
HOUSING AND HOMELESSNESS 

Because the home is the center of family life, a significant amount of 
'Thsk Force research focused on housing problems experienced by fami· 
lies in Los Angeles. The housing issues which most often came to the 
attention of the Task Force involved the homelessness of adults, fami· 
lies, and teens, inadequate and substandard housing, unaffordable 
housing, and housing discrimination - all of which are discussed in this 
chapter of the report. 

Homelessness 

The issue of homelessness seems to be a persistent problem with 
which California lawmakers have grappled for years. During the New 
Deal era, for example, the California Legislature confronted the probe 
lem by enacting the Housing Authorities La\\~ an effort to provide safe 
housing for low·income individuals and families.) 

In 1970, the Legislature expressed its concern that the housing needs 
onow·income people were not being met. It declared that a decent home 
and a suitable living environment for every family was a "priority of the 
highest order."2 

As recently as 1984, the Legislature again recognized that "because 
of economic, physica~ and mental conditions that are beyond their 
contro~ thousands of individuals and families in California are home· 
less."3 

In the City of Los Angeles, the demand for emergency shelter for the 
homeless increased by 50% during 1986, by far the biggest rise among 
the 25 major cities surveyed by the United States Conference of May· 
ors.4 According to Mayor Thm Bradle~ an estimated 33,000 people in 
the city are homeless.5 

The characteristics of tbe bomeless do not fit neatly into one pack. 
age. If tbe homeless in Los Angeles matcb the national prome, then 
56% of them are single men, 15% are single women, and 28% are 
families witb children.6 According to one city agency, the stereotypical 
substance abusel's and chronically mentally ill persons have been joined 
by so-called "throwaway" street youtb, "new poor" and battered 
women - all of whom are living on the city's streets, camping on 
sidewalks and under ramps, and living in automobiles.7 

For purposes of analysis, tIns report separates the homeless into three 
groups: single adults, families, and teenagers. Althougb tbere are some
times overlapping tbemes to the problems experiencea by these groups, 
the causes and solutions are not necessarily the same for each category. 

Homeless Adults 

One very visible manifestation of homelessness involves adults sleep
ing on city streets and other public places. Because some city officials 
and many businesses and residents rmd the so-called "Skid Row" 
encampments intolerable, last year the Chief of Police and the Mayor 
announced a plan to clean up Skid Row.8 Under the plan, sidewalk 
sle~pers were warned that their conduct violated the city's pedestrian 
traffic ordinances. If they persisted in camping out on the sidewalks, 
they were threatened with arrest. Police officers offered housing vouch· 
ers as an alternative to arrest. 
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The plan was not without its critics. The Los Angeles City Council 
asked Police Chief Darryl Gates not to arrest people for sleeping on the 
streets if no alternative housing was available. The council also asked 
the City Attorney to initiate a lawsuit against the county for providing 
inadequate assistance to the homeless.9 

Councilwoman Ruth Galanter was able to delay police sweeps of the 
estimated 2,500 persons living on the streets and beaches of the Vemce 
area. In an attempt to find solutions and examine alternatives, she 
conducted community hearings at which local residents, business 
owners, social service agencies, and homeless people all presented their 
views.Io 

Los Angeles City Attorney James Hahn refused to me charges 
against persons arrested merely because of their homelessness, on the 
ground that not enougb alternative bousing is available.u 

As a short term solution, Mayor Bradley proposed a temporary 
"urban campground" on vacant land owned by tbe Rapid 'fransit 
District.12 The number of persons living at tbe camp grew from about 
two dozen to more tban 500 witllln three weeks)3 In addition to 
alcoholics and drug addicts, estimated to comprise 30% of the city's 
homeless,14 the camp included unemployed persons looking for work.15 

During the four months of the camp's existence, more tban 2,600 
persons used its facilities and services.I6 

Last yea~ before the scheduled closure of the only two shelters for the 
homeless, other than the campground, tbe City Attorney sponsored a 
study of shelter residents. The study has provided city officials witb data 
necessary to coordinate an intergovernmental strategy to address the 
crisis of homeless ness in the Los Angeles area. The study was completed 
in June, 1987P 

Tbe study found tbat the typical sbelter resident was a poverty 
stricken, unmarried black male in bis mid-thlrties, who had been a 
resident of Los Angeles for nine years and had been homeless for about 
six months.IS While he was homeless, he bad lived in shelters, missions, 
or outdoors. 

The causes of tbe homelessness of these men included unemploy
ment, physical or psycbiatric disabilities, and substance abuse, with 
unemployment as the primary cause. Most bad held a permanent job 
for more than three years but had not worked in the previous 18 months. 
About one-third of the residents had a permanent disability which 
prevented them from working. About 30% bad a bistory of substance 
abuse. Ten percent showed evidence of severe psychiatric disabilities.l9 

Often, the trauma of homelessness has bad other serious side effects, 
including bunger and vulnerability to crime and violence. Forty per
cent bave suffered from severe depression requiring clinical interven
tion. Seven percent were actively suicidal at tbe time of tbe survey.20 

In addition to fmdings and recommendations pertaining to county 
responsibilities and services, the City Attorney study ·made the follow
ing observations and recommendations with respect to city policies and 
programS.21 

Low Cost Housing. The ultimate cause of homelessness is a short
age of low-income housing units. As long as tbere are more poor people 
or poor households than there are low-cost housing units, tbere will be a 



housing shortage9 and the homelessness resulting from the housing 
sbortage will continue. Tbe study recommended that the city require 
full replacement of any low-income bousing units scheduled to be 
removed from the total housing stock before demolition of the units9 
ratber tban partial replacement after the demolition of the units9 as is 
now often tbe case. 

