


LAND  ACKNOWLEDGMENT

This initiative is an attempt to counter the legacy of deeply ingrained 
systemic racism resulting in a disproportionate impact of homelessness 
on communities of color, especially African Americans. We would be 
remiss in this effort if we failed to acknowledge that our very systems 
were built on foundations of stolen land and stolen labor.  

This is especially the case in Downtown Los Angeles, which rests on  
the ancestral and unceded lands of the Tongva people (also known as 
Yaavitam). We acknowledge their elders, past, present, and future, for 
their cultural resilience. They are the original caretakers of this land  
on which the central governing institutions of the City and County  
of Los Angeles are constructed and where homelessness and inequity  
are so widespread. 

Today, we see disproportionate rates of homelessness in our Native 
American Indian as well as Black communities.  

We value these materials developed by the Los Angeles City-County 
Native American Indian Commission:  https://lanaic.lacounty.gov/
wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Healthy-LA-Native-Infographic.pdf   

There is much work to be done.

https://lanaic.lacounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Healthy-LA-Native-Infographic.pdf
https://lanaic.lacounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Healthy-LA-Native-Infographic.pdf
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COVID-19 has revealed layers of underlying systemic inequities that have 
oppressed communities of color in Los Angeles County for generations.  
The September 2020 report produced by the Committee for Greater LA 
(CGLA), No Going Back: Together for an Equitable and Inclusive Los Angeles, 
shines a light on these disparities and begins to chart a course towards a more 
equitable LA County with wide-reaching and ambitious policy recommendations. 
As expansive as No Going Back LA is, a report in and of itself cannot hold 
leaders accountable, track progress towards mutually agreed-upon outcome 
goals, or foster the civic conversations needed to produce real systemic change. 
Focused and persistent collective attention is needed to successfully influence 
policy in order to create more equitable outcomes. This is the ongoing charge of 
the Committee for Greater LA and its signature initiative, No Going Back LA.

The Committee for Greater LA assembled a group of 15 civic leaders in April 2020, 
at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic to prioritize the recovery of LA County’s 
most marginalized communities. The Committee worked in partnership with 
the UCLA Luskin School for Public Affairs and the USC Equity Research 
Institute to produce the No Going Back report. 

The Committee is a cross-sectoral group of Angelenos who share a vision that 
our region’s response to the COVID pandemic can advance systems change 
and dismantle the institutions and policies that have perpetuated institutional 
racism. No Going Back LA evolved from this report into an ongoing agenda 
for systems change powered by the Committee for Greater LA.  

To date, the Committee has reached more than 1,000 community stakeholders 
in fields ranging from government, the nonprofit sector, education, academia, 
business and the private sector over the course of more than 50 stakeholder 
meetings and briefings. The Committee’s current operating framework centered 
around Action Teams and a theory of change designed to deliver results that 
prioritize tangible outcomes in the lives of the most marginalized Angelenos. 
Our goal is sweeping systems change to ensure vulnerable and marginalized 
communities will be better off than they were before the crisis – there is 
#NoGoingBackLA.

THE COMMITTEE
FOR

GREATER LA
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May 19, 2021 
 
#NotGivingUp 
 
Dear Concerned Angelenos, 
 
More than year ago, as the first waves of COVID-19 were hitting Los Angeles County, philanthropic leaders 
convened the Committee for Greater L.A. to ensure that, as our communities and institutions navigated this 
once in a millennium crisis, we would remain focused on the historic inequities that set the stage for 
unnecessary loss primarily borne by communities of color.  
 
In September of 2020, the Committee for Greater L.A. released a report entitled No Going Back LA: Together 
for an Equitable and Inclusive Los Angeles. The report issued a searing analysis of the deeply entrenched 
layers of structural racism that the pandemic worsened. At the heart of this document are a broad range of 
policy recommendations, that if implemented, would begin to mitigate the historic inequities that for far too 
long have negatively impacted Angelenos living in our region’s most marginalized communities.  
 
From the beginning, the Committee intended for the report to be a catalyst for further action and a continued 
remaking of our systems. We promised that our collective work was not a report to be shelved but a mandate 
for action. In fact, our mantra is our purpose: No Going Back LA! This mandate calls on us to use this crisis as 
an opportunity for structural change on the most important challenges of the day.  
 
