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            Go, Francis, and repair my house, which as you see is falling into ruin.1

            —instruction to Saint Francis
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            Introduction

         
         When I first heard last June that a group of people had taken over a neighborhood in downtown Seattle, ostensibly in response
            to the killing of an unarmed black man, George Floyd, by a police officer in Minneapolis, I couldn’t understand what had happened.
            It wasn’t like a bunch of heavily armed anarchists had erected traffic barricades and kicked the police out of their precinct
               building, I thought, and went back to whatever it was I was doing. It was only after I had learned of the killing of two black teenagers
            in the occupied area that I came to understand that the anarchists had, in fact, done exactly that. But why? And why did the Seattle police and mayor let them?

         
         I am not unfamiliar with radical politics. As a socialist youth in the late 1980s I had read books by America’s most famous
            anarchist, Noam Chomsky, excoriating US imperialism in Latin America. From 1996 to 1999, I worked with eco-anarchists seeking
            to save old-growth forests in California and the Pacific Northwest. And in 1999, I protested alongside so-called black bloc
            anarchists against economic globalization in the streets of Seattle. While I knew anarchists wanted to abolish government,
            it never dawned on me that a major city government would actually participate in its own abolition. What was going on?

         
         Though my curiosity was piqued, I wasn’t in much of a position to find out. In the 1990s I had worked on a broader set of progressive causes, including advocating for the decriminalization of drugs and alternatives to prison. But for most of the last two decades my research and writing has focused on the environment. And, in the early summer of 2020, I was busy running my nonprofit research organization and preparing for the release of my book on the topic. 

         
         It was anarchy of a different sort that motivated me to write San Fransicko. During the pandemic, a growing number of people in floridly psychotic states were screaming obscenities at invisible enemies,
            or at my colleagues and me, on the sidewalks or in the street, as we went to and from our retail office in downtown Berkeley,
            near the University of California. Others were angrier than ever, often inexplicably. One morning a young man came up to me
            as I was unlocking our front door and coughed in my unmasked face. Another man threatened to assault a colleague. In both
            cases our mistake appears to have been that, rather than averting our eyes, we had looked at the men.
         

         
         Many of the problems stemmed from COVID-19. California’s prisons, jails, and homeless shelters were under orders to reduce
            their occupancy. Fewer people were being arrested for public intoxication and aggressive behavior. More people started sleeping
            in front of our office, the boarded-up secondhand clothing store next door, or the former S&M shop next to it, frequently
            leaving their trash and waste for us to clean up in the morning. And we started finding people passed out on the sidewalk,
            sometimes with their pants around their knees.
         

         
         But none of these problems started with the pandemic. Between 2008 and 2019, eighteen thousand companies, including Toyota,
            Charles Schwab, and Hewlett-Packard, fled California due to a constellation of problems sometimes summarized as “poor business
            climate.”1 California has the highest income tax, highest gasoline tax, and highest sales tax in the United States, spends significantly
            more than other states on homelessness, and yet has worse outcomes.2 “I came out here in 1983,” said HBO’s Bill Maher to Representative Adam Schiff in the fall of 2020. “I found paradise. I love California. I do. I don’t want to leave. But I feel like I’m living in Italy in the ’70s or something. . . . I don’t know what I’m getting for my super high taxes.”3

         
         I was as confused as Maher. Though I have been a progressive and Democrat all of my adult life, I found myself asking a question
            that sounded rather conservative. What were we getting for our high taxes? And why, after twenty years of voting for ballot initiatives promising to address drug addiction,
            mental illness, and homelessness, had all three gotten worse? And why had progressive Democratic elected officials stopped
            enforcing many laws against certain groups of people, from unhoused people suffering mental illness and drug addiction in
            San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle, to heavily armed and mostly white anarchists in Seattle, Portland, and Minneapolis?
         

         
         I wrote San Fransicko because I didn’t have the answers to those questions and felt I needed them. What I discovered in the process was that much
            of what I and other progressives had believed about cities, crime, and homelessness was all wrong, and that we needed to get
            it right.
         

         
         Just as no police officer believes it’s good for neighborhood safety to abandon a precinct building, no sane psychiatrist
            believes that enabling and subsidizing people with schizophrenia, depression, and anxiety disorders to use fentanyl and meth
            is good medicine. Yet that is what San Francisco, Seattle, and Los Angeles are, in effect, doing. What California does with
            its 100,000 unsheltered residents, most suffering mental illness or drug addiction while living in violent, dangerous, and
            degrading encampments, is mistreatment of the foulest sort and in many instances far worse than the mistreatment of mentally
            ill people in the first three quarters of the twentieth century. How did we go from the nightmare of mental institutions to
            the nightmare of homeless encampments?
         

         
         In San Fransicko I explore how the conversation around how to use law and order to advance civil rights gave way to a debate over whether law and order is an obstacle to social justice. The question used to be carrots versus sticks. Do you reward people for not committing crimes, or do you punish them when they do? But that’s been superseded by a question from progressives: what if it’s a form of victimization to try to influence people’s behavior at all? The governing majority in some of America’s cities seems to believe that the only real public policy problem is how to pay for letting people do whatever they want, from turning public parks into open-air drug encampments, to using sidewalks as toilets, to handing over whole neighborhoods to people who are heavily armed and purposefully unaccountable. 

         
         Some will take offense at this book’s subtitle, but I am not suggesting that progressives only ruin cities, nor that they never save them. Nor am I suggesting that conservatives never ruin them. But I am saying that
            when progressives do ruin cities, they do so in similar ways, and for similar reasons. And while the crisis of disorder I
            am describing is strongest in progressive West Coast cities, it is spreading east, like many trends in America do.
         

         
         Progressives have been in charge of San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle, as well as California and Washington, during
            most of the decades in which the problems I describe here have grown worse. And on the fundamental policies relating to mental
            illness, addiction, and housing for the homeless, moderate Democrats, conservatives, and Republicans have either gone along
            with the liberal and progressive agenda or been powerless to prevent it since the 1960s. And it was Democrats, not Republicans,
            who played the primary role in creating the dominant neoliberal model of government contracting to fragmented and often unaccountable
            nonprofit service providers that have proven financially, structurally, and legally incapable of addressing the crisis.
         

         
         Not long after I began my research, I read what I felt then, and still feel now, were the three best books on homelessness,
            all published in the early 1990s, and all authored by liberals or progressives.4 At first the books inspired me. I felt as though three wise elders had reached forward through time to pass along essential truths. But then it dawned on me that, despite those three books having been widely reviewed and well received, including by America’s most influential newspapers, the crisis of untreated mental illness and addiction, as well as what we call homelessness, had grown worse, not better. What would prevent San Fransicko from suffering a similar fate?
         

         
         That night, I confessed to my wife, Helen, that all I might be able to do was write a book that warned other places what not to do. She grew quiet and looked away. After I asked her what was the matter, she said, “We live here.” I needed to be as constructive as I was critical, she felt. And so at the heart of San Fransicko is a positive proposal for how to restore human dignity, not just law and order, to progressive West Coast cities. At both
            philosophical and policy levels it will, I hope and believe, resonate with the heads, hearts, and guts of reasonable conservatives
            and reasonable progressives.
         