Employment Development. There exists a strong connection 
between unemploymen~ povert~ and homelessness. The majority of 
bomeless adults in the survey did not have llOuSing because they could 
not afford it. Tbey could not afford housing because they did not have 
steady, full-time jobs. The study recommended more programs encour
aging economic developmen~ with an emphasis on creating jobs for 
minorities in job poor areas9 as a way of directly decreasing poverty and 
indirectly decreasing the number of homeless in the central city. 

Crime Victimization. The incidence of crime victimization of 
homeless adults is high. The study recommended a greater police 
presence in the skid Row are~ eSJlecially more officers walking the beat 
in pairs to safeguard the lives of the homeless. 

Emergency Assistance. While officials seek long-term solutions 
to the homeless problem, current pressing needs must not be ignored. 
The study recommended that immediate basic necessities, such as 
shelter, beds, and food, be provided. 

After many months of ad-hoc crisis managemen~ the City Council 
recently adopted a Comprehensive Homeless Policy,22 and the Mayor 
proposed a one-year moratorium on demolition of old skid Row hotels 
which house thousands of poor people.23 Last September the Mayor 
unveiled a S6.3 million plan to buy prefabricated apat1ments to house 
up to 2,000 people.24 The Mayor also has named a new city housing 
coordinator whose job it is to coordinate the efforts of private devel
opers and various city departments, including the Community Redevel· 
opment AgencY9 the Community Development Department, the 
Planning Departmen4 and tlte City Housing Authority.25 The courts 
have been asked to clarify the differing responsibilities of the city and 
the county in dealing with homelessness.26 

According to the City Administrative Office1; the city spent about 
S2.3 million on homeless services during the rust eight months of 
1987.27 Some members of the City Council questioned that estimate, 
indicating that the actual figure. could be as high as S8 million before 
the year ended.28 Tltat revised estimate includes S15 million for 102 
mobile homes bought by the city to shelter homeless families through
out the 15 council districts as a part of the long. range solution to the 
homeless problem.29 

Homelessness is a multi-faceted problem; real solutions will require 
the coopet·ative effort of all levels of government as well as the pl·lvate 
sector. The federal governmenpo and the state Legislature31 must 
allocate sufficient funds for programs designed to aio the homeless. 
The MayOl~ City Attorney, City Council, and County Board of Super. 
visors all need to take an active role. The city's new Comprehensive 
Homeless Policy and the Mayor's new housing coordinator are steps in 
the right direction. To find long-term practical solutions may require the 
creation of intergovel'l1mentaltask forces that involve advocates for the 
homeless,32 land developers,33 private sector businesses and trade 
associations.3.J. 
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It is clear that reliance on the judiciary to resolve the bomeless crisis 
is inappropriate. Protracted litigation - witb city and county figbting 
eaclt otber and tlte state - results in a waste of valuable resources and in 
long delays in the delivery of services, a situation in whicb both the 
Itomeless and taxpayers lose. The courts9 therefore9 should be used only 
as a last resort. 

The Task Force received considerable testimony regarding the plight 
of homeless families in Los Angeles. 

David Wood9 a pediatrician at Venice Family Clinic, sees homeless 
families on a daily basis. as According to Dr. Wood9 homeless families 
are now IDe largest and fastest growing segt!lent of the homeless 
population. He estimated that about 209000 families in IDe Los Angeles 
area have no place of their own to stay each night. The demand for 
family sbelters is greater than the total number of shelter beds available 
in Los Angeles. 

Stressing IDe difference between the homeless adult population and 
the homeless family populatio~ Dr. Wood testified:36 

Homeless singles are different from homeless families. 
Homeless sin~es . .. tend to be predominantly (96%) 
male. The majority have never been married. They bave a 
high rate of mental illness (450/0) and alcohol or drug 
abuse (34% ~ Tbe average age is dropping, but it is over 
309 and 40% are over 40 years-old. Tbey live in missions 
(28%) or bote1/motels (250/0) or on tbe streets (22% ~ Many 
of these me~ IDe so-called cbronically bomeless9 have 
been bomeless for long periods of time. 

Homeless families are very different on almost every 
count. They are often a single-parent household9 headed 
by a young female less titan 25 years-old. Sbe has two-to
three cbildre~ half of whom are under 5 years-old. The 
majority of IDe motllers bad children before tlle age of 18. 
Tbere are many (two-parent) families9 especially those who 
have migrated from out of state to find emplo~ent in Los 
Angeles. In a study by 1l-avelers9 Aid9 45% of tbe families 
had two parents. Mental illness in tlris group is charac
terized more by situational depression ratlter tban sclrizo
phrenia or chronic affective disorders as in the single 
adults .... Drugs and alcobol are not common but they do 
often playa role in precipitating tbe crisis that made tlte 
family homeless. Tne families tend to stay witlt friends or 
relatives or live in crowded communal situations until 
these resources are depleted9 and as a last resort they use 
tbe shelters or botels/motels. Only a few of the families live 
on tbe streets or in cars, since it is tough to survive on the 
streets with children. The most outstanding difference 
[between single adults and families) is the lengtb ofbome
less ness. Tbe majority of the families are transiently 
homeless9 due to a recent economic or personal crisis. But 
the situation often becomes chronic due to the difficulty 
in fmding affordable housing. 

Dr. Wood addressed the more pressing question of wby these families 
are homeless. Citing congressional bearings9 academic research9 and 
surveys of sltelter residents9 Dr. Wood listed tlu'ee major l'easons for tlte 



homelessness of families: (1) scarcity of low-income housing, (2) inade· 
quate income or public assistance benefits, and (3) an increased preva· 
lence of personal crises. He elaborated:37 

The scarcity of low· income housing appears to be the 
main cause of homelessness. Poor people simply cannot 
afford the majority of available housing in the United 
States. The low·income housing supply is dwindling ... 
due to such factors as urban redevelopment, condomin· 
ium conversions, decreased construction, increased 
demand from higher income renters, and the virtual elim· 
ination of federal funds for the construction oflow·income 
housing .... 