This new report on homelessness is the first significant policy recommendation following the original landmark 
report. No policy issue is more pressing than the rapidly escalating crisis of people experiencing 
homelessness and our failure to create a comprehensive system to reverse its trajectory. 
 
We engaged Dr. Raphael Sonenshein, Executive Director of the Pat Brown Institute at Cal State L.A., to take 
a critical and objective look at all the different systems that can lead to homelessness and impact unhoused 
Angelenos. While Dr. Sonenshein is not an expert in homelessness, he is a political scientist and a renowned 
authority on issues relating to Los Angeles governance, power, and collective action. Dr. Sonenshein had full 
independence to engage in his research. He carefully gathered the perspectives of many, including elected 
officials, service providers, national experts, and unhoused individuals. He also built upon the 
recommendations of the other reports on governance by the City of Los Angeles, Los Angeles Homeless 
Services Authority (LAHSA) and Los Angeles County.  
 
Dr. Sonenshein concludes that no matter how many Angelenos are doing tireless work to help our region’s 
most vulnerable, L.A.’s public sector entities still lack a shared set of quantifiable goals and a consensus on 
the mission and scale of the work specific to addressing the region’s homeless population. His report 
recommends a recalibration of the governance structure resulting in a more coordinated and strategic 
approach among the State, County of Los Angeles, cities, and the service providers responsible for 
responding to the crisis. Central to his recommendation, Dr. Sonenshein recommends the creation of an 
executive board comprised of elected officials from the region—from the County, cities and State—and led by 
a CEO. This powerful board will be guided by influential and informed community stakeholders, experts, 
service providers, individuals who are unhoused or have been unhoused, and others.  

 vii



 

 

We recommend that the Board start on a path to at least a five-year run and be established as a nonprofit 
organization funded by philanthropy, state, and private revenue. The work of responding to the crisis is its 
primary task. However, to be more effective in the future, it should consider transitioning into a public agency 
with support from multiple governments. If needed, voter support could be sought to develop and bolster its 
authority.  

In short, we want to actually fix the problem. We recommend a governing board with a to-do list. The first 
action must be to set a bold outcome-driven goal. We support a goal to solve unsheltered homelessness in 
the next five years and set clear accountability on housing goals so that we have permanent housing to meet 
the scale of the need associated with the mission. 
 
The governing board should also address the following: 
 

• Imbed the work to dismantle structural racism in every aspect of the safety-net and housing system.  
• Build consensus on consolidating and removing the many oversight layers of LAHSA. 
• Create accountability across mainstream systems from mental health and substance use treatment to 

incarceration.  
• Establish a proactive results-oriented approach to current litigation. 
• Prioritize and coordinate the spending of new state and federal resources to meet our big goals. 
• Consider a Right to Housing framework. 
• Develop a focused approach to encampments and best practices that balances the rights of the 

unhoused and housed.  
 
This framework is intended to clarify and empower the core group of leaders who hold authority, set big 
outcome-driven goals, create accountability, and empower experts, practitioners and the unhoused to act in 
concert with one another to address this humanitarian crisis that has been building over generations.  
  
To disrupt, dismantle and rebuild the systems that allow neighbors to fall into and languish in homelessness, 
we must set a common table to leverage change. Systems change work is tedious, hard and has no easy 
answers. It requires internalizing change throughout the system based on clear goals and by always placing 
people at the center. While we could make a pronouncement to have the state take over the crisis and have 
the federal government step in, we understand that nothing will really change until we make clear where the 
responsibility lies and create an environment for sustained change that allows experiments and rewards 
innovation.  
 
We acknowledge that there will be skepticism to this recommendation. It is justified. We did not get to this 
crisis overnight. The road to this point is paved with broken promises and new initiatives that fill us with hope 
when adopted but fail to fully reach their objectives. The truth is that homelessness is not a statistic, and it will 
not be solved by a single proposition, revenue stream, vote, initiative, or leader. Our proposal alone will not 
end homelessness. It will require political courage and a shared commitment to come together under a 
coordinated plan based on outcomes and a clear definition of roles.  
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We respectfully submit this proposal to advance a more focused plan and effort. As members of the 
Committee for Greater L.A., we are not ready to give up and are committed to doing whatever it takes to end 
homelessness. It is worth fighting for. We invite you to join us, share your ideas and engage.  
 
