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Introduction
The Price of Homelessness.


Dullanni stood in front of his tent in the woods near San Diego, explaining how he’d gotten to this point—and how hard it was to get out.

By then it had been years since everything had fallen apart. Dullanni had lost his partner, his job, and his house. Staying with his younger brother hadn’t worked. Eventually, he got a tent and set up camp in the woods with a few others in similar straits.

Finding a job wasn’t hard. Keeping it was the problem. He figured he’d been arrested and jailed at least twenty times for living outside. Every incident related to being homeless; otherwise, Dullanni wouldn’t have a record at all. Usually, he’d be in jail a few days, then he’d be released. By the time he got out, he’d have lost whatever job he’d landed.

Dullanni saw how the system worked: “The time pays for the fines.” Giving up three days of his life at a stretch was the price he had to pay for being homeless.1

In Denver, homelessness had cost Danny his right leg below the knee and all five toes on his left foot. He’d been living under a tarp in 2023 during the bitterly cold winter when he felt frostbite setting in. Shelters—if they even had space—operated with a 5 p.m. curfew, and he had a job stocking shelves that didn’t get out until midnight. Constant “sweeps” by police enforcing the city’s camping ban had made it hard to hold on to his cold-weather gear. Danny’s visits to urgent care hadn’t helped, and eventually, amputation had been the only option.2

In Kentucky, state lawmakers were determined to exact an even higher price for homelessness than lost limbs. In April 2024, the state legislature overrode Governor Beshear’s veto to enact a new law that makes “unlawful camping” on both private and public property a crime. The law allows property owners to shoot an unhoused trespasser—fatally. The “Safer Kentucky Act” makes explicit the state’s assessment that a homeless person’s life has less value than private property.3

Standing under the trees that shaded his tent from the California sun, Dullanni made three wishes: to get into permanent housing himself, that others would not harbor such negative views of people experiencing homelessness, and that all unhoused people would have homes. A bit ruefully, he wondered whether his last wish was too “cheeseball.”

To my mind, Dullanni’s wish isn’t overly idealistic at all. While it may be hard to imagine now, large-scale, visible homelessness hasn’t always been prevalent in the United States. It exploded across the country in the early 1980s, triggered by the government’s deliberate policy choices and the private interests often driving them. These policies were—and are—supported by public narratives that stigmatize those most directly hurt by them. There is nothing inevitable about homelessness in America. We can make and demand different choices.

* * *

Coming into office in 1981 claiming that government was the problem, not the solution, then-president Reagan promoted deep cuts to social programs. Until then, homelessness had been largely limited to the skid rows of urban centers, affecting primarily single men. Some had been patients of mental institutions, discharged without support in the 1960s, then displaced again when developers destroyed their inexpensive lodgings to build luxury housing in the 1970s.

Reagan’s massive cuts shredded the social safety net, decimating affordable housing and other support for low-income people, affecting a much more diverse group of people and geographical areas. Seemingly suddenly, families with children as well as younger working men and women were losing their homes. They were not only in cities but also in suburbs and rural areas. At the same time, the president popularized the idea that the individuals most affected by the crisis were entirely to blame for their situation.

As homelessness rapidly became a national emergency, Reagan insisted that no one was really living in the streets other than those who were “homeless by choice.” It’s a fiction that still finds resonance today, including in otherwise liberal cities, as Dullanni would note decades later. Yet despite the enduring popularity of this demonstrably false narrative, homelessness is almost never a choice—and ending homelessness is not a fanciful wish. But doing so will require fundamentally different policy choices and perspectives.

In the early 1980s, activists in communities across the country mobilized to offer relief, opening shelters and soup kitchens and pressing their local governments for support. In New York City, advocates and legal aid lawyers brought litigation that led to a landmark legal settlement, establishing a right to shelter in the city. While still in effect, it’s been targeted for elimination by successive mayors, most recently Eric Adams.

The suit helped spur advocacy in other communities, and as homelessness increased around the country, local activists came together to form the National Coalition for the Homeless (NCH), led by a New York City–based group. By the mid-1980s, homelessness was undeniably a rapidly escalating national problem, and a federal response was urgently needed, yet Reagan and his allies insisted homelessness didn’t merit a federal response. A campaign would have to be organized to press the Reagan administration and Congress.

At the time, I was a young lawyer at a Wall Street law firm, litigating cases on behalf of large corporate clients. Two years earlier, I had volunteered for a pro bono case representing homeless families in Nassau County, an otherwise affluent New York City suburb. Part of the precipitous new growth of homelessness, the families were being denied emergency shelter, and legal aid lawyers had filed a class-action suit against the county and the state. Joining them was the New York City–based advocacy group that had successfully brought the right-to-shelter litigation. Over the coming two years, I spent untold hours visiting dozens of families, writing briefs, and arguing in court. Eventually, we won a favorable settlement of our case. And in the process, I had also found my calling. When NCH approached me about leaving my law firm to organize a national campaign in Washington, D.C., I signed up.

* * *

In less than two years, our campaign beat the high odds against us. Mobilizing an improbable, bipartisan team of strange bedfellows, our campaign won an early and unlikely victory: We secured passage of the first major federal legislation to address homelessness. Reluctantly signed into law by Reagan, the landmark law—the McKinney-Vento Act—put homelessness on the map as a national policy issue, shifting the paradigm that defined it as an issue for charities or local governments.

Since that time, the law has expanded, helping millions of people and funding aid programs around the country. But the McKinney-Vento Act was passed as an urgent, initial response, focused mainly on emergency shelter—a Band-Aid at best, not a solution. It was never meant to be the sole response to homelessness. Key members of Congress recognized the law’s limitations even as they passed it, cautioning that it was only “a first step towards reversing the record increase in homelessness” and that more comprehensive measures were needed.4

Our campaign continued, growing along the way, but despite multiple important victories that followed, those comprehensive measures have yet to come. Emergency systems have become permanent, and shelter providers increasingly beholden to government funding. Once fierce advocates, their voices are often silenced. As a result, homelessness hasn’t just persisted, it’s proliferated, becoming a seemingly permanent feature of American life.

In 1989, I left NCH to form a new organization, now known as the National Homelessness Law Center (NHLC or the “Law Center”), with a mission to use the power of the law to end and prevent homelessness in the United States. The Law Center would focus not just on the symptoms of homelessness but also on its underlying causes. Those causes have not only remained unaddressed, but they’ve also deepened and strengthened.