In addition to the housing shortage and spiraling rents, 
families simply do not have enough income to hoth eat 
and pay rent. In 1970, 1 in 10 American families were 
headed by females. In the various shelter populations 
which have been studied, from 55% to 85% of the fami
lies are headed by women, with 2 to 3 children each. HaH 
of the female-headed families live below the poverty leveL 
All of the homeless families are living below the poverty 
leveL . . . The increase in welfare benefits has simply not 
kept up with the rise in housing costs. In Los Angeles, the 
AFDC [Aid to Flunilies with Dependent Children] pay
ment for a family with 2 or 3 children is from $617 to $734 
per month. Rent will consume a minimum of $500 to S600 
per month in Los Angeles. This leaves very little for food, 
clothing, utilities, transportation, and medical expenses 
such as medicines. A young family can spend as much as 
$40 to S80 per month on diapers and formula alone. The 
numbers are very tight, but when one adds a $1,000 
deposit for security and last.month's-rent, the chances of 
getting into an apartment an,d staying there are very slim. 

The third contributing factor to homelessness is related to 
the strength of the faniily's support network. Most families 
cited economic reasons for their homelessness, but one· 
third of the homeless families surveyed by Ellen Bassuk 
indicated that a personal ctisis, such as a dissolved rela· 
tionship with a man, battering, death, or illness had 
caused their state of homelessness. The mothers in Kay 
McChesney's study in Los Angeles commonly had no 
family members locally, and many had no living rela· 
tives. . .. Homeless mothers are often from [strife rid· 
den] homes, have histories of being abused or neglected, 
were in foster homes, and have become full·time mothers 
in their teens. They have generally received little support 
in their own lives, thus it isn't surprising that they haven't 
developed supportive relationships in their own families. 

Dr. Wood's testimony also underscores the effects of homelessness on 
children. He said that one of the major fmdings in the current literature 
on homelessness is that almost 50% of homeless children are develop. 
mentally delayed in significant ways. The lack of a sense of security 
experienced by the uprooted child often leads to serious anxiety disor· 
ders. Social scientists who have studied homeless children describe a 
myriad of other problems, including nutritional deficiencies, school 
absence for prolonged periods, poor hygiene and health problems, and 
the disintegration of the parent-child bond.38 
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Nancy Berlin, coordinator of the House of Ruth, a temporary emer
gency shelter for homeless women and children located in Boyle 
Heights, also presented testimony to the Thsk Force.39 She basically 
agreed with Dr. Wood's proflle of the typical homeless famil~ except 
diat she estimated that oilly one·third of homeless families contain two 
parents, with the other two·thirds headed by single women.40 Her 
testimony also emphasized three causes of homeless ness among fami· 
lies: (1) lack of affordable housing, (2) lack of sufficient family income, 
and (3) personal crises without viable extended family support networks. 

Ms. Berlin testified that about 250/0 of the homeless families once 
included an adult male. Often, these men were either abusive to the 
women or children, effectively forcing the women to flee with the 
children, or the men abandoned the fariilly. The women generally have 
been out of the job market for some time. Many of them can fmd only 
minimum wage jobs insufficient to pay for adequate housing and the 
other necessities of life. Additionall~ if they do fmd jobs, they can't 
afford to pay for child care services. 

Ms. Berlin further explained about the shelter crisis:41 

They [homeless women with children] are very hard to 
iden~ They are terrified that their children are going to 
be taken away from them. So we are never going to get a 
very accurate count. Howeve~ we do believe that there are 
only several hundred shelter beds available to homeless 
families in Los Angeles count~ although there are thou. 
sands of homeless women and children in the county - so 
there is a huge gap between these numbers. 

As Legal Aid Foundation attorney Byron Gross testified, these women 
had gooa reason to fear losing their cbildren if tbey came fonvard 
seekiDg public assistance.42 Until very recentl~ as a matter of general 
policy and practice, county and state welfare pro~ams refused to 
provide housing to entire f8milies. These agencies msisted that t!ley 
could only house needy children. Therefore, in order to belp the elill· 
dren, the agencies split up the families - providing shelter for the 
children and leaving the parent to fend for himself or herself. It is not 
surprising that poverty stricken parents living in cars or make-shift 
ahodes would do everything possible to avoid official detection. 

The Lewd Aid Foundation of Los Angeles and other public interest 
law fIrms fued a lawsuit challenging the position of the public agencies 
in the case of Hansen v. McMahon. Tbe Superior Court granted the 
plaintiffs a preliminary injunction, requiring the agencies to provide 
emergency shelter without requiring tbe families to split up. The 
al?encies appealed. On July 1, 1987, tlte Court of Appeal agreed witlt the 
tnal court and condemned the practices of the agencies which caused 
the break.up of families.43 The court ruled that the agency interpreta. 
tions of relevant statutes was erroneous and "runs counter to the 
objective of federal and state welfare services legislation that social 
services be frovided in such manner as to prevent the unnecessary 
separation 0 children from their families. "44 

The recent passage and si~g into law of Assembly Bill 1733 
(effective February 1, 1988~ establishes by statute many of the changes 
required by the holding in Hansen. For example, it enables a homeless 
fal11ily recei!ing aid un(ler AFDe to receive special nonrecurring needs 
funds, which could be used for· such items as security deposits or 
payment of rent The bill further imposes a state·mandated local pro· 



gram, 011 the county !c\'c1, to sen e homeless famili es receiving aid 
under AFDC. To clarify tbe issue raised in Hallsell, the statute provides 
that "emergency shelter care" nnder the Child welfare Act is only 
available to children who have been removed from the custody of their 
parents or guardians. Thus. essentially, the statute imposes a duty to 
provide assistance to homeless famiu es with children, but specifics that 
this should be dOlle through the AFDC program, and nOllhrough Child 
Welfare Act services. 

