
Los Angeles has the highest street home-
less population in the nation. Every two 
years, the Los Angeles Homeless Ser-

vices Authority and thousands of volunteers do 
a point-in-time survey of people who are home-
less in Los Angeles County. The last night of 
this year’s count was Jan. 29 in Skid Row. Re-
sults are expected soon. 

As you consider the results of the count, also 
consider these five observations from Skid Row.

1. We can do more right now.
Skid Row is a community, not a dark alley. 

We must open our eyes to how we are treating 
our most vulnerable residents, the poorest of 
L.A.’s poor. There are several things we can do 
right now.

Consider the 600-unit Cecil Hotel, locat-
ed at 640 South Main Street. The majority of 
the 15-story building sits vacant in a commu-
nity where so many sleep on the street on any 
given night and thousands more are living in 
short-term emergency or transitional housing. 
The L.A. County Department of Health Ser-
vices along with Home for Good (an effort by 
the United Way of Greater L.A. and the L.A. 
Chamber of Commerce to end chronic home-
lessness) propose converting a portion of the 
building into housing for the homeless with 
on-site counseling and mental health treatment. 
This single project would make a large impact 
and is a rare win-win, especially because due to 
existing regulations the building can’t be used 
for anything except affordable housing without 
significant investment. The project would save 
millions of taxpayer dollars by reducing expen-
sive emergency room care. In other words, the 
resources exist to substantially address home-
lessness in Skid Row.

Then there is the inexplicable scarcity of 
bathrooms, trash cans, storage facilities and 
parks in Skid Row, making it unnecessarily dif-
ficult for homeless residents to meet their most 
basic needs. It is unhealthy and inhumane. 

Yet another example is doing away with the 
broken windows approach and the criminal-
ization of homelessness. Punishing activities 
necessary to survive on the street is counter-
productive and creates additional barriers to 
obtaining housing and services. Criminalization 
perpetuates homelessness rather than solves it. 
Law enforcement and the criminal justice sys-

tem are ill-equipped to address the root causes 
of homelessness. Housing and services are what 
is needed, not police, tickets, fines and jails.

2. Increase general relief benefits.
It is not possible to pay for the basic neces-

sities of food, clothing and shelter on $221 a 
month, about $7 a day, the general relief benefit 
amount in Los Angeles, the safety net of last re-
sort for those who do not qualify for other assis-
tance. This modest amount is the same amount 
general relief was in the 1980s. Intended as a 
safety net to include sufficient money for ba-
sic human necessities such as food, clothing, 
housing, transportation and medical care, $221 
a month falls short. Housing simply is not avail-
able for $7 a day. No surprise that the majority 
of people receiving general relief are homeless. 

3. End chronic homelessness through per-
manent supportive housing.

We can end chronic homelessness in Los 
Angeles. It takes leadership, funding and the 
willingness to use a “housing first” model and 
supportive services so people who have expe-
rienced homelessness, prolonged extreme pov-
erty, mental illness and addiction can lead safe, 
stable lives with a roof over their heads. Experts 
agree that permanent supportive housing using a 
housing first model — which requires providing 
shelter before addressing substance abuse issues 
— works. It’s proven. Providing stable housing 
is the foundation for other health and social ser-
vice goals. It also saves money by keeping peo-
ple out of emergency rooms and jails. Housing 
first is a framework for ending chronic home-
lessness and is the right thing to do. We also 
need to invest in homelessness prevention and 
rapid-rehousing programs, and increase afford-
able housing opportunities for low-income and 
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extremely low-income families. No one should 
be without a safe, stable place to call home.

4. Integrated pest management works.
With respect to low-income housing (all hous-

ing, in fact), it is time to adopt integrated pest 
management as the standard for pest control. In 
housing litigation related to substandard and un-
healthy conditions, there are often infestations 
of rats, cockroaches or bed bugs. Pesticides are 
ineffective when the root causes of infestation 
are not addressed. Integrated pest management 
is a system of prevention, monitoring and con-
trol that eliminates or drastically reduces the use 
of pesticides and effectively controls pest prob-
lems. It should be the recognized standard.

5. Civil legal aid is critical.
Although no due process right to counsel is 

recognized in civil cases, it is an “obvious truth” 
that counsel for those too poor to afford it is fun-
damental and essential not just in criminal cas-
es, but in civil cases where basic human needs 
are at stake. While our system of civil legal aid 
is not sufficiently funded to provide counsel to 
all who need it, the legal services that do exist 
are critical. Lawyers, law firms, the organized 
bar and the public must do more to understand 
and raise awareness about the importance of, 
and the need for increased funding for, civil le-
gal services.

Whatever the results of the point-in-time sur-
vey of people who are homeless in Los Angeles, 
let’s do more to address the needs of people who 
are homeless and the Skid Row community. We 
don’t need to accept homelessness or unhealthy 
housing as unsolvable problems.
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People form a line to get a free hotdog from a charity organization 
in the Skid Row area of Los Angeles in 2013.