         
         Having shared my motivations as well as I understand them myself, it is to the breakdown of civilization on America’s West
            Coast that we can now turn.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
“I Just Want to Clean Up the Mess”

         
         In 1977, a candidate for the San Francisco Board of Supervisors invited reporters to a press conference at a local park. He
            said he was going to announce legislation essential to improving the quality of life in the city. With a pack of cameras waiting
            for him, the man walked across the grass toward them before stopping, making a face, and lifting up his foot to look at the
            bottom of his shoe only to discover, in feigned horror, that he had stepped in dog poop. After pretending to be surprised,
            and flashing a big smile, the man turned toward the cameras and announced legislation he would introduce, once elected, that
            required San Franciscans to pick up their dogs’ poop.1

         
         It was a savvy and ultimately successful move for the handsome forty-something-year-old candidate. The number one quality-of-life
            issue for San Franciscans had become the large amount of uncollected dog feces on sidewalks and in parks. The man had run
            for supervisor twice before, coming in tenth the first time and seventh the second time. But he never connected with a majority
            of voters. This time, having identified an issue that people cared about, he was elected to the Board of Supervisors.2 His name was Harvey Milk.
         

         
         Today we remember Milk as perhaps the most significant gay rights leader of all time. He is the person who unlocked the secret to reducing prejudice against same-sex relationships, by people disclosing to friends and family that they were gay. Sean Penn won an Oscar after immortalizing Milk’s life in a 2008 film. But Milk owed his political career to dog poop. 

         
         Shortly after taking office in 1978, Milk introduced the “Scoop the Poop” Act,3 which by the end of the summer the Board of Supervisors had passed.4 Afterward, a journalist said to Milk, “The police department says it may be hard to enforce this,” to which Milk replied,
            beaming, “I think it will be easy based on peer pressure. It’s going to be hard to write citations. But when a San Franciscan
            is walking down the street and sees someone breaking the law you say ‘Hey!’—with a smile—‘You broke the law.’ And after a
            while, when enough people do that, the message will be clear. It will be an education process. I really hope not one single
            citation is ever issued. . . . I don’t want to put anybody in jail. I don’t want to fine anyone. I just want to clean up the
            mess.”5

         
         People overwhelmingly complied. It’s true that dog owners still sometimes fail to pick up after their dogs. But dog owner
            behavior has changed drastically, and for exactly the reason Milk predicted it would: peer pressure. Dog owners felt, and
            feel, a moral obligation to take responsibility for their pets. As such, Milk’s campaign to remove poop from San Francisco’s
            parks and sidewalks was a resounding success. At least, that is, when it came from dogs.
         

         
          

         In 2018, San Francisco’s mayor, London Breed, held a walking tour with television cameras and newspaper reporters in tow.
            “I will say that there’s more feces on the sidewalks than I’ve ever seen,” said Breed. “Growing up here, that was something
            that wasn’t the norm.”
         

         
         “Than you’ve ever seen?” asked the reporter.

         
         “Than I’ve ever seen, for sure,” she said. “And we’re not just talking about from dogs. We’re talking about from humans.”6

         
         Complaints about human waste on San Francisco’s sidewalks and streets were rising. Calls about human feces increased from 10,692 to 20,933 between 2014 and 2018.7 In 2019, the city spent nearly $100 million on street cleaning—four times more than Chicago, which has 3.5 times as many
            people and an area that is 4.5 times larger. Between 2015 and 2018, San Francisco replaced more than three hundred lampposts
            corroded by urine after one had collapsed and crushed a car.8

         
         The underlying problem was homelessness. Between 2013 and 2016, complaints of homeless encampments to the city’s 311 line
            rose from 2 per day to 63 per day.9 In 2018, a major medical association decided to host its annual convention, worth about $40 million for the local economy,
            elsewhere, after decades of holding events in San Francisco.10 The condition of the homeless in San Francisco is internationally recognized as inhumane. In 2018, the United Nations’ special
            rapporteur visited San Francisco and said, “There’s a cruelty here that I don’t think I’ve seen, and I’ve done outreach on
            every continent.”11

         
         Many of San Francisco’s homeless live in densely populated, centrally located areas. The most infamous of these is the Tenderloin,
            a downtown neighborhood that borders government buildings including City Hall, a major shopping district with several large
            tourist hotels, and many of the city’s concert venues and museums.
         

         
         Some argue that the homelessness situation in San Francisco isn’t worse than other cities. “New York City has a worse per-capita
            homelessness problem than San Francisco,” wrote a New Yorker reporter in 2020. “California’s proportion of homeless residents trails that of New York; Washington, D.C.; and Hawaii.”12 The difference is that San Francisco has a far higher number who are unsheltered, sleeping on the streets or in tents rather
            than in homeless shelters.
         

         
         Many studies show that warmer climates and more expensive housing are major factors behind higher rates of homelessness, both
            sheltered and unsheltered, in San Francisco, Seattle, and Los Angeles.13 In much of California, one can sleep outside for most of the year without freezing. Half of the unsheltered homeless population in the United States is in California and Florida alone, even though the two states are home to just 19 percent of the population.14 High-tech companies like Salesforce, Twitter, and Stripe, progressives noted, had attracted thousands of employees who had
            driven up rents, resulting in tenant evictions.15

         
         In 2016, representatives from San Francisco’s business, philanthropic, and media communities committed to halve the city’s
            chronic homeless population in five years. They created a media initiative called the SF Homeless Project, and raised over
            $130 million in the first year, with $100 million raised by an organization called Tipping Point and another $30 million coming
            from Marc Benioff, the billionaire CEO and founder of Salesforce, the customer relations software giant.16

         
         The San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness, a nonprofit organization, led a campaign to fund housing and services with a
            special tax on San Francisco businesses that gross more than $50 million annually.17 At first, few believed the measure, put before voters in the form of Proposition C, could pass. CEOs of other high-revenue
            tech companies in San Francisco, including Patrick Collison of Stripe and Jack Dorsey of Twitter, opposed Prop C, as did Mayor
            Breed. And the Coalition on Homelessness didn’t have the money to pay for large-scale advertising and other costs of a citywide
            campaign.
         

         
         But then Benioff donated millions of dollars to the campaign for Proposition C. “What I see is a crisis of inequality in San
            Francisco,” he said. “We have 1,200 homeless families, each with two kids. . . . We have 70 billionaires here in our city.
            That’s incredible.”18

         
         Benioff criticized the high-tech companies opposing Prop C. “Square [is] worth $30 billion,” he said. “Twitter [is] worth
            $20 billion. Stripe, $20 billion. . . . These are immaterial amounts to us. $10 million doesn’t mean anything. That’s less
            than the private plane that [Twitter founder and CEO] Jack Dorsey is going to fly around on.”19 Benioff added, “You’re either for the homeless and for the kids and for the hospitals or you’re for yourself.”20

         
         Benioff gave a $30 million grant to Dr. Margot Kushel at the University of California, San Francisco to study homelessness.21 “We’ve always known that most homelessness is a result, pure and simple, of poverty,” she said.22 One of the biggest myths is that it is “caused by mental health and substance use problems,” Kushel explained. “We know that
            most homelessness is driven by economic forces.”23

         
         A study by the real estate website Zillow and the University of New Hampshire found that when median rent exceeded 22 percent
            of median income, the number of homeless people in a city grew, and rose especially rapidly at 32 percent. The median San
            Francisco renter pays 39 percent of his or her income in rent.24

         
         Some Bay Area reporters agree. “The convenient narrative about homeless people is that they’re lazy, mentally ill or drug
            addicts,” wrote one San Francisco Chronicle columnist. “But that’s not true.”25 Survey data collected by the city, many pointed out, shows that one-quarter of homeless cited job loss as the primary cause
            of their homelessness, 18 percent cited substance abuse, 13 percent eviction, and 8 percent mental illness.26