These witnesses sugges ted sevc l'Ul ways in which the city can address 
the homeless family situation in Los Angeles. 

Increase Affordable Housing. The incrcasi,:~ gap between hous· 
ing costs and family income must be narrowed. 11 the city docs not 
become more act ive in creating affordable family hOllsing units, it will 
be burdcned with the increasing cost of less effcctive and often degrad· 
ing emergency shelter services.·ls 

Develop an Advocacy Program. The city could inst itute a Hous· 
ing Clearinghouse, to scour the cit)~ looking for affordable housing, and 
pass in rr this information on to shelters located in the city. This would 
assist ITle shelter staff iUl11atching homeless families with housing they 
can afford:I6 

Support Privatc Sheltcrs. The city should support the fuudin g of 
privatcly run shellers that house homeless families. The City Attol' lI ey 
should enforce existing fair housing laws against shelters that won't 
accept pregnant women, or revisc laws that do not prohibit such dis· 
crimination.·17 

MOllitor th e Implcmentation of A.B. 1733. The City Attorney 
should monitor the county's implementation of A.n. 1733:18 If the 
county fa ils to put a halt to its current policics which break up homeless 
families, then the Mayo r and the Cit y Council should take a strong 
public position opposing such ant i.family govcrnment tact ics:l,) 

Homeless TeeJ1ngel's 

Homeless youth make ur, a distinct class of the homeless population. 
Concerned about the plig It of these troubled teens and young adult s, 
the Thsk Force took testimony all this subject,50 had help fr01l1 student 
researchers.51 and received a report prepared by a team of Task Force 
members.52 

Thousands of homeless youth live in the Los Angclcs area. Gary Yates, 
Director of the High Risk Youth Program at Children 's Hospital. 
explained to the Thsk FOl'cc:5J 

In 1983. therc was a study donc by the Departmcnt of 
Health and Human Scrviccs. Theil' estimate is: anywhere 
between 750,000 and 1,500,000 young pcople I'lm away 
from home every yea r in the United States. They also 
estimatc that approximately 60% of those go home within 
72 holll's, but that 250/0 of those young people arc called 
chronic street youth and make their living on the streets or 
the major urban centerS of the cOlln tr)~ 

III 1981, United \~'ay did a study here in L.A. that estimated 
that in the coullty there werc approximately 10,000 youllG" 
people on the streets any given da): Ami in Holl YWOOd 
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alone they thought it was around 4,000. No one knows for 
sure about those numbers. but one thing that is certain is 
the number of shelter beds that arc available for young 
people in Los Angeles County - and that is 24. They arc 
short-term shelter beds. Eighteen of them are for two 
weeks. six are for 30 days in the Aviva Center Shelter 
which houscs only young women who arc homeless. That 's 
the system of care that c-'(isted up until reccntly. 

It has been estimated that 300 new runaways arrive in Los A.ngeles 
each week.'·' Most of these young people never ask for shelter wtless the 
weather is very cold. The two week limitation on use of the very limited 
number of shelter beels deters many youth from seeking shelter 
assistance. except for a temporary rest and a shower.55 

A great number of homeless children are runaways. Researchers ha,'c 
estimated that about 70% of runaway youth are fleeing from abusive 
families.s6 Some of them, and among Ulem gay and lesbian youth. baTe 
been pushed out by parents who fail or refuse to accept their children's 
lifestyle or personal characteristics. 

The well·documented needs of these homeless youth include: (I) 
emergency shelter and crisis interrention. (2) counseling. and (3) longer. 
term placement for those who are unlikely to retul'Il home, especially 
youth who are difficult to place in fo ster care.s7 

Programs that help reconcile youth with their parents are essential. 
However, research shows that often the familics arc so destructive and 
abusive that returning the children is ullwise. Almost 500/0 of the 
runaways need other options, including alternati ve residential care. 
transitional services for those ready for emancipation, and basic SUI'· 

viva l services for those committed to street life.58 

The team report on Runaways and Homeless Youth identified several 
arcas of concern to homcless youth living either on their own or with a 
homeless family.s? 

Emcl'gellcy Shelter and Serviccs. There arc not enough shelter 
beds for homeless youth in Los Angeles. The county Juvenile Court has 
22 SODA beds (Status Offender Detention Alternatives Program) and 
local nOIl.profit agencies have another 24 short.term (2 weeks) beds. 
These beds are generally used while the agencies try to reunite the 
minors with their families. Expanding the SODA bed program is not the 
answer, since most homeless youth tend to avoid programs which bring 
tllcm into contact with the Juvenile COllrt. 

Soluti01J: Shelter and services should be developed which are aimed 
at the homeless youth for whom reunification with their family is not 
feasible. The Homeless Youth Project (a cooperative project of Chilo 
dI'en~ Hospital, the Los Angeles Youth Network ancl the COOl'dinating 
Council for Homeless Youth Services) has recently been funded as a 
pilot project. This 20·bed overnight emergency shelter also has a 
comprehensive daytime case managcment ccntcr which is cOllllected 
with a network of service providers. However, this one project is not an 
adequate solution to majOl; sys tem-wide problems. The City of Los 
Angeles should develop and fund other programs modeled in whole or 
in part after the Homeless Youth Projec l. 