For one thing, federal aid for low-income housing never recovered from the Reagan cuts of the early 1980s. Today, just one in four of those impoverished enough to be eligible for federal low-income housing programs actually receives help. Public housing, once a cornerstone of the New Deal, has been starved of funding, demonized in political and public discourse, and prevented by law from expanding. Income assistance programs, long inadequate, were eliminated—and their recipients smeared as lazy, fraudulent “welfare queens.”

In the private market, housing prices skyrocketed while wages stagnated, driving for the highest profit without regard for the people living there. Housing was increasingly treated as a commodity for investment, not a place to live. Even public property—beyond public housing—was being sold for profit by the government. The foreclosure crisis, followed by the Great Recession, created a major new surge in homelessness—and an opportunity for institutional investors to grab newly vacant homes. Private equity is now playing an ever-bigger role in residential real estate. Income inequality, accelerating since the 1980s, has reached extreme proportions.

Without sufficient affordable housing or even emergency shelter, the number of people living in public continued to grow. In response, a destructive new trend gained momentum in the 1990s, championed by the then-mayor of New York City—Rudy Giuliani. Laws and policies that criminalize people for living in public places—despite the absence of alternatives—popped up across the country, like those that Dullanni was experiencing in San Diego and Danny was dodging in Denver.

Predictably, in the absence of housing, encampments of people living in public grew exponentially, dotting streets and woods across the nation. So did laws criminalizing them, which became a primary response to homelessness in red and blue communities alike, triggering an expensive, ineffective, inhumane cycle. Criminalization wastes taxpayer dollars, deepens people’s misery, and often creates arrest records that make exiting homelessness even harder, as Dullanni experienced. Kentucky’s shocking decision to permit property owners to shoot trespassing homeless people merely takes the trend to its logical next step. In a June 2024 ruling that ignored both the facts and prior precedent, the US Supreme Court opened the way even further to laws that make it a crime for homeless people simply to exist.5

Before Reagan’s drastic cuts, federal funds had helped ensure housing for lower-income people through initiatives first created in the 1930s as part of President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal. These included housing programs to alleviate that era’s mass homelessness, precipitated by the Great Depression.6 While the programs were deeply flawed by policies that left out and further segregated Black Americans, Roosevelt made the case for federal aid with a call for social solidarity.

* * *

The harmful narratives Reagan promoted in service of his savage cuts were adopted by many Democrats as well as Republicans. They were given a big boost by Clinton’s 1990s campaign to “end welfare as we know it,” and the stigmatizing stereotypes it propagated. Now accepting—whether implicitly or explicitly—the Reagan view that people “choose” to be homeless, some state and local leaders claim that criminalizing people for living in public will “help” them get off the streets—ignoring the obvious and enormous lack of housing or even shelter options.

These claims paint a false and damaging picture of the people who are experiencing homelessness, and of the causes pushing them into it. More recently, even more dangerous views are coming to the fore. During his first term in office, President Trump referred to unhoused people as “filth,” and his administration proposed banishing them to facilities in remote areas of cities. Template laws to criminalize unhoused people and further restrict funding for housing solutions are being promoted by well-funded interest groups in the guise of “innovative” policy experts; some even claim to be “compassionate.” Right-wing ideologues are asserting outright that unhoused people are “not our neighbors”7—laying the groundwork for laws and policies that dehumanize homeless people and even invite their murder.

The escalation of large-scale homelessness has been fueled by decades of massive cuts to housing and other social programs, the privatization of public resources, and the conversion of housing from a public good serving a human need to a profitable commodity for the few. On a parallel track, public narratives shifted from the stated commitment to social solidarity as articulated by President Roosevelt to the “bootstraps” ideology of Reagan and the current punitive policies. President Trump’s second administration promises to make both the policies and the rhetoric much worse.

For years, advocates in many communities—often led by people who have experienced homelessness—have fought back, helping strike down laws that criminally punish homeless people simply because of their status. These fights will continue, despite the blows dealt by a recent harmful Supreme Court decision and the return of President Trump. But while winning the right not to be punished is critically important, it does nothing to end homelessness. Housing is the essential element needed to end homelessness, and for decades advocates at the local and national levels—with the Law Center playing a leading role—have been calling for the recognition of housing as a basic human right.

The call has gained traction. Over the past twenty years, the movement for the human right to housing has grown, and advocates are now working in communities across the country, and at the national level, for new policies that treat housing as a human right, not just a commodity. This movement is anchored by the UN’s guiding proclamation, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which reflects President Franklin Roosevelt’s 1944 call for a “second bill of rights” recognizing economic and social rights.

Never enshrined in law, Roosevelt’s proposal and the social solidarity on which it was premised eroded over time. But for over two decades, our growing movement has been advocating for the fundamental principles of economic justice and fairness underlying it.

Our call gained support—from four presidential candidates in 2020, from the Biden White House, from members of Congress and state legislatures, and from popular cultural figures such as HBO’s John Oliver. And, once viewed as politically irrelevant, people who have experienced homelessness are organizing, graduating from colleges and universities, being elected to Congress—and advocating for their own human rights.

These seemingly disparate groups are converging around the idea that to end homelessness we must stop treating housing as a privilege, subject to budget cuts by politicians, or as a profit-generating commodity of the private market. Instead, we must treat it as the fundamental human right that it is. Models from other parts of the world—including Finland and Vienna—are demonstrating that it’s possible. And in the United States, campaigns for the human right to housing—including in Kansas City and Seattle—are notching up victories.

While the return of President Trump is a severe setback to any progress we made at the federal level, it does not preclude advances in state and local battles; indeed, it makes them even more urgent. Nor does it negate the trajectory we’ve traveled and the trail we’ve blazed—and on which we can continue to move forward.

* * *

This book traces the evolution of homelessness in the United States and of the movement to end it. It demonstrates how ending homelessness will require fundamental shifts in our society’s priorities and beliefs—and that those shifts are possible and in everyone’s interest. That’s not to say these changes will be easy to make: They require the work of an active, engaged, and large coalition to advance them. It will take more strange bedfellows. Especially now, the fight continues.

The book is organized into three parts. Part I explores the emergence of the crisis in the early 1980s, the causes leading to it, and the early responses that focused primarily on emergency measures like shelter. Part II focuses on the transformation of homelessness from shocking crisis to permanent emergency, the evolution of punitive responses and their accompanying narratives, and the impact of growing up without a stable home on young people. Part III details the growing movement for the human right to housing, showing the work to make human rights a reality in America and internationally. It illustrates the connection between civil and political rights and economic and social rights and argues that ensuring housing for all is essential to democracy, and to our own humanity.