         
          

         While all big cities struggle with homelessness, the West Coast cities of the San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles, and Seattle
            struggle more. The change over the last fifteen years has been dramatic. Between 2005 and 2020, the estimated number of homeless
            people in San Francisco increased from 5,404 to 8,124. The estimated number of unsheltered homeless rose from 2,655 to 5,180.27

         
         The San Francisco Bay Area as a whole saw sheltered and unsheltered homeless increase by 32 percent between 2015 and 2020,
            with the share of unsheltered homeless rising from 65 percent to 73 percent.* Total homelessness more than doubled in Alameda County, which includes Oakland and Berkeley, between 2015 and 2020.28

         
         Meanwhile, homelessness declined in the nation as a whole, and in other big cities, over the last decade and a half. Homelessness
            nationwide declined from 763,000 to 568,000 between 2005 and 2020. In the same fifteen-year period, the homeless populations
            of Chicago, Greater Miami, and Greater Atlanta declined 19 percent, 32 percent, and 43 percent, respectively.29

         
         While it is true that New York City saw an increase of 62 percent in its homeless population between 2005 and 2020, over 99 percent
            of New York’s homeless have access to shelter. In San Francisco, just 43 percent do.30

         
         Against Benioff’s suggestion that San Francisco’s homeless population is heavily comprised of families with children, the
            research finds that far more homeless in the San Francisco Bay Area are adults without families than in other parts of the
            United States. Whereas families make up 32, 53, and 65 percent of the homeless in New York City, Chicago, and Boston, they
            make up just 9 percent of the Bay Area’s homeless population.31

         
         San Francisco has a much higher share of unsheltered homeless who are “chronically homeless” than other cities. The US Department
            of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defines chronically homeless as those who have been homeless for a year, had four episodes
            of homelessness totaling twelve months in the last three years, or those who are too disabled to work.32 Of the roughly 5,200 unsheltered homeless people in San Francisco, 37 percent in 2020 were chronically homeless, in comparison
            to the 34 percent, 19 percent, 17 percent, and 16 percent chronically homeless in New York City, Greater Phoenix, Greater
            San Diego, and Boston, respectively.33

         
         San Francisco’s mild climate alone cannot explain why it has more homeless people than other cities. Miami, Phoenix, and Houston have year-round warm weather and far fewer homeless than San Francisco per capita. Per capita homelessness in San Francisco, Greater Miami, Greater Phoenix, and Greater Houston in 2020 was 9.3, 1.3, 1.6, and 0.8 per 1,000 residents, respectively. And Greater Miami, Greater Phoenix, and Greater Houston saw their per capita homeless population decline from 2005 to 2020 by 39, 17, and 74 percent while San Francisco saw its rise 30 percent.34

         
         Nor can housing prices explain the discrepancy. Palo Alto and Beverly Hills have mild climates and expensive housing but don’t
            have San Francisco’s homeless problem. As for the Zillow study that was reported to find a correlation between rising rents
            and homelessness, a deeper look at the research reveals a more nuanced finding. Homelessness and affordability are correlated
            only in the context of certain “local policy efforts [and] social attitudes,” concluded researchers.35

         
         Other cities, including Chicago, Houston, and the Greater Miami area, saw typical rents increase 24 percent, 32 percent, and 35 percent and the number of homeless decline 20 percent, 57 percent, and 9 percent between 2011 and 2019, which are the years covered by the Zillow study (2011–2017),
            plus 2018 and 2019. In Nashville, the number of chronically homeless fell 54 percent in the same period.36

         
         While the homeless are poor, few poor people live on the street. Nearly 90,000 people in San Francisco live in poverty but
            just over 8,000 are homeless. The vast majority of people, including very poor people who are priced out of San Francisco’s
            expensive rental markets, move out of the city or move in with friends or family. Vanishingly few decide to pitch a tent on
            the filthiest sidewalks in America.
         

         
          

         Over the last decades there were many visible signs that homelessness was about much more than poverty and housing. Between
            2010 and 2020, the number of calls made to San Francisco’s 311 line complaining of used hypodermic needles on sidewalks, in
            parks, and elsewhere rose from 224 to 6,275.37 In 2018, footage of dozens of people slumped over in an entrance to a Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) station, many with needles in their arm, went viral.38 “We call it the heroin freeze,” said one local. “They can stay that way for hours.”39 Said another, “It’s like the land of the living dead.”40

         
         For decades researchers have documented much higher levels of mental illness and substance abuse among the homeless than in
            the rest of the population. It’s true that just 8 and 18 percent of homeless people point to mental illness and substance
            abuse, respectively, as the primary cause of their homelessness, but researchers have long understood that such self-reports
            are unreliable due to the socially undesirable nature of substance abuse, and the lack of insight that often accompanies mental
            illness. Using other methods, San Francisco’s Health Department in 2019 estimated that 4,000 of the city’s 8,035 homeless,
            sheltered and unsheltered, are both mentally ill and suffering from substance abuse. Of those 4,000, about 1,600 frequently
            used emergency psychiatric services.41

         
         The same is true in other cities. In 2019, the Los Angeles Times analyzed government data and found that two-thirds of homeless in Los Angeles struggle with either addiction or mental illness.42 Against the insistence among some progressives that homelessness is strictly the result of poverty and housing prices, researchers
            for decades have documented not just the prevalence of mental illness and substance abuse among the homeless, but also their
            role in creating homelessness in the first place.43

         
         A large, 5,406-person study of US veterans published in 2021 found that the major personal characteristics of the unsheltered
            homeless were “unmarried status, criminal justice problems, weak social support, medical diagnoses, drug (but not alcohol)
            problems, low income, and inability to afford basic needs.” Wrote the authors, “where weather was warmer, or rents were higher,
            the number of personal risk factors mattered more.” Homelessness, noted the authors, reflects “the interaction of person and
            place.”44

         
         Some things have gotten better. After negative publicity, the San Francisco city government signed a $1 million per year contract to clean up the needles and install more public toilets.45 As a result, complaints to the city’s 311 line about needles on the sidewalks declined nearly 34 percent from 2018 to 2020.
         

         
         But other things got worse. More people called the city demanding action to clear away bulky items in 2020 than in 2019.46 In 2020, the city received 29,162 requests to remove “Human or Animal Waste,” and 6,275 needle complaints.47 As for the new toilets, they did not eliminate public urination and defecation. “The city has installed five portable bathrooms
            for the hundreds of unsheltered people in the Tenderloin,” noted the New York Times in 2018, “but that has not stopped people from urinating and defecating in the streets.”48

         
          

         In the past, governments and nonprofits had sometimes required homeless people to earn an apartment unit through sobriety,
            work, and, when appropriate, compliance with taking their psychiatric medicine. This is called the “contingency” approach,
            linear approach, or staircase approach, since one must earn the next step through good behavior.
         

         
         “When we first started,” said Margot Kushel, “people believed that to provide housing, people needed to go through steps.
            First, a shelter. Then, if they ‘behaved well’ (didn’t use drugs, took medicines, etc.), they could get to transitional housing.
            If they did everything ‘right’ then they could be offered permanent housing. As a result, only a tiny proportion of people
            with behavioral disabilities became housed.
         