Eligibility for Relicf and Social Scrviccs. Many homeless youth 
canllot prove they are county res idents and thus are not able to gain 



access to services provided by local government agencies. Ineligibility 
for general relief assistance is a continuing problem for homeless youth. 
General relief is available for homeless adults, but not to minors unless 
they have been declared "emancipated" by a court. However, emancipa
tion statutes require that the minors must be living away from home with 
parental consent and that the minors are living on income derived from 
a lawful source. These requirements make most homeless teens ineligi
ble for emancipation. Many older homeless teens (16 or 17 year-oIds) are 
not generally suitable for foster care placement; independent living is 
often the best option for them. However, without some general 
assistance, independent living is difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. 

Solution: Enable homeless teens - especially those who can not be 
returned home or placed in foster care - to qualify for general relief. 
This could be done by changing local agency procedures and guide
lines. In additio~ the emancipation statutes shoUld be changed to allow 
a court to declare 16 and 17 year-oIds emancipated if they are enrolled in 
an independent living program operated by county or non-profit agen
cies. 

Access to Public School Programs. Homeless youth, whether 
they are runaways, "push-outs," or living within a homeless famil~ fmd 
it difficult to attend public school Those children who live in homeless 
families often are not enrolled in such because every few weeks they are 
moved from a shelter in one school district to a shelter in another 
district. As a result, the school lives of these youngsters are severely 
disrupted. Additionall~ when homeless families seek to enroll children, 
01' when runaways seek to enroll, two bureaucratic problems emerge. 
First, the law requires evidence of inoculation. Second, schools fre
quently ask for a birth celtificate. Homeless children often do not have 
these documents. Amazingly, participation in some school programs, 
such as school lunch programs, requires evidence of a permanent 
address. Homeless youth l'eceive fUl'ther discoUl'agement when they are 
required to provide items such as school supplies or bag lunches. One 
conclusion is inescapable: public school regulations do not recognize 
the special problems of homeless families and homeless youth. 

Solutio1J: Public schools should not require evidence of a permanent 
addl'Css in order to enroll children or offer a benefit such as a school 
lunch. The only requirement should be some evidence that the child is 
presently residing in the school district. In light of analogous court 
cases dealing with public assistance and voter registration, the perma
nent address requirement of the Los Angeles Unified School District 
may be unlawful and should be discontinued.6O 

Transportation to and from Services. Los Angeles is a large 
metropolitan area with an inefficient public transportation system. For 
homeless youth and homeless families, travelling from one service to 
anothe.; which means travelling from one part of the city to the other, is 
burdensome and sometimes impossible. Many homeless youth or their 
families get discouraged and simply stop seeking services, including 
needed health care. 

Solution: The city should develop a publicly-funded van service 
between social and medical sup-port services utilized by homeless youth 
and homeless families. Tins will allow tbe needy to bave greater access 
to essential medical and social services. 

Coordinated Services. Local agencies dealing with homeless 
youth do not adequately coordinate tbeir services; the system of care is 
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very fragmented, with inadequate communication among the agencies 
serving the same population. The lack of coordination is especially 
serious considering the scarce resources available. 

Solution: The city should increase access to services by providing 
instruction to homeless families and homeless youth about all available 
services. The city should establish a centralized Homeless Information 
and Referral Service whlch could assist the homeless and educate the 
general community about both the severity of the problems and the 
existence of projects designed to alleviate them. 

Adequate and Affordable Housing 

Overcrowded housing, substandard housing, and tbe lack of afford
able housing are issues of major concern to the Thsk Force. High birth 
rates and an increase in extended.family living arrangements are con· 
tributing to a greater number of large families in the cit~ especially in 
many ethnic neidthorhoods. As the middle-class shrinks and low
income households increase in numbers, the concept of affordability 
must be reexamined. As a practical reality, there are not enough housing 
units to meet the demand of large families, and of the existing housing 
stocl units are either inadequate in size, substandard, or simply not 
affordable. 

Overcrowding. During the past two years, the Los Angeles City 
Council has grappled with the overcrowding issue. First, by an 8 to 5 
vote, the Council tentatively voted to adopt an ordinance limiting the 
number of persons who could sleep in one room.61 Dissenters claimed 
that the proposal discriminated against Latino families, Black families, 
and other large families in the city. Later, the Council voted 10 to 4 to 
rescind the measure.62 Councilman Richard Alatorre temporarily con
vinced his colleagues that the rest~ction ~vould break up familie~ ~nd 
give slumlords an extra weapon WIth which to t!treaten complammg 
tenants with eviction. However, after further study, the Council unan· 
imously approved an ordinance limiting the number of people who can 
occupy an apartment or a rented house.63 Under the new law, 70 square 
feet of sleeping space is required for two persons and another 50 square 
feet for each additional person. City officials calculated that this for· 
mula would allow up to 10 people to live in a moderate-sized two· 
bedroom apartment.64 The Council sought to p'revent abuses by land· 
lords when it passed a companion measure requiring landlords to give 
written notices to tenants advising them of die maximum number of 
occupants legally allowable p~r unit, ban~g lan~~rds from retali~~g 
against tenants who complam of housmg conditions, and requll1l1g 
landlords evicting tenants for overcrowdin~ to offer alternative housing 
of adequate size if it is available.6s Despite the liberality of the new 
ordinances, many tenants - especially undocumented residents - feel 
they cannot comply.66 

Dr. Allan Heskin, a professor at the UCLA School of Arclntecture and 
planning, has attributed the overcrowding problem, in part, to the city's 
lack of a family housing policy. He has stressed that the city's preoccupa· 
tion with building a 18rge number of one·bedroom units bas exacer
bated the problem, causing a tremendous mismatch between the 
housing needs of families and the housing supply for families. In Iris 
testimony to the 'ThskForce, Professor Heskin explained:67 

rrlhe bureaucracy in the city is very much into a numbers 
game. Like anybody who is in a social service agenc~ they 
want to report large numbers, as large a numlier as they 
can produce. 



