Editorial

Homelessness is an emergency — but not like
an earthquake
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At the urging of elected officials from Los Angeles County and San Francisco, the state
Assembly has passed a resolution requesting that Gov. Jerry Brown declare homelessness a state
emergency. An identical resolution is currently moving through the state Senate. There’s no
question that homelessness is an expanding “humanitarian crisis,” as the L.A. County Board of
Supervisors asserted in letters to state lawmakers. And with the number of people living in
encampments, tents and vehicles in the county more than doubling since 2013, you could even
call it a civic emergency.

But that doesn’t mean it should be funded like an emergency caused by an apocalyptic
earthquake or fire, which is what local officials are seeking. By declaring a state of emergency,
the governor could access state reserve funds — money set aside explicitly for sudden downturns
or catastrophes. L.A. County officials want Brown to distribute $500 million statewide and
deploy state agencies and personnel to provide housing assistance to homeless people in
encampments.

To its credit, county government has earmarked $100 million in the current fiscal year to
fund services for homeless people. But it estimates that it will need more than four times as much
in the coming years to provide the full level of services and assistance that homeless people
need. That’s a big hole to fill.

Over the last year, it’s been heartening to see county and city officials recognize the
crisis, make detailed plans for how to combat it, and put realistic price tags on the fixes. But it’s
been frustrating to watch them grasp at ways to finance their plans. While city officials have put
a general obligation bond on the November ballot to fund housing for homeless and low-income
residents, county officials have considered and scotched a parcel tax, a sales tax and a marijuana
tax. They unsuccessfully lobbied state lawmakers to give them the authority to levy a local tax
on millionaires. And now they are making a long-shot bid to tap into funds the state set aside for
a rainy day.

Certainly the supervisors — especially Mark Ridley-Thomas — have been dogged in
their pursuit of funding. But this latest request smacks of a playwright resorting to a deus ex
machina, or a parent dipping into a child’s college fund to pay the orthodontist. The route to
financing the homelessness plan is not through the state’s reserves. It is through tough local
choices: making cuts to pay for services and housing assistance, or putting fundraising measures
on local ballots. And in order to win public support, city and county officials have to show that
the results of their efforts will be measured to ensure the money is spent effectively. It’s hard, it’s
a sacrifice, but that’s where we are. Let’s concentrate on those options.