Chapters within each part recount the stories of people experiencing homelessness, activists advocating for rights and solutions, and responses from government and other institutions. The chapters are thematic, each taking on a broad question or issue; each starts close to the present, and then goes back to the start of the issue, before moving forward roughly chronologically.

Key themes recur throughout the book. Racial discrimination is one, as a cause of both homelessness itself as well as its ongoing, deeply disproportionate racial impact. The book puts the growth of homelessness in the context of growing inequality, noting that homelessness is the tip of larger, structural problems—including an affordable housing crisis that is now reaching into the middle class. Throughout, the book highlights the stories and voices of those whose lives have been directly affected by the policy choices leading to this point.

Much of the activism I describe is work I have been personally engaged in, and at times I enter the story, as do some of my colleagues. As the narrative progresses, so does the evolution of my own advocacy and approach. When I first took on the challenge of helping lead a national campaign for a federal response to homelessness, I assumed I would spend a year or two working on it, solve the problem, and return to New York City, my hometown. Over time, it became apparent that ending homelessness would require much more than a couple of years of hard work by an enterprising young lawyer.

Looking back, I don’t think my original instinct was naive. Nor do I think I was. While I was new to the issue of homelessness, and never personally experienced its hardship, I had a perspective informed by the suffering and loss of my own family. I had some understanding of oppression and injustice, and some idea about fighting it, and what that might entail.

* * *

I never suffered from material deprivation myself. I grew up in a comfortable apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, during the 1960s and 1970s, a time of social activism. An only child, I often went with my parents and their friends to demonstrations for peace and racial justice. My parents were older White professionals who also happened to be immigrants from another country—and another world.

Almost nightly at the dinner table, I listened as they recounted their experiences in Nazi-occupied Greece during World War II. Food was abundant in the countryside, but Nazi blockades prevented it from reaching Athens, where they were living at the time. Hundreds of thousands of people died of starvation in a single year. Each morning, sanitation workers swept away the emaciated corpses of those who had died during the night.8 I also heard about the Resistance, which my parents had been part of: the secret organizing, the friends who’d been captured, sent to exile, sentenced to death.

They rarely talked about Nikos, my mother’s younger brother, who’d been imprisoned and executed by the Nazis at the age of twenty-three for his resistance efforts.9 I realize now it was too painful for my parents to talk about, but after they died, I found among their papers six letters Nikos had written from jail. His last one, composed on what he knew was the eve of his execution, was different from the others—a public appeal to the world of which he would no longer be a part. Written on behalf of himself and his cellmate and friend, who was also to die in the morning, it included this exhortation:


Don’t cry for us, we are not dying from illness or accident, our fellow human beings will kill us. . . .




We are calm and proud, because we did our duty, and our conscience is clear. Do yours too and light will come to the world quickly.10



Many years had passed before I read those words from the uncle I never got to meet. But somehow, they were already in my bloodstream. I wanted to fight the gross unfairness that left so many people struggling just to survive while others had so much more than they needed or could ever use. Thinking that law, which combined the ideals of justice with practical tools for acting on them, might be a way to do this, I headed to law school.

After graduating, I landed a prestigious clerkship. But when it ended a year later, there were few public interest jobs available. It was 1982, the dawn of the Reagan administration, and funding for programs representing poor people was being cut. I accepted an offer from Sullivan & Cromwell, a major Wall Street firm, with the idea that I would work at the firm, make some money, get valuable experience, volunteer for pro bono work, and eventually transition to a career in public interest law.

It was hardly a novel idea. Many students enter law school with idealistic goals, then confront the reality that there are very few jobs for public interest lawyers. Yet, somehow, my plan worked. I had gone with Sullivan & Cromwell without knowing much about it, but I was fortunate to get litigation experience, unusual in a big firm, and I felt lucky in my choice. When the request for pro bono help in Nassau County came into the firm, I jumped on it.

Three years later, I had the opportunity to make the transition to full-time (albeit minimally paid) work as a public interest lawyer fighting a clearly egregious injustice: In a country with so much excess for some, others are going without the basics. I left Sullivan & Cromwell in November 1985, and have spent nearly four decades advocating to end homelessness and protecting the rights of those experiencing it.

Over the years, I’ve come to understand that our legal system, as currently constructed, is insufficient to truly address the crisis of homelessness and all that drives it. As long as housing is treated as a discretionary privilege instead of as a fundamental human right, its funding and legal protections will remain dependent on the whims of politicians and the moneyed interests influencing them. Securing housing as a human right is a necessary step to end homelessness. It is also essential to ensuring basic civil and political rights. As human rights law recognizes, economic/social rights and civil/political rights are interdependent. Without basic economic and social rights, civil and political rights cannot truly be exercised.

Human rights principles offer more than a legal and policy framework. They outline a worldview that prioritizes social solidarity. Like rights, people are interdependent—no one succeeds or even survives on their own. People form and live in societies for a reason. The critical question is what kind of society we form. Is it one where everyone can have the basics? Is it one where everyone can belong?

In his last letter home, Nikos confronted his impending execution by his fellow human beings. As he wrote to his family, it wasn’t illness or accident that would take his life at the age of twenty-three, but the deliberate actions of other people. While the circumstances are different, the essential point remains: Homelessness is not a disease, nor is it an accident, it’s the result of deliberate policy choices made by people. We can make different ones.

My early assessment of the time it would take to end homelessness was clearly wrong, but it reflects an underlying truth that remains valid: Poverty as extreme as homelessness doesn’t have to exist in a country as rich as the United States. It is a problem that can be solved. What I didn’t realize at the time was how powerful and deeply embedded the causes behind it truly were. The drive to commodify housing, the policies enabling it, and the simplistic myth of individualism that undermines the very idea of the commonweal have been formidable since the early 1980s—and they’ve only gotten stronger.

I wrote this book partly to grapple with and better fathom the forces at play in the ongoing surge of homelessness. Having spent the vast majority of my career striving to end it, I wanted to reflect on and describe the larger context that work was operating in. I also wanted to record the stories and amplify the voices of some of the thousands of unhoused people I’ve worked with over these decades, as well as some I haven’t personally met.11

Homelessness is indeed a choice, just not the kind that Reagan and his cronies meant. It’s a choice our society makes—a choice we collectively make—and it doesn’t have to be. A home, that most basic human need, is also a fundamental human right. We know housing is essential for all human beings. Dullanni’s wish of housing for all is anything but cheeseball. It’s time to make it part of our laws, policies, and national consciousness.