It . . . relates to dealing with smaller units which cost less 
to rehabilitate or cost less to build, so they are going to 
produce small units - they're not going to produce 
family units, large units. . . . 

Also, the RedeveloJlment Agency, until very recentI~ bad 
no interest in families - again, because you could pro· 
duce more numbers witb smaller units. RecentIy, tbere bas 
been some awakening in tbe Redevelopment Agency, 
pa111y in the Hollywood Redevelopment program and 
pa111y due to Councilman Woo's effo11s in asking, "How is 
family housing?" But it's something tIlat ougbt to be 
asked in every part of tbe housing program. If only con· 
cerned Councilpeople, wben they saw ibese reports and 
saw these num6ers, would ask: "Well, bow about family 
housing?" Instead of counting units, maybe they should 
ask: "How many tIlree·bedrooms have you produced?" 
Maybe if you changed tile accounting system you would 
get a better result. 

In HollflVood, for example, there's a classic example of 
this problem. Hollywood .•. [is] massively overcrowded. 
It's almost entirely one·bedroom apartments, and its 
almost entirely families. So we have this incredible mis
match of the housing stock and the family composition, 
and the city has historically been very much a part of this 
problem. You'll fmd one·bedroom after one-bellroom pro
duced by the cit~ • . . 

So you'll fmd throughout this area of the city, and through
out the whole city, liuge complexes of one·bedroom units. 
We have basically exllausted that market. We're basically 
at the same situation we were in the condo boom. 
Remember bow tIley built condos? Now we're into the one
bedroom rental situation the way we were into condos. 

The Task Force on Bunily Diversity fmds that there is a need for the 
city to adopt a family housing policy that goes beyond the mere 
imposition of occupancy limits. FUrther subsidy of zero-bedroom or one· 
bedroom unit construction should be halted until sufficient two, tmee, 
and four·bedl'oom units have been built to meet the housing needs of tbe 
city's families. 

Related to the overcrowding issue is tbat of "undercrowding." 
According to Kelly B~ydon, Coordinator of the Fair Housing Council of 
the San Femando Valley, the imposition of overly-restrictive occupancy 
limits by landlords is also a major problem throughout tile city.68 In tile 
absence oflaws preventing the practice, many landlords have adopted a 
rule of "one Jlerson per bedroom." Speaking about this type of limita· 
tion, Ms. Bryaon tesiified:69 

They [landlords] are currentIy governed by whatever the 
owner's preference is. Whatever an apartment owner or 
houseowner chooses to set as a limit is acceptable. There is 
no guideline under state law or city law for LA. • .. By 
undercrowding, I mean that some of these owners, rather 
then ~o ahead and live with the new child laws and the lack 
of bemg able to discriminate, they're setting occupancy 
limitation standards that not only aren't reasonable, in our 
opinion they would be clearly discriminatory. For example, 
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they set a one-person.per.bedroom occupancy standard. 
So let's take the classic example of a married couple with 
no children. That would mean that they would have to have 
two bedrooms. So as we can see, that is not very reason
-able. A second example to clarify that is there's a landlord 
right now that's involved in a lawsuit. His occupancy limit 
is one person per bedroom. He had a three·bedroom 
apartment available and we had a family with two children 
and they did not qualif~ Having an adequate income, and 
meeting all other criteria, they would liave qualified for 
the apartment but because tbey had two kids instead of 
one he disqualified them from tbe unit. So tbat's definitely 
an area we need to look at. 

The Task Force on Fhmily Diversity fmds the one.person.per.bed. 
room rule, which has been adopted by many local landlords, to be 
arbitrary and unreasonable. The City Attorney should advise tbe City 
Council as to whether this practice is illegal under existing law. If it is, 
landlords should be advised to stop usin~ this rule. If tbey persist, 
violators should be prosecuted. If the rule IS not illegal under existing 
la~ then the law shoUld be amended to make it illegal 

Affordability. Most families in Los Angeles cannot afford to buy a 
home. According to the California Association of Realtors, the afforda
bility index in Los Angeles ~about 26%; last year it was 29%.70 The 
median price for homes in the Los An~~les area in 1987 was 
$137,000;today it is $156,000. In order to qualify for a purchase loan to 
buy an average dwelling, households in this region need a minimum 
annual income of $45,000. With homes being Jlriced out of their range, 
only 26% of Los Angeles households have sufficient income to qualify 
for an average home loan. 

There are 313,943 households - 28% of all bousebolds in the City of 
Los Angeles - in need of housing assistance. n The city has only 22,000 
federally assisted and public housing units available.72 About 15,000 
people are on the waiting list. 73 

The city Housing Authority bas an annual budget of $175 million. Yet, 
last year, the agency declared a "cash flow" problem and witbheld more 
than $1 million in rent subsidy payments to participating landlords. 
This caused a serious bardship on some landlords of smaller buildings 
who then threatened to remove their units from the low·income housing 
program.74 The federal Department of Housing and Urban Develop. 
ment has declared the Housing Autbority to be "operationally trou
bled. "75 With two·thirds of the city's low·income bousebolds in need of 
assistance, and with long waiting_lists for public housing, tile city 
cannot afford to have landlords pull out of the program. Tbe severity of 
the problem and its practical impact on the lives of residents metit the 
swift and comprehensive attention of government so tbat needed sub· 
sidies are not interrupted now or in tile future. 