         
         “Housing First turned that upside down,” she explained, “recognizing that when people were homeless, they couldn’t attend
            to their mental health or substance use needs (or anything else). This has been enormously successful, housing about 85 percent
            of the most complex folks. There is overwhelming and incontrovertible evidence that this works—people are housed successfully,
            and then the other things follow.”49

         
         Utah garnered widespread media attention after state officials claimed a 91 percent decline in chronic homelessness because of its adoption of Housing First.50 The Los Angeles Times declared, “Utah is winning the war on chronic homelessness with ‘Housing First.’”51 Said NBC, “Utah is battling homelessness by giving the needy shelter first and then aiding them with job placement, and it’s working.”52

         
         Housing First provides housing without conditions. There is “no empirical support for the practice of requiring individuals
            to participate in psychiatric treatment or attain sobriety before being housed,” wrote founder of Housing First Sam Tsemberis.53 Kushel agreed. “You hear people saying things like, ‘You can’t just house people who have addiction problems.’ You can, and
            you must.”54

         
         The George W. Bush administration made Housing First federal policy. It helped cities and states create plans to end chronic
            homelessness in ten years through permanent supportive housing, and provided money after they had done so. By 2009, more than
            two hundred cities and states had done so.55

         
         At a local TV news station’s roundtable discussion in 2017, elected officials and top homelessness advocates from each of
            the Bay Area’s counties were adamant that Housing First was the only solution to homelessness. “Housing is the solution to homelessness,” said San Francisco’s top homelessness official. “Housing
            First is the solution to ending homelessness,” said Berkeley’s mayor. And, stressed San Jose’s mayor, “We ultimately all agree
            that the only real solution is permanent supportive housing.”56

         
         From 2005 to 2020, San Francisco experienced an astonishing 95 percent increase in unsheltered homelessness as the number
            of permanent supportive housing units offered by the city rose from 6,487 to 10,051.57

         
         Today, San Francisco has the greatest quantity of permanent supportive housing units per capita of any major city in the United States. It has 11 permanent supportive housing units per 1,000 people, which is nearly three times as much as New York City (4 per 1,000 people) and Chicago (4 per 1,000), and over six times as much as Miami-Dade County (1.7 per 1,000).58

         
         All of that, and yet the unsheltered homeless population of New York City, Chicago, and Miami fell 11, 10, and 50 percent,
            respectively, between 2005 and 2020, while San Francisco’s rose 95 percent.59 Why was that?
         

         
          

         The mind behind Proposition C was Jennifer Friedenbach, executive director of the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness.
            A Silicon Valley native who rebelled against her parents’ middle-class, conservative lifestyle, Friedenbach has taken a small
            salary and dedicated her life to working on homelessness since the 1990s.60

         
         Friedenbach and other advocates for the homeless attribute the rise of homelessness to President Ronald Reagan. “The reason
            we have mass homelessness,” she said, “is the federal government’s fault. They divested or disinvested from funding housing
            in the early eighties by 78 percent.”61 A permanent supportive housing provider in the Tenderloin told me, “It’s absolutely undisputed that the homeless crisis in
            America began after severe cuts to federal affordable housing funds.”62 And an ACLU expert said, “The Reagan administration slashed the budget for our federal affordable housing programs by eighty
            percent.”63

         
         But public spending on housing barely changed under Reagan, going from $41.8 billion to $40.6 billion between 1981 and 1989,
            in constant 2019 dollars.64 Reagan did oversee the end of public housing construction, but this was in the context of a shift away from federal housing
            projects toward rental subsidies which began under Presidents Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter, and for good reason.65 In the late 1960s there was growing unhappiness with public housing, particularly high-rise apartment complexes for the urban poor. They had been built with the greatest of progressive and liberal intentions: to provide former residents of poor neighbors with modern apartment units. But they became infamous for concentrating poverty, crime, and violence.66

         
         In the wake of that and other well-publicized failures, Congress sought better solutions, ultimately embracing rental vouchers,
            or Section 8 certificates. Under Section 8 of the Housing and Community Development Act of 1974, Congress created vouchers
            to pay the difference between a tenant’s rent and 25 percent of his or her monthly income, for fifteen years. The reforms
            proved more efficient. It cost half as much to house someone with a Section 8 certificate as it did to subsidize construction.67 And low-income families greatly preferred the freedom to choose their own housing rather than be assigned to a public housing
            project.68

         
         Crack was a major factor behind the emergence of homelessness as a problem in the 1980s. Boona Cheema, a former homeless service
            provider and advocate in Berkeley, estimated in the early 1990s that 85 percent of the homeless in her Oakland shelter had
            recently used crack, and that “there are almost no family ties” left among them.69 Crack radically reduced the price of cocaine, along with the duration of the high, making it available to the poor and working
            class. The cost of crack declined from $10 to $3 for a single hit between the mid-1980s and early 1990s.70

         
         The conventional wisdom holds that the increase in homelessness in the 1980s resulted, in part, from the loss of low-cost, often substandard housing, but it was San Francisco’s preservation of such housing, and conversion into housing for the homeless, which helped make the homeless addiction problem so much worse
            than in other cities. Most of San Francisco’s low-cost housing came in the form of single resident occupancy hotels, where
            residents had a single room and usually shared a kitchen and bathroom. The number of single resident occupancy units per capita
            declined by two-thirds in New York City and Chicago from the mid-1970s to today. San Francisco, which started with nearly
            twice as many units per capita, lost only one-third during the same period.71

         
         Advocacy for the preservation of single resident occupancy hotels occurred within the broader progressive movement. Democrats until the late 1960s were pro-development, and had led efforts to demolish slums, build public housing, and revitalize the inner city. But starting in the late 1960s, Baby Boomers and the New Left turned against redevelopment. They were inspired by an influential 1961 book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities by Jane Jacobs, which blamed redevelopment, like that which had occurred in the Fillmore neighborhood of San Francisco, for
            destroying neighborhoods with freeways and high-rises, evicting low-income residents, and making them unlivable, as compared
            to highly walkable neighborhoods like Greenwich Village.
         

         
         But redevelopment occurred in Greenwich Village whereas the city of San Francisco increasingly subsidized housing for the
            homeless in the Tenderloin’s single resident occupancy hotels, which have for decades been dominated by a culture of heavy
            substance use and prostitution. “Of the people in supportive housing in San Francisco, 93 percent have a major mental illness
            that we can name,” said a housing policy maker. “That is very, very high. Eighty percent use cocaine, speed, or heroin every
            thirty days, or get drunk to the point of unconsciousness.”72

         
         Tom Wolf, a former Salvation Army caseworker and a member of San Francisco’s Drug Dealing Taskforce, says the city’s supportive
            housing facilities are themselves a major market for illegal drugs. “Go down the street to the Camelot Hotel on Turk Street,”
            said Wolf. “Almost everyone that I’ve seen in those hotels are using. The last front desk guy that was working there got busted
            because he was selling crack. The actual guy that works in the single resident occupancy hotel is selling crack! It’s insane,
            man.”73

         
         According to many homelessness researchers, the defining characteristics of chronic homelessness are addiction and “disaffiliation,” or estrangement, from friends and family. “What causes homelessness among these skid row dwellers?” asked a leading researcher in the early 1990s. “Addiction and the lack of a support system.”74 Said Tracey Helton Mitchell, who wrote a memoir about her heroin addiction in the Tenderloin, “When I left my hometown, I
            cut myself off from my support system, both emotionally and financially.”75

         
          

