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[VIDEO TRANSCRIPT]

If you’re looking for an absolutely surefire way to make someone 
squirm, here’s a trick: Ask them about homelessness in their 
neighborhood. Chances are two things will happen. First, they’ll 
express their sympathy and then...they’ll immediately express their 
discomfort.

Now, those conversations may seem awkward or even, in some cases, 
insincere. But they reflect a real tension that we too often try to 
ignore.  

Homelessness in America represents a genuine humanitarian crisis. 
Every night, an estimated 200,000 Americans are sleeping on park 
benches, or in cars, or on sidewalks.1

This population constitutes what’s known as the 
“unsheltered” homeless. Another 350,000 Americans 
fall into the category of “sheltered,” meaning 
that they’ve been placed in either short-term or 
long-term housing accommodations.

A typhus outbreak that began amongst Los Angeles’ homeless population in 2018 threatened to spread to city hall.      
In 2020, Denver saw an outbreak of trench fever, a disease associated with World War I, in its homeless population. 

We don’t want to just exile people 
who have no place to stay, but 
at the same time homelessness
really does have negative effects on communities—from violence to disorder 
to outbreaks of rare and dangerous diseases.

https://www.kiteandkeymedia.com/videos/homelessness-in-american-cities-foster-care-encampments-mental-illness-disease-quality-of-life/
https://www.nhipdata.org/local/upload/file/The-State-of-Homelessness-in-America.pdf
https://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-rats-in-city-hall-20190207-story.html
https://www.denverpost.com/2020/07/21/trench-fever-denver-homeless/
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During the COVID-19 outbreak, for example, New York City moved 
hundreds of homeless citizens to hotels in the city’s Upper West 
Side. These were the results:

Does compassion for the homeless require tolerating this kind of 
disorder? Or is there a way to care for the neediest among us 
without sacrificing entire neighborhoods in the process? It’s a 
question many of us feel squeamish about asking—but the answer will 
shape the future of our cities.

If you want to understand the issues at work here, there’s no better 
place to look than California. Of the 10 cities in America with the 
largest homeless populations, six of them are in The Golden State.2

 
While 12% of Americans live in California, its share of the nation’s 
unsheltered homeless population (the ones living on the streets) 
is 47%.3

How does this happen in such a prosperous state? After all, if it 
was an independent nation, California would be the fifth-wealthiest 
country in the world. 

But that’s the tricky part: This isn’t purely a matter of money. 
In fact, Mississippi, the nation’s poorest state,4 actually has the 
country’s lowest levels of homelessness.5

The other states with the lowest rates of homelessness: 
Louisiana, Alabama, Virginia, and North Dakota.

Where are the other four? In 2019, they were  
New York City (#1), Seattle (#3), Phoenix (#9),  
and Washington D.C. (#10). 

CALIFORNIA

NEW YORK CITY

“Many on the Upper West Side have noticed a 
drastic decline in their quality of life. They 
argue this once family-friendly neighborhood 
is being taken over by violence, drugs, 
public urination, open prostitution...”  
  

https://apnews.com/article/8014471051d96583dd3b4da8cc52c095
https://www.forbes.com/sites/niallmccarthy/2020/01/14/the-american-cities-with-the-highest-homeless-populations-in-2019-infographic/#1b1486b214a9
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The math here is revealing. We spend $30,000 to $50,000 in taxpayer 
money per homeless person every year—in a country where the median 
income is less than $34,000 a year.6 If money alone were the answer, 
we would have solved the problem by now. But what we do with that 
money is in many ways more important than how much we’re spending.

Advocates for the homeless often say those funds should be focused 
on providing enough affordable housing. But while it’s true that 
many cities with homelessness problems have affordability issues, 
many of the homeless have problems that run much deeper than not 
being able to make rent. 

A 2019 study from UCLA discovered that 75% of the nation’s unsheltered 
homeless had a substance abuse problem and 78% suffered from a 
mental health condition.7 Those are issues that can’t just be 
solved by putting a roof over someone’s head. And that’s why just 
throwing money at the problem rarely does much to help the homeless 
or the community. 

In 2019, homelessness increased by 16% in Los Angeles8 and 30% in 
San Francisco9—at a time when both cities were actually increasing 
the amount of money they spent on the problem. But here’s where 
things got interesting: While homeless was exploding throughout 
the rest of California, it was actually going down in San Diego...
despite the fact that the city has long been one of the biggest 
homelessness hot spots in the country.10

How did they do it? San Diego focused both on:
 the dignity of homeless individuals; and
 citizens’ rights to safe, clean public spaces.

So the city removed homeless encampments, and picked up over 4,000 
tons of trash from public spaces—but it also set up storage units 
so that the homeless wouldn’t lose their possessions, as often 
happens in other cities. 

San Diego began moving the homeless out of open-air encampments 
marked by drug abuse and disease—but it spent millions of dollars 
to create new shelters that help them access not just housing, 

Many analyses report far lower rates of mental illness among the 
homeless. So, what’s really going on? Severe mental illness is far 

less common amongst the sheltered homeless, so reports that don’t 
distinguish between the two groups can give a misleading impression of 

its frequency among the street homeless. 

https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12888-019-2361-7
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but also health care and mental health 
services. 

The city also utilized a program that 
has connected nearly 3,000 homeless 
individuals with long lost friends and 
family—because  one of the keys to keeping 
people off the streets is reconnecting 
them to the people who love them.

San Diego hasn’t solved their homeless 
problem, but they’ve made real progress. 
And they’ve also proven a valuable 
concept: You can reject social disorder 
and display genuine compassion for 
the homeless at the same time. It’s a 
lesson we should apply in more of our 
cities. Because the public shouldn’t 
accept anything less. And the homeless 
don’t deserve anything less. 
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FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA:
@kiteandkeymedia 

A number of innovative non-profits like 
the San Francisco—based Miracle Messages 
have sprung up to help homeless individuals 

reestablish those connections  
with loved ones.

The breakdown of family attachments 
is often a cause (or effect) of 

homelessness. 
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