This is not a matter of charity, it’s a matter of justice. It’s a question of what kind of a society we all choose to be. Ensuring housing for all matters for everyone. Homelessness extracts the biggest price from those it affects most directly: Dullanni, Danny, and millions of others. But by choosing a society that values profit over human beings, we all pay a price.

We need liberty and justice—and housing for all. This book is more than my account of the evolution of homelessness in America. It’s a call to action for the human right to housing.


Part I


The Crisis Begins





Chapter One
 Homeless in Suburbia


A Family of Seven Living in Their Truck


In 1982, conspicuous consumption was in vogue and greed was good. Former Hollywood actor Ronald Reagan had won the presidency on his promise to “make America great again” and to end “big government.” The White House was hosting celebrities at glittering parties while popular TV shows like Dynasty and Dallas further glamorized wealth. Leveraged buyouts and junk bonds were fueling the biggest boom in fifty years on Wall Street, and Trump Tower’s opulent atrium was about to open on New York City’s Fifth Avenue.1

Beneath the shiny images and upbeat rhetoric, a very different reality was playing out. Much of the country was still reeling from a deep recession—the second in three years—and unemployment was rising while cuts to social programs removed critical safety nets. Poverty was increasing and inequality was deepening, even as parts of America emerged from the recession.

And homelessness—the most visible sign of dire poverty—was on the cusp of exploding into public view.

For Florence and John Koster and their five children, the explosion had already hit. Native Long Islanders, they’d been renting in Nassau County, a wealthier suburb of New York City. But in June 1982, their landlord told them they had to leave. His daughter was getting married, and the house would be his wedding gift to her. After exhausting options with family and being turned away by the county’s social services, the Kosters eventually moved into their red 1970 Chevy pickup truck. They parked it in the lot of an outdoor shopping mall, just a few miles from their old house. The parents slept in the front and the kids in the covered back, squeezed in with their clothes, food, and three spare tires.

Three years earlier, John had hurt his back working as a chauffeur and Citibank truck driver. Disabled by the injury, he could no longer work. Florence hadn’t been employed outside the home of five children, all of whom were still in school. After exhausting their savings, the family went on public assistance. With the monthly welfare check of about $600 and food stamps, they’d barely been able to pay their $440 rent and meet their other basic needs when their landlord gave them notice.

As the surrounding economy boomed, rents shot up and the already severe shortage of affordable housing worsened. The family couldn’t find another place they could afford even as they faced eviction. They’d gone to Nassau County’s social services office to ask for help, almost daily, for three months. The whole family would wait, often for hours, only to be told again and again that there was nothing the department of social services could do.

Time not spent in waiting rooms went into searching for new housing on their own, visiting real estate agencies in the old pickup truck that would eventually become their home. A few houses were available in their price range, but as soon as the landlords learned they were on welfare, they refused to rent to them. On other occasions, county employees failed to show up for appointments to inspect potential homes—a requirement before the family could rent using their welfare check.

Increasingly desperate, the Kosters had pleaded with their landlord to extend their stay. He did, twice, a month at a time . . . and then told them their time was up, giving them just one more day.

Just before that final day, the Kosters went back to the county to explain they were about to be evicted with nowhere to go. Telling the Kosters this was their “own problem” to solve, the extent of the county’s help was to send movers to pick up their furniture and take it to storage.

The family called their church, which arranged for a private charity to pay for a motel for one night. The next day, the whole family was back at the county social services agency, and again they were denied help. Desperate, Florence called the county executive, the top politician in Nassau County. A welfare worker came out hours later, scolded Florence for “making trouble,” and told the family they would be put up in a motel for three nights—Labor Day weekend.

After that, they stayed with relatives—first her mother, then his—splitting up the children and sleeping on couches and floors. Having grown up in the area, they were fortunate to have family nearby. But as often happens, overcrowding eventually made these arrangements untenable. Religious and social services groups paid to shelter the Kosters in a motel, but these private groups soon depleted their emergency funds and couldn’t sustain the help.2 These temporary, makeshift arrangements couldn’t take the place of a permanent, affordable home.

While the family bounced from place to place in search of housing, the Koster children—Donna, eighteen; John Jr., sixteen; Helen, thirteen; and the twins, Janet and Edward, eight—missed school, ate poorly, and only had their summer clothes to wear. Years later, the children remembered the experience vividly—and the feeling that few people were willing to help them.3

The Kosters were staying in their pickup truck when the local legal aid office—which provided free legal help to low-income people in the area—got involved. The office had been investigating a pattern of the county illegally denying emergency shelter to homeless families seeking help. The legal aid lawyers invited the Kosters to join a lawsuit they were planning with a New York City advocacy organization, the Coalition for the Homeless. This suit would challenge the county’s policies and practices and ask the court to order the county to comply with the law.

When the legal aid office and the coalition filed the case in federal court in 1982, the Kosters were among the lead plaintiffs. The case drew national media attention, with the New York Times reporting on the surprising appearance of homelessness—then considered solely a big-city problem—on Long Island.4 Detailing the Kosters’ futile efforts to house their family and get help from their local government, the article quoted Florence: “Let the politicians live in the back of a pickup truck with the clothes and food and three tires and five kids. I bet they couldn’t survive.”

No doubt feeling pressure from the lawsuit and the publicity, the county offered the Kosters a longer stay in a motel. This slightly more stable living situation gave Florence the time to find a house renting for $300 a month. The county inspected and approved it, and by Thanksgiving the family had moved in.

What seemed like a happy ending proved anything but. The house was in such poor condition—with missing windowpanes, mice, and malfunctioning plumbing and electricity—that within three days the Kosters were looking for another place. Later that year, the town condemned the property.

At long last, the family rented a house for $750 a month—well over their entire $600 public assistance check, and 250 percent higher than the welfare office’s $300 estimate for rent. Unlike the vast majority of homeless families, the Kosters had family and friends willing and able, at least for the moment, to help make up the monthly shortfall.5


Homelessness Grows on Long Island: Seeking Help from a Court

The Kosters’ challenges were hardly unique. Thousands of Long Island families were in dire straits, with their ranks quickly growing. A 1983 study conducted by a Hofstra sociology professor estimated that up to six thousand people were homeless in Long Island’s Nassau County alone, including more than three thousand families. From 1984 to 1987, the number of homeless families on the island would almost double.6

Aware that the problem was widespread, the legal aid lawyers and the Coalition for the Homeless had filed the lawsuit as a proposed class action—a legal mechanism that can extend a case beyond specific individuals to include others in similar situations. Class actions are a powerful tool for changing policies and practices. In this case, the lawsuit was taking on not just how the county responded to the Kosters but other homeless families seeking its help.7

Before the suit could proceed, the judge in charge of the case would first have to approve—or “certify”—a class. The legal aid lawyers had to gather evidence to persuade him that the problems faced by the Kosters weren’t isolated and were similarly affecting many more families. The county would undoubtedly oppose the request to certify a class, and the lawyers for the families would have to overcome that opposition. Making a strong argument required talking to dozens of other homeless families, taking their testimonies and, eventually, formally adding some of them to the suit. This would take extensive work and resources. In early 1984, the coalition, well-connected to large Wall Street law firms, put out a call for pro bono help. At the time, I was working at one such firm as a litigation associate. The setting couldn’t have been more different than the conditions the Kosters were enduring.