We would like to thank Raphe and his team for their thoughtful and insightful approach. We also thank Robin 
Engel and the team at Star Insights for keeping us organized and on task. Finally, we are deeply appreciative 
of the advice, insights and recommendations of the dozens of individuals who contributed to the final 
recommendations and for their steadfast commitment to ending homelessness in Los Angeles County.  
 
 
Thank you for committing to stay in this fight,  
 
 

Miguel Santana, Chair, Committee for Greater LA; President and CEO, Weingart Foundation 
 
Fred Ali, Committee for Greater LA  
 
Sarah Dusseault, Chair, Ad Hoc Committee on Governance, LAHSA Commission 
 
Dr. Andrea Garcia, Board Chair, United American Indian Involvement 
 
Andrea Iloulian, Senior Program Officer, Domestic Programs, Conrad N. Hilton Foundation 
 
Michael Kelly, Executive Director, The Los Angeles Coalition for the Economy and Jobs 
 
Vy Nguyen, Director of Special Projects and Communications, Weingart Foundation 
 
Jacqueline Waggoner, President, Solutions Division, Enterprise Community Partners 
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The ongoing homelessness crisis in Los Angeles has elevated calls for a better 
governance structure to address this devastating issue. Los Angeles combines 
an already fragmented system of general governance with a fragmented 
governance approach to homelessness. Any new governance structure must 
be customized around these distinctly Los Angeles features.

We often assume the problems in homelessness governance can be solved with 
more leadership, more data, restructured government institutions, more coordi-
nation, more city-county collaboration, and more money. This independent report 
commissioned by the Committee for Greater LA challenges these assumptions. 

We actually have too much leadership, all too often scattered and freelancing; 
too much data, not forged around outcomes; too much informal, unaligned 
coordination. Formal city-county collaboration, as currently devised, is too 
inconsistent to carry the community’s effort in the long term. We definitely 
need more money and should improve existing institutions, but we most truly 
need alignment of money and institutions around a common mission with 
agreed-upon and impactful outcomes.

The actual governance problem in Los Angeles is the absence of a center, a 
magnetic force that can draw our disparate best efforts to a common mission.

A centering structure customized for Los Angeles will focus the community and 
the stakeholders around a common mission, will develop and win consensus for 
shared outcomes, and will put elected leaders at the city and county levels in the 
central, but not exclusive role of leadership without creating a time-consuming 
process to create a new formal authority.

The centering entity will replace scattered and freelancing leadership, masses of 
uncoordinated data, inconsistent city-county collaboration with a focused, consen-
sus-building approach that will foster alignment of institutions around common 
objectives. Rather than setting out to “fix” agencies, it will realign their work 
around a common mission and hold all participants accountable for helping to 
achieve the mission. In that process, much organizational fixing is likely to occur.

This new, independent entity known as the Center will be led by a CEO, 
governed by a board mostly of elected officials, from the county, the city and 
state, and overseen by a powerful board of key community stakeholders. As a 
“start up”, the Center will begin as a nonprofit organization funded by local 
philanthropy. If necessary, it can transition to a public agency with support 
from multiple governments. If required, voter support will be sought through 
a ballot measure to develop and bolster the Center.

The Center’s first task will be to build community consensus around a well-de-
signed mission and outcomes plan. From there it will work nonstop to be the 
voice of the Los Angeles homelessness effort, keeping the community informed, 
and advocating for new policies to address not just the symptoms but the 
underlying policy causes of homelessness.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

“We actually have  
too much leadership,  
all too often scattered 
and freelancing;  
too much data,  
not forged around  
outcomes; too much 
informal, unaligned 
coordination…  
but we most truly need 
alignment of money  
and institutions around 
a common mission  
with agreed-upon and  
impactful outcomes. 
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Los Angeles has been called “the homelessness capital of America.”1 

Every day, we see people without housing, on the streets, in the parks, on the 
trains, often viewed as outcasts. And these are only the people who are visibly 
unsheltered. Even the great improvements that have been made in recent years 
have been swamped by the new inflow of people onto the streets. 

Those who work to address homelessness, the unhoused and unsheltered 
people themselves, residents and business owners, are deeply frustrated. Many 
have lost confidence in our ability to effectively address this tragedy.

Public frustration is deepening as, despite major improvements in helping 
people into housing, the crisis not only continues, but seems to get worse. 