         In November 1991, San Francisco voters elected a former police chief mayor on a promise to move the homeless off the streets
            and crack down on nuisance crimes, like littering, camping in parks, and aggressive panhandling.76 He also offered housing and services, subsidized 2,000 moderate- and low-income housing units, and sent outreach workers
            to offer shelter and drug treatment.77 And the new mayor fought against the expansion of funding for single resident occupancy hotel rooms, which he viewed as a
            magnet for hard drug users, triggering protests organized by the nonprofit housing and service provider organizations.78

         
         Four years later, Willie Brown, a powerful former state legislator from San Francisco and the highest-ranking African American
            in the state, was elected mayor. Brown seized on the perception among progressive Democrats in San Francisco that the city’s
            approach to homelessness was cruel. “In my administration,” Brown promised, “police will spend their time going after crack
            dealers, thugs, aggressive panhandlers, and other predators, rather than rounding up people whose only crime is being poor.”79

         
         But Brown never stopped the sweeps of the homeless and increasingly sounded like his predecessor. “If you put together really
            aggressive and attractive programs,” he said in 1996, “you begin to establish an identity where advocates may become a source
            of supply for your population.”80 The San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness and other progressives felt betrayed. “I don’t have the answer,” Brown said.
            “I’m not working toward anything at this moment except the maintenance of current programs, but that’s not a solution.” Brown
            called off a homelessness summit, saying, “I couldn’t get the advocates to believe that we were sincere about trying to find
            solutions.”81

         
         In 2001, San Francisco supervisor Gavin Newsom proposed a new ballot measure, “Care Not Cash.” Its main feature was the diversion of General Assistance (welfare) cash payments into housing, but its broader goal was to shift funding from shelters to permanent supportive housing.82 Newsom was motivated in part by evidence that people were coming to San Francisco for its generous cash welfare payments.
            San Francisco at the time gave homeless individuals between $320 and $395 per month, while Oakland gave just $24. Newsom proposed
            cutting the San Francisco payments to $57 per month and diverting the money saved to housing, mostly single resident occupancy
            units.83 Homeless activists savaged the measure. “The Newsom plan is heartless, ruthless and basically immoral,” said a Roman Catholic
            nun who provided homelessness services. But Care Not Cash passed with 60 percent of the vote.84

         
         While Care Not Cash modestly reduced General Assistance costs, just 15 percent of the single homeless population was able
            to secure basic housing.85 And so, after his election as mayor in 2003, Newsom put together a task force including labor unions, businesses, and the
            Coalition on Homelessness to create a Ten Year Plan. “The focus,” said the task force leader, “is permanent supportive housing
            for the 3,000 or so chronically homeless, out of the 15,000 general homeless populations.”86

         
         Spirits were high. Under the new plan, task force leaders claimed, the city would spend just $16,000 per year per chronically
            homeless person on housing and care, which was dramatically less than the $61,000 city officials estimated that San Francisco
            was already spending in the form of emergency services, incarceration, and other costs.87 “I think a 10-year plan is absolutely workable and absolutely doable,” said the task force leader, “and don’t let anyone
            tell you that it’s not.” While some may have doubted that San Francisco would completely solve the problem of chronic homelessness
            within ten years, few could have predicted just how much worse it would get.88
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Pleasure Island

         
         Progressives have long defended the right of the homeless to camp in public places. In 1983, activists mobilized hundreds
            of homeless people to march on San Francisco City Hall shouting, “Don’t be a louse! Give me a house!”1 A 1989 earthquake forced some five hundred people to evacuate their city-subsidized single resident occupancy hotel rooms,
            and nearly two hundred of them, and others, camped out at Civic Center Plaza. Nearby residents and businesses complained about
            their presence. The city’s progressive mayor, a former social worker, refused to move the homeless from Civic Center until
            replacement housing was available nine months later. By the early 1990s, advocates for the homeless were hosting seminars
            where they taught people how to camp out in the city.2

         
         San Francisco voters sometimes demand greater public order. In 2004, the city passed a ballot initiative that banned aggressive
            and intimidating panhandling, such as near ATM machines or inside buses. In 2010, San Francisco voters approved an ordinance
            that made it illegal to sit or lie on sidewalks between 7 a.m. and 11 p.m. And in 2016, voters banned camping on sidewalks.3

         
         Progressive homelessness advocates fought these initiatives. One member of the Coalition on Homelessness compared measures
            like the ban on people lying and sitting on sidewalks to Jim Crow racial segregation laws in the South.4 “Sitting is not a crime” was the headline for one advertisement ahead of the election, which showed a picture of African American activists desegregating a lunch counter in the 1950s.5 In 2013, some progressive merchants in the Haight allowed the homeless to flout the law and sit on sidewalks. “I’m a vet,”
            said an empowered homeless man drinking beer on the sidewalk. “I’ll sit anywhere I want!”6 The homeless know they are supported by progressive elected officials, advocates, and citizens. “This is [San Francisco]
            downtown! Anyone has the right to be downtown!” another homeless man said. “Whatcha think this is, Palo Alto?”7

         
         Progressives give homeless people the equipment they need to live on sidewalks. After Occupy Wall Street protests were held
            in Oakland’s City Center in 2011, protesters gave their tents to the homeless and money to buy more.8 Five years later, a graphic designer in San Francisco purchased and gave away $15,000 worth of camping tents. “Other organizations
            were giving them out as well,” noted the city’s head of homeless services in 2016, “and now we’ve got 80 encampments.”9

         
         San Francisco remains significantly more generous in its cash payments to homeless, and other spending to serve them, than
            other cities. For example, San Francisco’s maximum General Assistance cash welfare monthly benefit for the poor is $588, as
            compared to $449, $221, and $183 for individuals in San Diego, Los Angeles, and New York City, respectively.10 While New York City, Chicago, Phoenix, and San Diego spend 3.5, 1.1, 0.9, and 2.5 percent of their budget on homelessness
            services, San Francisco spends 6 percent.11 When local, state, and federal funding are accounted for, San Francisco spends $31,985 per homeless person just on housing,
            not including General Assistance, other cash welfare programs like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, and other services.
            By contrast, New York City spends $11,662 and Los Angeles spends $5,001.12

         
         Even with restrictions on cash welfare payments to some homeless people, San Francisco still gives significantly larger cash benefits to the poor in comparison to other cities. San Francisco gives $709 per capita of total cash welfare payments to the poor as compared to $195, $120, and $0.34 in New York City, Chicago, and Phoenix, respectively. Including overhead, San Francisco spends $15,583 per recipient where New York City spends $7,129 per recipient through its cash welfare program.13

         
         There is a provision in Care Not Cash that allows recipients to get full payment if they agree to work for a nonprofit homeless
            service provider. “If you identify as homeless, you only get $60 per month plus food stamps because of Care Not Cash,” noted
            Tom Wolf. “But if you volunteer at a non-profit for twelve hours per month, you get full General Assistance payment. You collect
            three months before they kick you off and you never volunteered.”
         

         
         That’s what Tom did. “[The homelessness nonprofits’] whole intention is to keep more people in this cycle,” he said, “because
            they’re getting money for it.”14

         
         Tom had himself lived as a homeless addict in the Tenderloin, surviving on the city’s cash welfare payments. “I got $581 a
            month in General Assistance and $192 in food stamps,” he said. “I could get a free breakfast at Glide [Memorial Church] and
            a free lunch at St. Anthony’s, which allowed me to use all of my General Assistance money for heroin and then sell my food
            stamp card to a merchant in Chinatown who would pay me 60 cents on the dollar for it.”
         