Sullivan & Cromwell’s main office was downtown, in the financial district. The firm occupied the upper floors of a tall office building, where important partners enjoyed sweeping views of the Statue of Liberty from their private offices. Persian carpets cushioned the floors and Currier and Ives prints adorned the walls. Messengers silently scurried in and out with envelopes and packages. Lawyers in suits, mainly White men, wore serious expressions and spoke in muted voices.

A memo came around the office asking if anyone wanted to volunteer for a pro bono case representing homeless families denied emergency shelter in Nassau County. Only a few months earlier, the firm had held its annual summer “outing” for lawyers in the same county, at a posh country club called Piping Rock. My colleagues and I had traveled there from the office by limousine, for an afternoon and evening of luxury, experiencing what we too could have if we worked hard and made the right moves at the firm. No one mentioned the extreme poverty that coexisted in discrete, isolated pockets alongside the wealth.

I had started at Sullivan & Cromwell with the goal of eventually transitioning to public interest law, and I was especially interested in using the law to fight poverty. The memo caught my attention, and I signed up. Fortunately, Sullivan & Cromwell treated pro bono matters generously. Lawyers representing indigent clients for free could invest the firm’s time and resources, so long as we also kept up our work for the corporate clients who paid the hefty fees that made such pro bono work possible.8 I started going out to Long Island regularly.



Abundance and Deprivation

Beth Polner, one of the local legal services lawyers, kept a list of the homeless families who had come to her office seeking help. In the spring of 1984, Beth and I began visiting them, writing up their testimonies, and signing some on as plaintiffs. We also investigated county and state policies and practices, confirming what we had learned from the 1983 Hofstra study of homelessness, surveys conducted by advocates, and the families themselves. Thousands of people were homeless in Nassau County, but the county didn’t operate a single emergency shelter.9 While the county sometimes placed families in motels, this was for a maximum of three days. Many were simply turned away regardless of need, as the Kosters had been at various times.

The county did refer some families in crisis to temporary shelter—at several grossly substandard accommodations. These included rooms in private homes, roominghouses, and even buildings that had been abandoned. Many of these were extremely overcrowded, some with twelve people in two rooms, and conditions were horrific—mattresses without sheets, doors without locks, infestations of rodents and roaches. One house had a family of nine sleeping in the basement with no windows, no toilet, and no water source.

On one of my visits, I met the Myers family—a father, Tony, and his three small children—in the single room they shared in the basement of an otherwise derelict building. I had to step over holes in the floorboards and duck under bare lightbulbs dangling from exposed wiring. The bathroom was down a long hallway, and there were no cooking facilities. Cereal boxes and cans of food were neatly arranged on the dresser top. There was just one bed, a double, and Tony sat on its edge, insisting I take the only chair. The kids played and clowned around for my benefit while their father, a thin, soft-spoken man, looked down at the floor and told their story.

Tony’s wife had suffered from depression but couldn’t get treatment. She began self-medicating with street drugs, became addicted, and eventually abandoned the family. Tony had juggled taking care of their children while also working as a building caretaker. After arriving late once too often, he lost his job. He couldn’t make rent without a paycheck, and he and his children were evicted. Ashamed to seek help from friends or relatives—who were just as broke—he had sought aid from the county. The county put the family up in a motel for three nights, then placed them in what was supposed to be permanent housing—that barren room in the basement of an abandoned house.10

Another family, Deborah Dean and her four children—James, fifteen, Lashawnda, thirteen, Cory, seven, and Jamie, seventeen months—became homeless when their landlord evicted them to make renovations to their apartment building. Deborah, pregnant with her fifth child, had turned to the county for help. The Deans were placed in a home rented by an acquaintance of Deborah’s, who also had four children. Possibly because of the stress she was under, Deborah gave birth prematurely. Her daughter, Jasmine, weighed only four pounds, and was placed in the hospital’s neonatal intensive care unit.11

The hospital considered the baby high risk and refused to release her into such overcrowded conditions, so some of Deborah’s older children moved in with relatives. Eventually, Deborah found housing through her own efforts, which the county approved. She had moved her family a total of nine times in as many months. During that period, Deborah had been hospitalized, given birth, and temporarily split up her children. She agreed to join our case with her children. The Deans and the Kosters would be the lead plaintiffs for the proposed class-action suit.12

The travel time from my office to visit the families in Nassau County was less than an hour, but it was clear I had entered a different world. I would be returning home to my cozy apartment, food in the fridge, cafes around the corner, money in my wallet. But even though they were living in a country with so much abundance, the Kosters, the Myerses, the Deans, and countless other families lacked even the basics for themselves and their children.

Their deprivation struck a familiar chord of grief and outrage. While I had grown up relatively privileged, my parents’ dinner-table stories of injustice and suffering in occupied Greece during World War II were never far from my consciousness. Emblazoned in my mind were the images of the emaciated corpses of those who had starved to death while the Nazis prevented food from the countryside from reaching them.13

The plight of the families in Nassau County wasn’t the same. The country wasn’t at war, nor was it occupied by enemy forces. Yet they too were needlessly being deprived in a country that had enough for all. Their suffering too was the result of a man-made disaster.



The Power of the Law—for Some

As we prepared our class-action lawsuit, Sullivan & Cromwell’s regular corporate clients spared little effort or expense in pursuit of their interests. The disparity felt increasingly jarring as I spent more and more time with my pro bono clients. In the spring of 1984, as I was getting deeper into the Koster case, I was also defending a major car company. The plaintiff had sued virtually the entire auto industry, and Bill, the partner in charge of the case, had arranged for us to organize all the other defense lawyers, with me as the coordinator. The firm was known for taking a sink-or-swim approach with young lawyers, and Bill assigned me the job of taking the plaintiff’s first deposition.