Now more than ever, the crisis of people who are unhoused is a matter of life 
and death. A recent UCLA study found a large spike in Los Angeles County 
in COVID-19 deaths among unhoused and unsheltered people under the age 
of 65 relative to those who are housed.2  Data from the LA Department of 
Public Health found a rise of deaths from a variety of causes among unhoused 
individuals in both 2019 and 2020.3

Homelessness is more than the visible problem of unhoused people living, 
and far too many dying, on the street. Homelessness is nested within another 
set of crises, often less visible but no less devastating:

n	 Racial inequity due to decades of systemic racism and housing discrimina-
tion in particular has resulted in homelessness disproportionately affecting 
African Americans. While comprising less than 9% of the county’s popula-
tion, African Americans represent approximately 40% of the unhoused.4 

The role of government policies in creating these conditions of inequity, 
particularly in housing, is a core underlying factor that must be reversed.5

	1	 Joel John Roberts. 2014. Where is the Homeless Capital of America? Huff Post (May 2) analyzed and 
critiqued this widely accepted statement. www.huffpost.com/entry/
who-is-the-homeless-capit_b_4886379

	2	 Kathryn M. Leifheit, Lelia H. Chaisson, Jesus Alejandro Medina, Rafik Wahbi, and Chelsea L. Shover. 
Elevated mortality among people experiencing homelessness with COVID-19. Posted March 8, 2021 
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2021.03.05.21253019v1.full.pdf in advance of peer review 
due to the urgency of vaccination programs serving people experiencing homelessness (PEH).

	3	 Los Angeles County Department of Public Health. 2021 (January). Recent Trends in Mortality Rates 
and Causes of Death Among People Experiencing Homelessness in Los Angeles County. http://
publichealth.lacounty.gov/chie/reports/HomelessMortality2020_CHIEBrief_Final.pdf

	4	 LAHSA Report of the Ad Hoc Committee on Black People Experiencing Homelessness 2018, p.9 
https://www.lahsa.org/documents?id=2823-report-and-recommendations-of-the-ad-hoc-commit-
tee-on-black-people-experiencing-homelessness

	5	 See Richard Rothstein, 2017. The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government 
Segregated America. Livelight. Also, Rothstein, The Black Lives Next Door, New York Times opinion 
article, August 14, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/14/opinion/sunday/blm-residential-seg-
regation.html

INTRODUCTION

“Public frustration is 
deepening as, despite 
major improvements in 
helping people into 
housing, the crisis not 
only continues, but 
seems to get worse. 

www.huffpost.com/entry/who-is-the-homeless-capit_b_4886379
www.huffpost.com/entry/who-is-the-homeless-capit_b_4886379
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2021.03.05.21253019v1.full.pdf
http://publichealth.lacounty.gov/chie/reports/HomelessMortality2020_CHIEBrief_Final.pdf
http://publichealth.lacounty.gov/chie/reports/HomelessMortality2020_CHIEBrief_Final.pdf
https://www.lahsa.org/documents?id=2823-report-and-recommendations-of-the-ad-hoc-committee-on-black-people-experiencing-homelessness
https://www.lahsa.org/documents?id=2823-report-and-recommendations-of-the-ad-hoc-committee-on-black-people-experiencing-homelessness
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/14/opinion/sunday/blm-residential-segregation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/14/opinion/sunday/blm-residential-segregation.html
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n	 A crisis of economic inequity, with an economy characterized by low-wage 
employment, often in industries vulnerable to COVID-19, low incomes and 
high rents creates profound vulnerability. Even a relatively strong economic 
recovery is unlikely to fundamentally alter these disparities without new 
government policies. 

n	 A continuing lack of affordable housing and a legacy of federal, state and 
local policies hamper efforts to provide housing options for working class 
Angelenos in the face of rising rents and exploding housing costs.

n	 The historic gaps in the social safety net, for too long tolerated as a feature of 
American life, but now laid bare during an epidemic, have disproportionately 
affected communities of color and those facing economic calamity. As we 
emerge from the pandemic, we may find ourselves in an even worse 
situation as past rent becomes due and government supports decline.6

n	 A multisystem crisis, in which people exit other institutional systems and 
enter homelessness, makes this a multilayered challenge. Incarceration is 
one of these systems, and movements to seek alternatives to incarceration 
now overlap with efforts to address homelessness.7  The mental health system 
is another critical factor affecting both people entering and, if fortunate, 
exiting homelessness.