         
         According to a 2019 survey conducted by the homeless advocacy group Tipping Point, just one-fifth of San Francisco’s homeless
            said they were born in the city and only half had lived in the city for over ten years. In a different survey, nearly one-third
            of San Francisco’s homeless said they were homeless before coming to San Francisco. And among the 70 percent who said they
            became homeless after moving to San Francisco, we don’t know how long many of them had lived in the city. For some, it could
            have been as brief as a month, which is the time it takes to become eligible for General Assistance.15

         
         Helping the neediest can create perverse incentives. “They love getting in the most fucked up folks out here,” complained a homeless man who believed homeless people from out of town were getting into a new and more desirable shelter before him. “I’m just not fucked up enough.”16 Said one young homeless woman, “it’s better than being in Oakland. It definitely has more services for homeless people. We
            have more places where they feed you and help you get into a shelter if you want.”17 “When I was first homeless,” said a homeless man in the late 1990s, “I stayed around the [Tenderloin], you know, because
            that’s where the food was, the shelters was.”18 The reputation stuck. In 2019, a homeless man told a reporter that he came from Iowa to San Francisco because he heard “social
            services are plentiful, anyone is welcome and the weather is pleasant.”19

         
         But the biggest reason many people come to San Francisco is for the cheap and abundant drugs and the lax law enforcement.
            “I didn’t want that straight life,” said a thirty-two-year-old homeless man from Alabama. “I was after the candy—getting high,
            easy money, freedom, ladies, getting high some more.”20 “Some of these small towns, you stick out straightaway and they come for you. Someone makes a call and the cops get on your
            tail. You could be just walking down the road like anyone else, no cart, nothing, and they pick you up.”21 Said another, “Some of the things allowed to happen in San Francisco would never be permitted back home in Boston.”22

         
         Jacqui Berlinn is a mother whose son, Corey, is homeless and addicted to fentanyl and living on the streets of the Bay Area.
            “My son tells me San Francisco is where he most readily gets what he needs. He calls it ‘Hell,’ and compared it to Pleasure
            Island in the Disney film Pinocchio.

         
         “On one side of the street are people giving you food and clean needles,” Corey told her. “On the other side of the street
            are all the drug dealers. It’s like getting all the candy and treats that you think you want. You think you’re having fun.
            But little by little it’s taking away your humanity and turning you into something you were never meant to be, like how the
            kids start turning into donkeys in Pinocchio, and then end up trapped and in cages.”23

         
         “We watched the movie when he was a boy,” said Jacqui, “and so it totally made sense to me that he felt like one of the poor donkeys trying to break free, with the drug dealers giving them treats and enslaving them and taking away their humanity and they had no way to escape.” 

         
         Others agreed. When I asked a major provider of housing for the homeless in the Tenderloin, Randy Shaw, whether people come
            to San Francisco for the drugs he said, without hesitation, “Yes, one hundred percent. No doubt about it. We have the worst
            overdose rate of any city in the country.” Matt Haney, the San Francisco supervisor who represents the Tenderloin, told me,
            “Undoubtedly there are some people who come here because they are sick with addiction. This is a place where you can access
            drugs more easily.”24

         
          

         In 2016, San Francisco opened a new shelter, which attracted homeless from different neighborhoods within the city, according
            to University of California, Los Angeles sociologist and homelessness researcher Chris Herring. “Unfortunately, after the
            first few months it became clear that the navigation center [homeless shelter] was not resulting in fewer encampments,” wrote
            Herring, who works closely with the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness. “Instead, the number of camps increased, as did
            complaints and policing. This was not due to the shelter’s failure of meeting the needs of the unhoused, but rather its success
            in doing so.”25

         
         When people arrive in San Francisco, they often discover there isn’t room in the shelters for them. “People come from all
            over the United States, thinking it’s some sort of spa here,” said a homeless man, “some sort of nirvana here. And they find
            out that it’s very expensive to live here.”26 The same was true in Los Angeles. “For the first time in 13 years, Los Angeles opened its housing voucher wait list last
            year,” said Dr. Margot Kushel. “The city drew 600,000 applicants for 20,000 slots, highlighting the enormous unmet need.”27 And more services attracted more people to Seattle. “I do think we have a magnet effect,” said Seattle’s former homelessness chief. Nearly one-quarter of the homeless in King County, in which Seattle is the biggest city, said they became homeless outside of Washington State.28

         
         Mayor Breed said she opposed Proposition C because she feared that spending yet more on homelessness services, without any
            requirement that people get off the street, would backfire. “We are a magnet for people who are looking for help,” she said.
            “There are a lot of other cities that are not doing their part, and I find that larger cities end up with more than our fair
            share.”29

         
         After San Francisco started offering free hotel rooms to the homeless during the 2020 coronavirus pandemic, first responders
            reported that people had come from across the state. “People are coming from all over the place—Sacramento, Lake County, Bakersfield,”
            said the city’s fire chief. “We have also heard that people are getting released from jail in other counties and being told
            to go to San Francisco where you will get a tent and then you will get housing.”30

         
         When a television reporter asked Bay Area mayors why there was so much homelessness in Bay Area cities but not in affluent
            communities east of the Bay Area, the Berkeley mayor answered, “I assume [it’s] the fact that our cities have such robust
            social services and shelter, as well as just the environment, the climate, a city that is inviting and welcoming to people.”31

         
         A Los Angeles homelessness service provider emphasizes the extent to which the homeless shop around from city to city seeking
            the best housing and benefits and avoiding the law. He wrote, “for a majority of people they move from community to community,
            looking for food, shelter, and services. Keeping one step beyond the arm of the law or moving from others who might harm them.”32

         
         While some homeless are attracted to San Francisco for housing and services, many of San Francisco’s most visible homeless people don’t use them. When I visited the Tenderloin with Tom Wolf, he pointed to the doorway to a building. “I slept here,” he said, “because I was such an addict that I didn’t want to walk the five blocks to the shelter. I wanted to be right near the dealers.”33

         
         In the context of cities with permissive attitudes toward drugs, like San Francisco, many homeless people stay in encampments
            to use illegal substances more freely and easily than they can in the shelters. Many policy makers understand this. “I went
            out with a team twice to have conversations with people to get an understanding of what they’re dealing with,” said Mayor
            Breed in 2020. “It was absolutely insane. Most of the people did not take us up on the offer [of shelter and services].”34

         
         Even people who would prefer to live in sober environments say they do not want to quit their addictions. “When we surveyed
            people in supportive housing in New York,” said University of Pennsylvania homelessness researcher Dennis Culhane, “almost
            everybody wanted their neighbors to be clean and sober but they didn’t want rules for themselves about being clean.”35

         
         In 2016, after the city of San Francisco broke up a massive, 350-person homeless encampment, dozens of the homeless refused
            the city’s offers of help.36 Of the 150 people moved during a single month of homeless encampment cleanups in 2018, just eight people accepted the city’s
            offer of shelter.37 In 2004, just 131 people went into permanent supportive housing after 4,950 contacts made by then-mayor Newsom’s homeless
            outreach teams.38

         
         Homeless people in Oakland successfully prevented the breakup of their camp in a public park by erecting barricades made of
            trash and furniture. Unable or unwilling to force the homeless to move, the city granted them a different place to live, where
            they will be able to camp and “co-govern” their new land with a local nonprofit.39

         
         After a major homeless encampment was broken up in 2017, reports of low-level crimes rose throughout the city.40 Some residents started taking matters into their own hands. In 2019, a group of residents arranged for large boulders to be placed on the sidewalks in front of their homes to prevent camping by homeless people. Another group built a wall to block access to a walking path that had become a homeless encampment.41