I sat across from the plaintiff and his lawyer at a long, oval,polished-wood table in a large conference room at our firm. Some twenty lawyers were lined up around the table, representing about a dozen major law firms. Even back then, before billing rates shot up dramatically, this single deposition added up to thousands of dollars per hour for all the lawyers in the room—simply to listen to the plaintiff’s testimony (which would be transcribed anyway), observe his demeanor, and protect their client’s interest in case the plaintiff mentioned anything remotely relevant.

This was a nerve-racking, high-pressure experience for a young lawyer. It was also a display of legal might to defend the auto industry from a challenge—considered unlikely to succeed by all—from a single, much smaller, rival company. And it was just one example of the vast resources deployed by “big law” to protect the interests of their corporate clients. These included not just legal talent to argue for them as strongly as possible in court, but also lobbyists to shape the law in the ways most favorable to their interests, public relations professionals to influence public opinion, support staff, and the technology to make it all work.

My firm provided every resource for its lawyers to represent our clients as vigorously and thoroughly as possible: messengers, secretaries, and round-the-clock typists. A “lawyers’ dining room” offered free lunches, so we’d have more time to spend on client matters. For dinner, a cafeteria fed all firm employees working late. The expense was more than offset by the savings in billable hours. Rates for corporate clients were already high in the 1980s. As of 2023, some firms topped $1,000 per hour.14

The conference room deposition was just a few miles from Nassau County, but the resources devoted to the firm’s paying clients were galaxies away from those available to the homeless families of Long Island. Yet the stakes for these families were enormous.

These parents had gone to tremendous lengths to get help for themselves and their children, meeting obstacles at every turn. They had called on family and friends who were often struggling themselves, sometimes at the insistence of the county. They’d split up their children, sleeping on the floors of loved ones who jeopardized their own housing by taking them in. Many resorted to sleeping outside or in their vehicles—as the Kosters had done—risking criminal punishment for loitering or trespassing. They feared permanently losing their children to foster care, and with good reason—some had. As for the kids, they’d been forced to miss school while their parents searched for housing. Some were even denied enrollment because they lacked a permanent address. These children were even more at risk than their parents.

The interests of the Deans, Myerses, and Kosters were at least as important as those of my corporate clients, which typically involved only bottom lines. To me they were clearly much more significant: The lives and futures of human beings were at stake.

Yet those who are poor or homeless are most likely completely on their own, regardless of the severity of their need.15 If they’re lucky, they may be represented by overburdened and underfunded legal aid lawyers. No less zealous or competent than their elite counterparts—sometimes more so—the resources in person power and support they can draw on are orders of magnitudes less.

Pro bono lawyers from big firms can bring additional help, including access to some of those resources, as we were doing in the Koster case. This can make a big difference, bringing a measure of legal power on behalf of those who might otherwise be unrepresented. It’s a very important role for firms that take it to heart, as mine did. But in the end, it’s not nearly enough to make up for the huge gap in resources facing low-income people at every turn.16

Since I first got involved, there’s been a growing movement to ensure legal representation for poor people in certain kinds of high-stakes cases, such as eviction. Advocates have achieved important victories in cities and states across the country, starting with New York City. Low-income individuals and families facing eviction in these places—as of December 2024, eighteen cities, five states, and two counties—now have a legal right to be represented by a lawyer.17

Because of this, countless families and individuals have managed to stay in their homes, and local governments have saved money they might otherwise have spent on homeless services. Yet while critically important, these initiatives have bridged just a tiny portion of the growing gap. They only come into play to forestall disasters like eviction, not to affirmatively assert rights. And they apply only in a few places—and only when legal aid lawyers are funded.



A Win on Long Island

After months of work, our team of legal aid lawyers, corporate lawyers working pro bono, and coalition staff and volunteers were finally ready. We’d meticulously documented how the challenges experienced by the Kosters, the Deans, the Myerses, and many others were not isolated incidents but part of a much larger pattern, and we asked the judge to let the case proceed as a class action.18 We summarized the impact of the county government’s denial of emergency shelter in our court papers:


The families, particularly the children, suffer both physical and psychological harm. Exposure to the cold and denial of sufficient nutritious food are among the most obvious injuries to befall members of a homeless family. Children are separated from their parents or are forced to live in dangerous and unhealthy quarters. The children’s education is disrupted, incidences of family violence increase, and family stability is undermined—frequently irreversibly—as a result of defendants’ refusal to provide homeless families with emergency shelter.19



The judge agreed. We were granted our motion for class certification of the Koster case, adding to the earlier victory upholding our right to bring the case in the first place.20 The county and state were likely looking at a big loss. This made it a good time to open settlement discussions.

After literally years of back-and-forth, in 1987 we entered into a consent decree with Nassau County. The county agreed to provide emergency housing to eligible families the same day the request was made, respond to requests twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and ensure that emergency housing met detailed minimum standards.21

It made a noticeable difference. Reports of unhoused families being denied shelter and placed into substandard temporary accommodations dropped off in Nassau County. A few months after we signed the settlement, the county announced they would open three new shelters. They also planned to renovate a building to house homeless families, elderly people, and patients released from hospitals with no place to live—as Deborah Dean had been after giving birth to Jasmine, her premature baby.22

Meanwhile, both the Deans and the Kosters had at last found permanent homes—largely through their own efforts.

The consent decree changed policy, impacting thousands of at-risk people in Nassau County, and the court decisions set legal precedent that could protect families facing similar challenges.23 As of 2023, the consent decree remained in effect, although in practice it was still violated. By then, Janet Koster, who had been eight years old when the case was filed, was forty-nine and living in Indiana, where she worked at a fast-food drive-through and struggled to pay the bills.24 But even when we signed the consent decree in 1987, it was clear that the problems ran much deeper than improved shelter policies could reach.

When our case was filed in 1983, Nassau County welfare benefits provided at most $510 per month to house a family of eight, while forty hours a week of work at the minimum wage for a month yielded $580. The cheapest one-bedroom apartment rented for $400 per month, not including the security deposit. A single room went for at least $240 per month.25

A full decade later, the Nassau Action Coalition (a local advocacy organization) reported that no low-income housing had been built in the county for the past thirty years.26 Since then, the national gap between the need for housing that extremely low-income people can afford and what is actually available has only gaped wider: In 2023, it was more than seven million units.27

The hardships faced by the Kosters and other families were not unusual, in ways that stretched far beyond the bounds of our class-action case. In New York City, the demand for emergency shelter by homeless families rose 24 percent from 1981 to 1982 alone. In 1983, that demand doubled.28 In 1984, cities including Anchorage, Los Angeles, Seattle, Columbus, Missouri, and Tucson saw dramatic increases in homelessness over the previous year.29 The media started covering this sudden eruption of extreme need more frequently, and stories recounting the suffering of desperate families and individuals were landing on front pages. Homelessness was becoming a national crisis, but communities were left to fend for themselves. There was virtually no response from Washington.30

In fact, federal policies were fueling much of the crisis.