1Wo local housing experts predict that the city's housing crisis has 
only begun. They cite several conditions to support their opinions.76 

Earthquske-Safety Upgrades. More than 30,000 low·cost units may 
be lost as private apartment owners upgrade their buildings to meet the 
city's earthquake.safety ordinance. As a result, low·income tenants will 
face either increased rents to cover the cost of improvements or demoli. 
tion of their homes. 



Lifting of Subsidy Restrictions. Another 30,000 units may become 
unaffordable to low· income families and seniors as federal rent 
restrictions on privately.owned, government subsidized housing expire. 

Conversion to Condos or High-Rent Units. Spurred by low interest 
rates, demolition or conversion of local apartment units has more than 
doubled over the last three years. These affordable units are being 
replaced by high-cost rentals or condominiums. 

More Minimum-wage Jobs. In Los Angeles, high.paying industrial 
jobs are being replaced by low.paying work in the service sector. 
Consequently, an increasing nmer of families are now trying to 
survive on earnings at or near minimum wage. With the least expensive 
one-bedroom units in the city renting for $400 per month, this means 
that a single parent, earning minimum wage. has to spend almost 70% 
of income on rent. leaving less than $180 per month to feed, clothe. and 
provide essential family liealth care. 

In addition to calling a halt to the overproduction of one·bedroom 
units. Professor Heskin suggested two other ways the city could address 
local housing problems. The first has to do with the defmition of 
"afford ability. " The city uses the federal government's defmition. 
which is based on the median of everyone's income in Los Angeles 
County, including people who live in such affluent areas as Beverly lIills. 
and including liomeowners as well as renters.77 This results in an 
unrealistically and artificially high number. 

The Task Force on Family Diversity agrees with Professor Heskin's 
criticisms of present methods of computing "affordability." Afford· 
ability for renters should not be based on an equation that includes the 
incomes of homeowners - people who are not in the rental housing 
market. Rent of $650 per month for a two-bedroom apartment is simply 
not affordable to low-mcome families. 

Second. Professor Heskin sug~ests the development of non-profit 
organizations in the housing busmess. With few exceptions. like the 
S.R.O. Development COl]loration. the City of Los Angeles has not 
supported non-profits in the housing field. and this failure may be short 
siglited. 

The director of the Community Redevelopment Agency recently 
acknowledged this problem. From a profit-making stanapoint, she said 
most developers are interested in bUilding larger complexes with 75 
units or more. Howeve~ "housing a lot of [families with] children works 
out better in smaller doses. "78 

The director of the National Housing and Rehabilitation Association 
- primarily representing private developers - agrees that nonprofit 
groups can play an important role in spurring tbe production of low
income housing. 79 

One national non-profit organization is taking aim at tbe Los Angeles 
housing market with the objective of generating more low-income 
housing by merging corporate dollars and government housing funds.80 

The Thsk Force on Family Diversity commends the Chicago-based 
National Equity Thnd for its interest in helping Los Angeles and 
encourages similar interest by local corporate leaders. 

The Thsk Force on Family Diversity notes that as yet the corporate 
sector in Los Angeles has not produced a housing advocate. 'IWo local 
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researchers have pointed out tllat New York has David Rockefeller, 
Chicago has Lawrence F\ille~ Baltimore has James Rousse, and the San 
Francisco business community has formed the Bay Area Council which 
has raised several million dollars for nonprofit housing.81 Perhaps such a 
corporate advocate is a missing ingredient in the solution of the Los 
Angeles' housing crisis. 

Much of this section of tbe Task Force report is consistent with 
fmdings made by the Los Angeles County Commission on Human 
Relations.82 

The 'Thsk Force on Eunily Diversity is also concerned about the 
displacement which accompanies gentrification - a process whereby 
urlian professionals move into lower·income areas. renovating and 
improvmg the housing stock. The displaced tend to be the poor. the 
elderly, female·headed households. those with limited education. the 
unemployed. and the disabled. with a high percentage of ethnic minor
ities in each of these categories.83 City departments with housing 
responsibilities should develop concrete plans to deal effectively with 
gentrification. including the displacement caused thereby. 

Discrimination in Housing 

Housing discrimination exists. persists. and in some areas has 
increased in the City of Los Angeles. For example. in the San Fernando 
Vcllley, between 1985 and 1986, fair bousing officials reported an increase 
in bousing discrimination on the basis of race (up 34%), national origin 
(up 60%), and marital status (up 25% ~ Discrimination against families 
with children was also'up 40%.84 Tbe number of clients served by four 
fair housing councils in the city rose from 4.192 in 1983 to 5,808 in 
1985.85 

In her testimony before the Task Force. the coordinator of the Fair 
Housing Council of San Fernando Valley confirmed tltat housing dis
crimination a~st racial and etbnic minorities. unmarried couples. 
people with disabilities, and families with children is not unusuaL86 
The County Human Relations Commission has found such discrimina· 
tion persistent in some locations:87 

Equal access to housing continues to be denied to many 
individuals for a variety of reasons. with discrimination 
having a pronounced and disparate effect on certain 
groups: Blacks, female-headed households, immigrants 
and refugees, the disabled. the economically disadvan
taged, ana families with children. 

The Task Force on Flunily Diversity finds tltat housing discrimination 
against families exists in the City of Los Angeles. Unfair bousing 
practices are common throughout the city. Tbe City Attorney and tbe 
tbe city's new housing coordinator should work with tbe Fair Housing 
Councils in the city to develop a plan to deter landlords from engaging 
in unfair bousing practices and to educate families of tbeir bousing 
rights. Educational outreach should specifically extend to single.parent 
fainilies. large families. immigrant families. unmarried couples, and 
families of color. 