         
         “What ends up happening with a lot of progressive liberals in San Francisco,” said Tom, “is they get to go home to their nice
            house in Noe Valley and six-figure job and kids in private school. They can afford to vote progressively for social justice
            because they don’t have to walk their kids through the Tenderloin and play hopscotch over the feces and needles.”42

         
          

         Homelessness advocates often level serious charges at people who disagree with their view of the problem and the solution.
            In the early 1990s, a Harvard sociologist who wrote a book on homelessness noted, “those who see the homeless as passive victims
            of circumstances beyond their control often react to [the evidence of service refusal] with a mixture of fury and disbelief.”43

         
         Advocates of shelters, said Friedenbach, don’t really care about the homeless. “There’s this thought that [shelters] are an
            easy, quick solution and we get people off the streets, and the neighbors stop complaining,” she said. “It really comes from
            a perspective of, ‘How do we keep the neighbors happy.’ They don’t want to have to look at homeless people anymore. ‘So, let’s
            shove them into a shelter so we don’t have to look at them.’”44

         
         In 2001, the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness wheat-pasted posters of a fake front-page San Francisco Chronicle across town. Just beneath the masthead a large headline read “Fuck the Homeless!” right above a picture of San Francisco
            mayor Willie Brown laughing. Below his photo was the headline “Save the Tourists.”45

         
         Progressives level the same charges at people thirty years later. “Because of some of the stuff I say,” said a community activist in Seattle’s historically black Capitol Hill neighborhood, “people say, ‘Oh, she’s not for them.’ But I have a heart for homeless and mentally ill. Most of my family works with the mentally ill.”46 Noted a Chronicle journalist in 2017, “Inevitably, homeless advocates and others will say, ‘You’re not compassionate,’” in response to stories
            about homeless encampments.47 “They called me a racist,” said Tom. “They accused me, a guy who used to be homeless, of demonizing the homeless, because
            I’m asking for accountability.”48

         
         I found myself similarly accused. In 2019, after I published an article for Forbes about the homeless crisis, a progressive homeless activist accused me on Twitter of having written my article to “make money
            off of a fear tactic” of “fueling hatred [and] even increasing violence against homeless people.”49 After I asked the former San Francisco supervisor for the Tenderloin neighborhood, former mayoral candidate Jane Kim, how
            such a progressive city ended up with so much suffering, she said, “My concern, Michael, just to be very honest, is that when
            that kind of messaging goes out, violence against people who are unhoused goes up.”
         

         
         I was shocked and horrified by what she seemed to be suggesting.

         
         “It sounds like you’re worried that I’m going to write something that would cause violence against people who live on the
            street,” I said.
         

         
         “No,” she said. “It’s just the initial summary of ‘all the misery on the streets of San Francisco’ is aligned—gets used a
            lot. ‘And in such a progressive city.’ I don’t think even political consultants are trying to increase violence against those
            people who are unhoused. I don’t think that that’s anyone’s mission. But it is what happens.”50

         
         But there is no evidence for what Kim claimed. In fact, the number of reported attacks on the homeless declined nationwide
            between 2008 and 2017 from 106 to 29, according to a study by a homelessness advocacy organization, even as concern over homelessness
            rose from 38 to 47 percent.51

         
         The main perpetrators of violence against the homeless tend to be other homeless people, or drug dealers, according to people who have lived on the streets. “There wasn’t a day that went by without violence on the street,” said Tom about his time living homeless in the Tenderloin. “Someone getting in a fight. Beat up. Shot for drugs. One of the Hondurans [drug dealers] would whip out a machete and chop at a guy’s arm because he had used a counterfeit five-dollar bill. That doesn’t get brought up at the community meetings. The only people talking to the Board of Supervisors are Harm Reduction Coalition and homeless advocates who paint this very different picture of the homeless being victimized. They point at the politicians saying, ‘You’re all victimizing them!’ with the sweeps.”52

         
         Said Jacqui, whose son, Corey, compared San Francisco to Pleasure Island, “My son has also been hospitalized twice from being
            stabbed. One time he almost died. I didn’t even know he was in the hospital until he was well enough to call me. After that
            I bought him a medic alert bracelet with my info on it. He eventually lost it, of course. So I planned to have my phone number
            tattooed on his chest—he agreed but because of COVID, tattoo parlors are closed.”
         

         
         I soon discovered in my research that I was hardly the first person that progressive elected officials and homelessness advocates
            had accused of fomenting violence against unhoused people. Many others had been criticized for far worse over the years, including
            San Francisco’s highest elected officials.
         

         
         “The criticism [by progressive homelessness advocates] was heavy, political and personal,” wrote former mayor Willie Brown
            in his 2008 memoir. “People accused me of abandoning the problem when I was working daily to try and get a solution going.
            It was brutal. . . . I had become demonized, and my own efforts belittled.”53

         
         It is notable that the result of such personal attacks is to frighten off people seeking to change, and perhaps improve, the
            situation. “The problem” of homelessness, concluded Mayor Brown within nine months of entering office, “may not be solvable.”54
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The Experiment Was a Success but the Patients Died

         
         “Why can’t we help the homeless?” asked HBO comedian Bill Maher in 2019. “If you look around [Los Angeles] you’d think that
            either the homeless problem is getting worse, or camping isn’t what it used to be.”
         

         
         The audience laughed, and Maher pivoted to make a serious point.

         
         “You know, after World War II there was a huge housing shortage in LA when the vets returned home and had nowhere to live,”
            he said. “So the government found some empty space and in a matter of months built Quonset huts for 6,000 people, all for
            a total cost of what in today’s dollars would be less than $18 million. Well, that was then.”1

         
         What Maher didn’t mention, or perhaps know, was that the leading advocates for the homeless often oppose shelters.

         
         In 2011, a reporter asked Jennifer Friedenbach, “What’s the solution?”

         
         “The solution,” she said, “is making sure that we give every human being in San Francisco a permanent affordable house.”

         
         “You can’t just give everyone a house,” the reporter replied.

         
         “You certainly can,” said Friedenbach.

         
         “No, you can’t,” he said.

         
         “Every human being has a right to housing,” she said.

         
         “Hold on,” he said, “that’s where we differ. But the fact is first, you wanted shelters, and now the street people will not
            go to shelters.”
         