But we also face cascading political challenges: 

n	 A political crisis within Los Angeles, as deep and growing divisions about 
how to address homelessness threaten to tear communities apart.

n	 A democracy crisis, and not just in Los Angeles, with democracy facing 
authoritarian challenges, posing the urgent question whether democratic 
institutions at all levels of government can solve the most glaring problems 
that we face.

In the past, voters have demonstrated a willingness to support major public 
expenditures to address homelessness, particularly in 2016 and 2017 with the 
passage of Measures HHH and H.  We cannot assume that similar measures, 
or extensions of the existing ones, will continue to inspire public support. 
Progress toward addressing homelessness can and must demonstrate that 
these investments are well worth making.

At the same time, the homelessness challenge bears within it the seeds of 
renewal and opportunity. Considerable, at times astonishing progress has 
been made, even as water continues to pour over the side of the ship. 

	6	 Blasi, Gary. UD Day: Impending Evictions and Homelessness in Los Angeles. UCLA Luskin Institute on 
Inequality and Democracy, 2020. https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2gz6c8cv 

	7	 Los Angeles County Alternatives to Incarceration Work Group Final Report. Care First, Jails Last. 
https://ceo.lacounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/1077045_AlternativestoIncarcerationWork-
GroupFinalReport.pdf

About Measures HHH and H

Measure HHH, passed by  
Los Angeles city voters in 
November 2016, authorized the 
city to borrow up to $1.2 billion 
over 10 years to partially 
subsidize the development  
of up to 10,000 housing units for 
those experiencing homelessness. 
In March 2017 Los Angeles County 
voters passed Measure H to 
increase the sales tax by ¼ cent 
to provide supportive services 
for the unhoused and other 
services, with estimated funding 
of more than $350 million yearly 
over 10 years. Both measures 
passed the imposing two-thirds 
majority vote requirement.

Introduction
(continued)

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2gz6c8cv
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Even as there is deep frustration that the crisis is not only not abating, but 
seems to be getting worse, people of goodwill, dedicated organizations in all 
sectors including elected and appointed officials, philanthropy, the nonprofit 
arena, and business, and many in the unhoused communities themselves are 
working day and night to address it. 

If we can harness public will, the efforts of those working within the home-
lessness services system, and major resources from federal and state government 
to fully address homelessness, these efforts will finally prevail.

For far too long, the complex challenge of homelessness has been seen not as 
a federal responsibility but as a task for cities and counties, and to a much 
lesser degree, the states. That may be changing, and just in the nick of time.

A new administration in Washington, DC is committing major resources to 
the rebuilding of America’s states and localities and their safety nets in ways 
that may provide a short window to envision and implement successful 
programs to address our most pressing problems. The State of California is 
weighing in with proposed new funding to address homelessness, adding to 
the urgency of the region finding its most coherent and effective path forward 
to maximize these opportunities.

Los Angeles can and must find a way to systematically address homelessness 
and communicate that approach to key stakeholders and to the community. 
This is a moment, one that holds both maximum peril and maximum oppor-
tunity, and one that we dare not miss.

Governance Can Help

Governance is an important part of how democratic communities can  
address their most serious crises. The potential contribution of governance  
is often underappreciated and even misunderstood. While there is no single 
definition of governance, this one from the Institute on Governance will 
suffice for this report:

“Governance is how society or groups within it, organize to make decisions.” 8

Think of good governance as providing a structure within which people and 
organizations in and outside government can do their best work toward a 
common goal. Where there are compassion and the political will to address 
the problem, effective governance can ensure that these assets are harnessed 
toward a common objective. We can assess how progress is being made or 
falling short, and communicate this information (even when there is bad 
news to share) with stakeholders and the community.

	8	 https://iog.ca/about/ 

“Los Angeles can and 
must find a way to  
systematically address 
homelessness and  
communicate that  
approach to key  
stakeholders and  
to the community.  
This is a moment,  
one that holds both 
maximum peril and 
maximum opportunity, 
and one that we  
dare not miss. 

Introduction
(continued)

https://iog.ca/about/
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At one time, governance was synonymous with government, and governance 
simply meant how the formal powers of government are allocated and 
coordinated.9  Today, we place government both above and alongside the 
civic infrastructure, the nonprofit community, the private sector, and the 
grass roots. While government remains a principal, necessary, even central 
force in governance, it is linked to a broader civic infrastructure.