According to Richard Smith. past·President of the Mayor's Advisory 
Council on Disability, some builders avoid compliance with 
accessibility laws wben they build condominiums.88 Since condomin· 
ium complexes are treated the same as single family dwellings -



builders do not have to make them accessible to physically.challenged 
individuals. 

Mr. Smith also noted that an apartment (not condominiums) complex 
that recently opened in San Fernando Valley with ~296 apartment units, 
fmanced 80% by the Community Redevelopment Agency, is not accessi· 
ble to people with disabilities; the builder avoided the accessibility laws 
by securing a "high density" variance from tile city. Such variances are 
usually used for condominiums and do not have accessibility require. 
ments attached to them. When building large apartment complexes, 
builders now often seek and receive these permits, tllereby renClering 
accessibility laws ineffective. 

The Task Force suggests that the City Department of Building and 
Safety stop issuing high density variances to builders of apartment 
buildings without attaching accessibility requirements. If necessary, the 
City Attorney should examine tbe problem and take appropriate steps to 
stop tbe misuse of bigh density variances to avoid accessibility require. 
ments. 

HOUSING AND HOMELESSNESS: 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Homeless Adults and Families 

15. 'lb prevent displacement of individuals and families, the Task 
Force recommends that the city require full replacement of low·income 
housing units scheduled to be removed from the total bousing stock 
before demolition of the units, rather tban mere partial replacement 
after demolition, as is now often tbe case. 

16. 'lb protect the homeless from crime, and to protect businesses 
and residents from criminals posing as homeless persons, tbe Task Force 
recommends that the Los Angeles Police Department develop a greater 
and highly visible police presence in areas that attract lar~e homeless 
populations, especially downtown Los Angeles and tile Veruce area. 

17. 'lb decrease discord and waste of resources caused by inter· 
governmental lawsuits, and to increase cooperation on the homelessness 
issue, the Task Force recommends that a City·County Thsk Force on the 
Homeless be created. A 2S·member Task Force could include 15 memo 
bers appointed by the County Board of Supervisors (3 members per 
Supervisor~ 5 appointed by tbe Mayor and Sliy tile President of the City 
Council. Memliers of tbe Thsk Force sbould include corporate and 
religious leaders, developers, builders, and city planners, social service 
providers, and advocates for the bomeless. The City.County Task Force 
should monitor the implementation of A.B. 1733, develop plans for a 
Housing Clearingbouse tllat would assist in matching homeless families 
with affordable housing, and recommend ways in which the city and the 
county can effectively deal with the problems of the homeless, including 
support of private shelters for homeless individuals and families. 

Homeless Youth 

18. The Task Force recommends tllat the Mayor and the City 
Council support the development of otber programs based on the model 
of the Homeless Youth Project of Children's Hospital. 

19. Because various agencies have overlapping responsibilities in 
dealing witb runaways and otber homeless youtb in the City of Los 
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Angeles, the 'Thsk Force recommends tbat an Inter·Agency Task Force 
on Homeless Youth be created. Membersbip on the Task Force should 
include representatives from public agencies, such as the Los Angeles 
Police Department, Los Angeles County Sberiff's Department, Los 
Angeles Juvenile Court, Department of Public Social Services, Los 
Angeles Unified School District, City Attorney, District Attorney, and 
private agencies, such as the Los Angeles Youth Network, the Gay and 
Lesbian Community Services Center, and the Coordinating Council for 
Homeless Youth. The Inter·Agency Task Force sbould develop ways to 
implement recommendations adopted by the Family Diversity Task 
Force 'leam on Runaways and Homeless Youth, especially those dealing 
witb emergency shelter and ·services, eligibility for relief and social 
services, access to school programs, and coordinated services. 

20. The Task Force recommends that tbe Mayor and tbe City 
Council develop a publicl),.funded van service between social and 
medical support services utilized by homeless youth and families. 

Adequate and Affordable Housing 

2L The 'Thsk Force recommends that the citts Housing Coordi· 
nator create a Task Force on Adequate and AfforClable Housing. The 
first job of the Task Force should be to begin development of a policy for 
the city on affordable family housing. In addition, the Task Force 
sbould: (a) recommend ways to stimulate the production of more three 
and four·bedroom units in the city, (b) review tbe city's ability to 
discourage rental policies that charge additional fees for additional 
persons once a basic rent has been established for a unit, and (c) identify 
areas of gentrification and develop plans to maintain housing for low· 
income and large families presently living in those areas. 

22. The Task Force recommends tbat the City Council and tbe 
Mayor support the establishment of local non.profit housing organiza. 
tions. 

Housing Discrimination 

23. The Task Force recommends that Councilman Michael Woo ask 
the City Attorney for an opinion regarding the legality of the one· 
person.per.bedroom rule imposed by manI landlorCls. If the rule is 
illega~ the City Attorney shoUld advise loca apartment·owner associa· 
tions of this. If tbe practice is not illegal under existing law, tbe Council 
should amend the law. 

24. The Task Force recommends tbat the City Attorney enforce 
existing fair housing laws against sbelters for tbe homeless that won't 
accept pregnant women. If rejection of pregnant women is not presently 
illega~ tbe law should be amended. 

25. Since housing discrimination persists, tbe Task Force recom· 
mends that the City Attorney and tbe city's Housing Coordinator 
cooperate with the Fair Housing Councils to develop a plan to deter 
landlords from enga~g in unfair housing practices and to educate 
families of tbeir housmg rigbts. 

26. The Task Force recommends tltat the Department of Building 
and Safety stop issuing ~ density variances to builders of apartment 
buildings williout including accessibility requirements. If necessar~ 
the City Attorney should take appropriate steps to stop the misuse of 
high density variances to avoid accessibility laws. 
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