Not an Accident, Not a “Choice”—Federal Policies Drive the Crisis

It may have seemed to appear suddenly, but homelessness did not come out of nowhere.

During the Great Depression, which began in 1929, millions of Americans lost their jobs and their homes, and homelessness became a mass phenomenon in the United States for the first time in the modern era.31 Hoovervilles—shantytowns named after then-president Herbert Hoover—sprang up around the country. Their makeshift dwellings were constructed of cardboard boxes, discarded bricks, and other salvaged materials, much like the encampments proliferating today.32

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1932 election brought the New Deal, his response to the chaos and suffering of the Depression. Creating dozens of new social programs, the initiative addressed the urgent needs of the time, including housing. The new programs alleviated much of the crisis—at least for White Americans. Black Americans and other minorities were largely excluded, entrenching racial segregation and inequality, and contributing to the disproportionate racial impact that is very much present today.33

Military spending in the lead-up to World War II helped shore up the economy and reduce unemployment. Those not absorbed by the war effort tended to be elderly or disabled, and this limited population began to constitute the “typical” homeless person on the skid rows of major cities after the end of the war.34

Beginning in the 1960s, the failure to fully fund President John F. Kennedy’s initiative to reform mental health care in America pushed a new population into homelessness—those with psychiatric disabilities. JFK had argued for people with mental disorders to be treated in their communities instead of the often-inhumane state mental institutions. But while the state-run sanitoriums were indeed shuttered, not enough community mental centers were funded to replace them. In the 1970s, changes in the real estate market made cheap housing increasingly scarce, and many former residents of mental institutions had nowhere to go but the streets.

By the early 1980s, homelessness was growing dramatically. While the estimated number of homeless people was—and still is—a matter of heated debate, most everyone agreed that whatever the number was, it was rapidly going up. Many experts believed that more people were homeless in the 1980s than at any time since the Great Depression. Annual surveys, initiated in 1984 by the US Conference of Mayors—a group representing big-city mayors—documented a soaring demand for emergency shelter in major metropolitan areas around the country, coupled with an inability of local authorities and private charities to meet it.35

The populations affected by homelessness were also quickly changing. Families with children became the fastest-growing group. Homelessness among racial and ethnic minorities also grew, forming a disproportionate percentage relative to their representation in both the population at large and stably housed low-income people in particular.36 Younger working men and women were affected as well.

Geographically, homelessness was no longer limited to large urban areas. From suburban neighborhoods to rural communities, the impact was everywhere. What the Kosters, Deans, and other families on Long Island had experienced—suburban family homelessness—was becoming the rule, not the exception.

Several developments had converged to drive this larger trend. Starting in 1981, his first year in office, President Ronald Reagan led a successful campaign to reduce federal funding for social safety net programs. Housing took an enormous hit, with funding cut by 50 percent—literally shrinking available new housing to less than 1 percent of what it had been.37 In 1979, federal low-income housing programs funded over 347,000 new units of rental housing affordable to impoverished Americans. By 1982—just three years later—that number had been slashed to 2,630.38 While the following decades saw some increases in funding for low-income housing, the huge gulfs left by Reagan’s cuts were never filled. According to the most recent data, only one in four of those poor enough to be eligible for housing assistance receives it—and this is directly due to funding shortfalls.39

In 2025, the lack of affordable housing remains the leading cause of homelessness.

Income is the other side of the coin. No housing is affordable if the money you have coming in keeps going down. And even as Reagan was promising the return of American greatness, plants were closing all over the country. The steep decline in relatively high-paying manufacturing jobs left many people unemployed, underemployed, or with sharply diminished incomes.40

Finding new work was also taking longer. By 1982, the number of Americans who were unemployed for longer than twenty-six weeks had shot up to 1.4 million—a 300 percent increase in only three years.41 In early 1983, after reaching a high of almost 11 percent, unemployment finally began to fall, but many of the new jobs were in the poorly paid service industry.42 The federal minimum wage, which had gone up every single year since 1974, froze after the Carter administration’s final increase in January 1981. The next bump in the minimum wage wouldn’t arrive for almost ten more years, in 1990.43

Countless Americans were clearly struggling to make ends meet. Instead of helping, the Reagan administration pushed to cut federal income support programs and tightened eligibility standards.44 Public service employment was eliminated, extended unemployment benefits were reduced, welfare eligibility requirements for poor mothers and children became more onerous, and disability payments for elderly and/or disabled low-income Americans were reduced.45 States followed suit, cutting or eliminating “general assistance” programs that provided very modest cash aid to single people who were down on their luck.46 Financially at-risk individuals lost this public income support just as their job options in the private market were drastically dwindling and housing costs were climbing.47 Legal services programs, targeted for elimination by the Reagan administration, also took a hit, leaving the most vulnerable people even more exposed.48



A Right to Shelter—Not Housing

Even before Reagan’s drastic cuts, homelessness had become more visible on city streets around the country. Starting in the 1970s, privately owned forms of cheap housing were targeted for redevelopment by profit-driven entrepreneurs, displacing their former residents. Nonprofit groups were offering shelter, meals, and other direct emergency help. Some organizations were secular, others faith-based, including several inspired by Dorothy Day and her Catholic Worker movement. Often staffed only by volunteers and operating with few resources, they were on the front lines.49 Seeing the need firsthand, many became advocates and activists.

By the end of the 1970s, activism to demand a government response was growing. Litigation filed in 1979 by legal aid and pro bono lawyers on behalf of a group of homeless men in New York City proved one notable example. The lawsuit, Callahan v. Carey, asked the court to require the city and state to provide shelter and meals to the men, arguing that failure to do so would cause them irreparable harm, including possible death from exposure. That December, relying on a provision of the New York State constitution that said that “the aid, care and support of the needy are public concerns and shall be provided by the state,” along with state and local laws implementing it, the court issued a preliminary ruling that the unhoused men were entitled to “Board and lodging.”50

Following that ruling, in 1981 New York City entered into a consent decree—a legally binding settlement, signed by the judge—in which the city agreed to provide overnight shelter to every eligible homeless man.51 (It would take two subsequent cases to extend the obligation first to women and then to families.52) Notably, the right created by the settlement was to emergency shelter—not permanent housing.