Governance can:

n	 Create a structure by which decisions can be made effectively and accountably.

n	 Increase the chances that the best policy ideas will emerge, be thoroughly 
analyzed, and if seen as likely to lead to success, be implemented and evaluated.

n	 Create and sustain a mission that the community can buy into and will be 
eager to help implement. 

n	 Create a framework for shared data, information, goals, and best practices 
and promote a setting for shared learning and adaptation.

n	 Align authority and responsibility so that those with the power to make 
change are held responsible for what they can control and contribute to the 
overall mission.

Governance cannot:

n	 Solve all structural/organizational problems within governmental and 
non-governmental agencies, such as inefficiency, bureaucratic competition 
and inertia, and weaknesses in personnel.

n	 Offer or impose a completely new policy that will magically solve the problem.

n	 Surmount deep seated differences of politics and philosophy.

When it comes to the issue of homelessness, governance is having a moment 
in Los Angeles. Ideas and suggestions are swirling, creating an opportune 
time for pursuing the best possible structural reform. Frustrations both in the 
homelessness policy world and in the community at large are drawing people 
to ask: Is there a better way to make decisions on this vital issue?

	8	 https://iog.ca/about/ 

	9	 R.A.W. Rhodes. Governance and Public Administration. https://www.researchgate.net/profile/R-A-
W-Rhodes/publication/246335680_Governance_and_Public_Administration/
links/5a11be7d458515cc5aa9c6a9/Governance-and-Public-Administration.pdf

“Frustrations both in  
the homelessness  
policy world and in the  
community at large are 
drawing people to ask:  
Is there a better way to 
make decisions on this 
vital issue?

Introduction
(continued)

https://iog.ca/about/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/R-A-W-Rhodes/publication/246335680_Governance_and_Public_Administration/links/5a11be7d458515cc5aa9c6a9/Governance-and-Public-Administration.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/R-A-W-Rhodes/publication/246335680_Governance_and_Public_Administration/links/5a11be7d458515cc5aa9c6a9/Governance-and-Public-Administration.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/R-A-W-Rhodes/publication/246335680_Governance_and_Public_Administration/links/5a11be7d458515cc5aa9c6a9/Governance-and-Public-Administration.pdf
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Here are some recent studies and reports related to how we are organized to 
address homelessness:
n	 A study by the Ad Hoc Governance Committee of the Los Angeles  

Homeless Services Authority (LAHSA)10 

n	 A set of recommendations from LA County staff to the Board of Supervisors11 
n	 A study by the LA City Council’s Chief Legislative Analyst12 
n	 A proposal from the San Gabriel Valley Council of Governments13 
n	 Audits of LAHSA and Prop HHH by the LA City Controller14

n	 A set of reforms called for by U.S. District Court Judge David Carter for 
actions to be undertaken by the City and County15 

n	 A plan developed by the United Way of Greater Los Angeles for a ballot 
measure to create a regional housing authority16

Where this study is different among current Los Angeles governance studies 
is its focus on the systemic aspects of governance. 

The Project

This project grew out of the work of the Committee for Greater LA. The Com-
mittee’s pathbreaking report No Going Back LA was released in September 2020.17 
It addressed the multiple, overlapping equity crises facing Los Angeles in the 
midst of and in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, and offered 15 sets of 
transformational policies for LA’s future. 

The first set of policies the Committee identified for implementation were 
homelessness and housing. The Committee drew particular attention to problems 
of governance. The Committee’s Ad Hoc Homelessness and Housing Action Team 
reached out to me and the Pat Brown Institute at Cal State LA where I am 
executive director. They asked me and the PBI team to undertake an independent 
study of the governance challenge regarding homelessness in Los Angeles. 

	10	 Oliva, Ann. Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority: Report on Governance. https://www.lahsa.
org/documents?id=5153-lahsa-report-on-governance 

11	 County of Los Angeles Chief Executive Office. Revisiting the Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority’s 
Structure and Function. 2021. http://file.lacounty.gov/SDSInter/bos/bc/1076881_RevisitingtheLAHo-
melessSvcsAuthority_sStructure_Function.pdf

	12	 City of Los Angeles. Chief Legislative Analyst. 2021 (May). Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority 
Governance. Council file 20-0045. https://clkrep.lacity.org/onlinedocs/2020/20-0045_rpt_cla.pdf

	13	 San Gabriel Valley Council of Governments. United We Stand: Supporting a comprehensive, 
coordinated structure and strategy to meet the homelessness crisis in Los Angeles County. A White 
Paper, January 21, 2021. https://www.sgvcog.org/homelesswhitepaper

