA’s partnership with the University of Southern 

California, through which USC researchers and students 

have substantially augmented the reach and accuracy of 

the LAHSA surveys of the homeless, should be expanded.

Ultimately, an enhanced data collection system should 

be updated every six months to ensure the accuracy of 

information regarding services provided and the location of 

all homeless people. In addition to ensuring the collection 

of accurate and timely data, the process should verify that 

every homeless person is treated with dignity and respect. 

The data should be made available and regularly updated 

for public consumption.

Embrace a Collective Community Responsibility

The panel feels strongly that it is simply unacceptable 

for one of the most prosperous and productive places on 

earth to allow homelessness to become as widespread 

and apparently entrenched as it is in Los Angeles. Clearly, 

the often heroic and unheralded efforts of those directly 

involved in addressing the problem today are in and of 

themselves not enough. Essentially every neighborhood, 

every business, every local philanthropy, every resident 

of Los Angeles has a stake in solving the problem—and 

everyone must ask themselves how they can contribute.

Neighborhoods must ask themselves what they will do to 

welcome development of new housing (at various price 

points and rents) that helps ease overall affordability prob-

lems and accommodates an appropriate mix of services 

for the most needy. Businesses must ask themselves how 

their intellectual capital, products and services, and civic 

leadership will yield insights and solutions to homeless-

ness. Local foundations must ask how they will collaborate 

on, match and exceed, and leverage public sector invest-

ments to help solve homelessness. And Los Angeles resi-

dents must ask themselves what personal contributions 

they will make to solving the problem, including supporting 

the new housing development needed.

City of Los Angeles Sheltered and Unsheltered Homeless  
Population, by Council District

District 2016 total 2017 total % change

1  1,986  2,958 49%

2  1,084  1,212 12

3  890  746 –16

4  628  783 25

5  913  1,160 27

6  1,856  2,047 10

7  1,206  1,198 –1

8  1,497  2,178 45

9  3,458  3,843 11

10  1,112  1,508 36

11  2,529  2,741 8

12  906  879 –3

13  3,036  3,282 8

14  5,590  7,386 32

15  1,773  2,268 28

Total  28,464  34,189 20%

Source: Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority.
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ANYONE WHO SPENDS TIME trying to understand the 

scope and tragedy of the homelessness crisis in Los An-

geles and what can be done about it can come away from 

the experience discouraged. Yet, as the efforts of the many 

Angelenos working every day to respond to the crisis re-

mind us, failure to act is not an option. With the sustained 

civic commitment and boundless energy that are part of 

the Los Angeles DNA, there is legitimate reason to hope—

and even expect—that the community will ultimately solve 

what is perhaps its greatest challenge ever.

Conclusion
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