         
         “No,” clarified Friedenbach, “we never called for shelters.”2

         
         The reason, Friedenbach explained to me, is that “if you ask unhoused people, they’re not screaming for shelter. They’re screaming
            for housing.”3

         
         In the spring of 2021, Friedenbach published an op-ed opposing a proposal considered by the San Francisco Board of Supervisors
            to create, within eighteen months, sufficient homeless shelters and outdoor “Safe Sleeping Sites” for all of the city’s unsheltered
            homeless. “One can simply take a look to New York City,” she wrote. “Their department spends about $1.3 billion dollars of
            its budget on providing shelter for their unhoused population while thousands remain on the street. . . . As a result, New
            York has a higher rate of homelessness than San Francisco.”4

         
         Housing First advocate Margot Kushel of the University of California, San Francisco agreed. “The problem with New York—and
            I spend a lot of time with people working in the system in New York—is that they spend an estimated $30,000 for each person
            per year to keep them in shelter. That’s not what we want to do. Because if you create the shelter and you don’t create the
            housing, then people are just in shelter forever.”5

         
         Housing First advocates oppose shelter in Los Angeles. “Why haven’t we solved homelessness?” asked Housing First creator Sam
            Tsemberis. “Because [Los Angeles mayor] Eric Garcetti [has] Andy Bales [saying,] ‘You need emergency housing.’ ‘These people
            need to be cleaned up.’ ‘They need to be sober.’ ‘They need Jesus before they’ll be ready for housing.’ I said, ‘People should
            be housed and then maybe they’ll get sobriety and Jesus and the rest.’ We’re definitely on polar opposites of the whole thing.”6

         
         Advocates for the homeless at the national level similarly oppose more shelters. “I don’t agree that we should be building
            more transitional housing,” said the head of the National Alliance to End Homelessness.7

         
         While some homeless people reject shelter, others seek it, particularly if it is of high quality. “In typical nonpandemic times there are these huge lines that I would wait in with folks, sometimes up to eight hours,” said University of California, Los Angeles homelessness researcher Chris Herring, describing San Francisco’s newest shelters. “Folks end up sleeping in chairs. Night after night, unable to get a bed. You have a hundred people there trying just to get a one-night bed.”8

         
         Most homeless people would prefer a studio apartment to living in a shelter, and many would prefer living outside to living
            in shelter, but people in shelters tend to suffer far lower rates of drug problems, severe chronic pain, psychological distress,
            and death than people on the street.9 “As a woman,” acknowledged Friedenbach, “if I was suddenly homeless, yes, I’d absolutely rather be in a shelter than out
            on the streets, surrounded by a bunch of other women. I would feel a lot safer about that. . . . I do think that there is
            a role that the emergency shelter system plays, but it should be a small component.”10

         
         But funding permanent supportive housing over shelters has meant that San Francisco lacks shelter capacity and suffers far
            higher levels of unsheltered homelessness than other cities with more shelter. Greater Phoenix has 700 fewer homeless people than San Francisco
            but has 500 more shelter beds. Miami, a rare city that has had consistent success at reducing homelessness over the last fifteen
            years, has 75 percent more shelter beds per homeless person than San Francisco.11 New York City today shelters 95 percent of its homeless after increasing its shelter population by 31,000 since 2005.12 In 2020, San Francisco had 3,530 shelter beds for 8,124 people experiencing homelessness.13 There were more than 1,200 people on the wait list for a shelter bed on any given day in 2019. It took one to two months
            to reach the top of the list. And a bed is only good for ninety days.14

         
         San Francisco’s leaders have thus deliberately chosen to leave a significant portion of the homeless unsheltered rather than sheltered, viewing shelters as a diversion of resources that could and should go to permanent supportive housing. “New York [City] has made the decision that everyone should have an exit from the street,” noted Rafael Mandelman, a supervisor. “San Francisco has consciously chosen not to make that commitment. And the conditions on New York’s streets versus San Francisco streets are somewhat reflective of what that means.”15

         
         Progressives in San Francisco have opposed creating sufficient shelter space for the homeless since at least 2004, when then-mayor
            Gavin Newsom’s homelessness task force proposed a phaseout of emergency shelters in lieu of permanent supportive housing.16

         
         Housing First homeless advocates have similarly contributed to the shortage of homelessness shelters in Los Angeles. “The
            mayor is unwilling to put out bridge shelters because of backlash from some homeless advocates,” said Skid Row shelter provider
            Rev. Andy Bales, referring to Tsemberis. He added that Housing First activists insisted on building a smaller number of expensive
            apartments instead of building cheaper temporary shelter units faster, with the $1.2 billion in tax-financed bond funding
            that voters approved in 2016.
         

         
         “In the [Los Angeles] bond measure we passed in 2016 to build housing for the homeless, each unit was projected to cost $140,000,”
            noted Maher. “And now that we’re actually building these apartments, the cost for each unit has risen to $531,000. . . . About
            40 percent of that cost goes to something the city calls ‘soft costs’ and I call ‘bullshit costs.’”
         

         
         As a consequence, by 2025, just 7,000 units will be built for the roughly 41,000 homeless people in the city of Los Angeles.17

         
         “[Housing First] is a dogmatic philosophy,” said Bales. “I’ve lost friends. One of my closest friends is attacking me for pushing for housing that costs $11,000 instead of $527,000 per person. He can’t get that we can’t provide a $527,000 to $700,000 apartment for each person on the street. I’ve been in planning meetings where people said, ‘Everybody deserves a granite countertop.’ But that isn’t going to work for 44,000 people.”18

         
         In November 2018, Proposition C passed over the opposition from Mayor Breed and many of the city’s tech leaders. Salesforce’s
            Marc Benioff’s financial contribution and public advocacy for the initiative made the difference, according to researcher
            Chris Herring.19 As a result, San Francisco saw the amount it spends on housing and homelessness increase 84 percent, from $364 million annually
            in fiscal year 2019–20 to $672 million in 2021–22.20

         
         During the campaign, the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness and its allies claimed that Proposition C “would house about
            4,000 people over five years,” in the words of the Chronicle.21 “The proposition would fund 4,000 new permanent housing units,” reported SF Curbed.22 “Prop C funds would house up to 5,000 and prevent the eviction of another 30,000,” claimed Vox.23

         
         “The goal is four thousand?” I asked Friedenbach of the Coalition.

         
         “Yeah, four thousand exits that are permanent,” she said.24

         
         Ah, I thought. Exits, not housing units. While Friedenbach called them permanent, San Francisco helped over 11,000 people “exit homelessness”
            between 2013 and 2018 even as the number of homeless people on the streets increased. While just over half received permanent
            housing or “Rapid Re-Housing,” a rental subsidy, the rest were given a bus ticket to return to families and friends.25 And after a year of rental subsidies, some of those people became homeless again.26 It is unknown how many who had left returned.
         

         
         In mid-2021, city officials announced that the $1.1 billion would be used for 1,000 new shelter beds, 825 new housing units,
            650 rental subsidies, 200 tents, and more outreach. As a result, the city’s shelter bed capacity will rise from 2,875 to 3,875,
            which could reduce San Francisco’s total unsheltered homeless population of 5,180 by 19 percent but only if the newly sheltered aren’t
            replaced.27

         
         In other words, the reason that there are so many homeless people on the streets in San Francisco is that both progressive and moderate Democratic elected officials, and the city’s most influential homelessness experts and advocates, have for two decades opposed building sufficient shelters. And that is unlikely to change even after San Francisco starts spending hundreds of millions more per year on the problem and might even get worse.28

         
          

         In 2018, a reporter asked Marc Benioff if Prop C would create a magnet effect. “It seems like one of the things that you guys
            are doing is you’re creating a magnet for people to come to the city and be homeless,” she said, “because it’s not a hostile
            environment. Everybody has talked about seeing people out on the street openly shooting up.”29

         
         “That’s just not true,” said Benioff. “I can tell you that’s clinically not true. Our University of California at San Francisco,
            we’ve got the clinical studies to show you that when you give homeless people a home, their lifestyle does change.”30

         
         The study found that for the duration of two and a half years, 86 percent of the participants who received subsidized housing
            stayed for nearly the whole time.31 “It works,” Kushel told the San Jose Mercury News. “It improves people’s lives. It keeps people housed. . . . It ends homelessness. Full stop.”32 The newspaper’s headline read, “‘It works.’” Wrote the reporter, “Groundbreaking data proves success of Santa Clara County
            homeless housing program.” The Mercury News reported that the “researchers say these
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