The consent decree set detailed shelter standards, including specifying minimum bed dimensions, toiletries to be supplied, and minimum hours of recreation provided.53 The terms, eerily reminiscent of prison condition settlements, were clearly meant only to address the immediate crisis. The sole provision arguably aimed at helping people transition out of homelessness was a requirement that the city provide written notice of other aid for which they might be eligible.54

New York City was already facing an affordable housing crisis, meaning that any assistance it might offer to homeless people in finding a permanent place to live would be very limited.55 In the years that followed, the housing crisis only intensified as rents skyrocketed, wages stagnated, and assistance plummeted.

While the consent decree didn’t address these bigger problems, it did spur the creation of a massive shelter system that, as of December 2024, accommodated over 124,000 people—men, women, and children.56 But despite the decree’s detailed requirements, the obligation to provide decent shelter was often violated, and over the decades advocates returned to court repeatedly to enforce its terms.57 When an influx of financially desperate migrants began arriving in the city in 2022, many without resources and needing shelter, Eric Adams, the City’s Democratic mayor, claimed there was no room and sought to overturn the decree. Already homeless New Yorkers had been languishing in the city’s shelters for years due to the lack of affordable housing.58

In the 1980s, right-to-shelter litigation had secured a modicum of emergency aid for homeless people in the country’s largest city. But without also requiring housing, it couldn’t bring a more permanent solution to the burgeoning societal crisis. Instead, it may have influenced the short-term, shortsighted nature of government response for years to come. The 1979 litigation did, however, bring tremendous public attention to the issue, and often public sympathy.59 The case also spurred the founding of the Coalition for the Homeless in New York City,60 and inspired similar coalitions and litigation in other communities.61 In some cities, activists began holding demonstrations and staging sit-ins to draw attention to the growing numbers of people in need—and to demand government aid.

As homelessness grew, activists in communities across the country came together to coordinate their efforts. This led to the formation of the National Coalition for the Homeless (NCH) in 1983. Sharing space and staff with the established but locally focused Coalition for the Homeless, the national group was also based in New York City. As the need for a federal response became increasingly clear, so too did the need for action in Washington, D.C.—the government wasn’t going to act on its own.

I was still at Sullivan & Cromwell at the time, working on the Koster case pro bono with the coalition, when NCH approached me in 1985. They wanted me to go to Washington, D.C., to organize and lead a national campaign pushing for federal action. The resources for the campaign were slim. Relying on donations, with no government grants or paying clients, NCH would fund an office—with me as the sole, minimally paid, staff member.62 To me, it seemed like an exciting opportunity, and I agreed.



A National Campaign

By the early to mid-1980s, it was clear to anyone paying attention that homelessness was a national crisis. To many, including me and other activists, it also seemed obvious that a federal response was not just “necessary and proper”—in the language of the law—but urgently needed. The federal government had to act—now. Case closed.

Needless to say, this view was not shared by the Reagan White House. The administration responded to the growing calls for action by first denying that the problem even existed, and then by shifting the blame to homeless people themselves. In 1982, while the Kosters and thousands of others were struggling without housing, an official of the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) had claimed, “No one is living in the streets.”63 Two years later, President Reagan gave a speech referring to “the people who are sleeping on the grates, the homeless who are homeless, you might say, by choice.” He repeated this characterization on national TV, calling homelessness a “lifestyle choice.”64 Shelters were available in “virtually every city,” Reagan claimed, but people chose not to use them. Help was available, but people in need rejected it.

According to the Reagan administration, with few exceptions, homelessness was not an issue for federal action.65 It was a matter to be addressed by private charities or, at most, local government. This view held sway with many in Congress, too. As homelessness swept across the country in the early 1980s, virtually the only federal response, beginning in 1983, was a series of ad hoc appropriations for emergency food and shelter through the Federal Emergency Management Agency—the agency responsible for aiding victims of natural disasters such as hurricanes.66

The Reagan administration’s dismissal of a federal response was not surprising, given that its aggressive attacks on social programs—with eviscerating cuts to low-income housing—had massively exacerbated the crisis. The reach of this austerity stance may be less obvious. While funding for low-income housing programs has increased in the decades since, the Reagan cuts have never been restored to their original numbers—while the affordable housing crisis has deepened. This yawning chasm in funding has yet to be filled, and the administration’s rhetoric that blamed poor people for their own plight has proved at least as harmful and long-lasting as their policies.67

The false narrative that people choose to be homeless—and willfully reject readily available help—is an invidious legacy of the Reagan administration. As of 2025, this rhetoric is still prevalent—and, with the advent of the second Trump administration, destined to intensify. Sometimes couched in more benign-sounding terms—such as “helping” people get assistance and not “enabling” their homelessness—it’s a narrative that is surging across the country, advanced by Democrats as well as Republicans. Politicians claim that laws that criminally punish homeless people for sleeping outside—even in the absence of any alternative—are necessary to prod people to seek help, even when help is not available. It’s the story the Democratic leaders of Denver used to justify their horrifying sweeps of unhoused people in the snow. During the pandemic, as people who had gratefully accepted placement in empty hotel rooms were tossed back out into the streets—by political leaders of every party—the lie behind the narrative became even clearer.

But in the 1980s, as homelessness was first exploding across the country, these battles were still in the future.





Chapter Two
 Reagan’s America


“No One Is Living in the Streets”


Half a mile from the Capitol building—an eleven-minute walk—over a thousand men lived in a gray, dilapidated, formerly abandoned federal building. A few dozen women lived in a separate wing of the building. The Community for Creative Non-Violence (CCNV), a nonprofit collective, had converted the building into a shelter. When I arrived in D.C. in the mid-1980s, it was by far the largest shelter in the country. The interior consisted of a warren of long hallways and dorm-like rooms lined with bunk beds. Cots had been set up in some of the hallways. CCNV operated the shelter with zeal and compassion, but it felt crowded and depressing.1

Many of the residents were veterans with honorable discharges, mostly from the Vietnam War.2 Robert, who slept in a hallway on the second floor, was a vet who’d become a federal employee. Health problems had forced him to retire after over nineteen years of work. He’d gone to the Department of Veterans’ Affairs (VA), the federal agency charged with caring for veterans, but was turned away for benefits because his disabilities were not “service related.”3 Robert received a monthly federal retirement annuity of $557 but had no other income. He had no savings and had become homeless when his girlfriend, a chronic alcoholic, had kicked him out.

James, also a veteran with an honorable discharge, was disabled and receiving $187 monthly from the VA; he also got federal disability benefits through the Social Security Administration (SSA).4 His previous month
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