	14	 Galperin, Ron. Strategy on the Street: Improving Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority Outreach 
Program. 2019; Galperin, Ron. The High Cost of Homeless Housing: Review of Proposition HHH. 2019.  
https://lacontroller.org/audits-and-reports/strategy-on-the-streets/

	15	 LA Alliance for Human Rights, et al v. City of Los Angeles, et al. https://ca-times.brightspotcdn.
com/47/f7/c117263f4f03b6be5f1b5bef207d/injuction.pdf

	16	 LACAHSA Los Angeles County Affordable Housing Solutions Agency. Fact Sheet https://drive.google.
com/file/d/1t6e-ru61-KI3FtalVcz33YmOIo_J7eIs/view?usp=sharing

	17	 Committee for Greater LA. No Going Back. 2020. https://nogoingback.la/the-report-executive-summary/

“This study is  
different among  
current Los Angeles 
governance studies  
in its focus on the 
systemic aspects of 
governance.
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The goal was to identify the problems of governance and to recommend 
solutions to best improve the system.

I am not an expert in homelessness policy. Rather my expertise is in gover-
nance, particularly in the Los Angeles region.18 I was recruited to undertake 
this journey as a set of fresh eyes, focusing only on governance. The principles 
of good governance transcend a single policy issue and can hopefully be 
applied to guide this particularly complex one toward resolution. 

The chair of the Action Team, Miguel Santana, was the leader of the Team.  
He facilitated the incorporation of the views of the Action Team members, 
assured my independent role, and was available at my initiative as a valued 
thought partner.

Fred Ali and the other members of the Action Team were sources of ideas, 
advice and inspiration. They joined in the excitement of trying to do something 
big and impactful. I am grateful for their encouragement and support.

The work of the Committee, of which this report is a part, was supported  
by a number of philanthropic donors listed on page vi. We are grateful for 
their belief in this overall effort.

This report has two major parts: The Governance Problem and The Governance 
Solution. In Part One, I walk through the governance problems that hamper the 
resolution of the homelessness crisis in Los Angeles. In Part Two, I propose a 
new plan to center the system so that governance can contribute to a solution. 
Part Two concludes with a specific plan to implement the new Center.

Our Team and Our Methods

The work began in January 2021. The Institute research team included three 
advanced MPA students at Cal State LA.19 The PBI staff acted as project 
managers, editors, visual specialists, and bibliographers.20 The Committee’s 
project team provided consistent and creative support.21 

The research drew on a range of studies and reports. I explored various 
literatures, on governance in general, and the much smaller literature on 
governance of homelessness. In addition, books and newspaper and magazine 

	18	 I served as executive director of the City of Los Angeles Appointed Charter Reform Commission, 
have advised other charter reforms in the region, and have written three books on the politics and 
governance of Los Angeles (bio at end of report). 

	19	 Shantay Armstrong (governance, racial equity and lived experience), Ashley Oh (structures of 
homelessness governance), and Sarah Hauffen Salgado (models in other places).

	20	 Project managers Tatiana Fernandez-Castro and Diana Albarran: visualization specialists Annie 
Thach and Glenn Wong; bibliographer, Vanessa Trissthain; editors Max Baumgarten, Nathan Chan, 
and Randi Aho; assistants Viviana Villafuerte and Monserrat Ramirez.

	21	 Robin Engel, Conor Guzmán, and Neel Galapati of Star Insights. I also thank Vy Nugyen of the 
Weingart Foundation.

Introduction
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articles proved useful in identifying how jurisdictions inside and outside the 
United States have governed homelessness, and what lessons their experiences 
might hold for Los Angeles.

I had the opportunity to speak extensively with local and national experts, 
who were uniformly generous in sharing their experience and knowledge with 
me.22 Their wisdom informs this work. At the outset, I had conversations with 
several experts on homelessness policy. These conversations soon expanded to 
include more than 75 stakeholders from among scholars, elected and appointed 
officials, leaders of nonprofit organizations, and others (Appendix A). I explored 
their views of governance issues, and as my work evolved, I tested out prelim-
inary hypotheses on them. I had the opportunity to speak individually with 
each of the members of the Action Team.

These conversations helped me as I challenged some of my own assumptions 
about the governance problem and its possible solution. Every conversation 
was different, and I sometimes had occasion to go back and clarify something 
I had read or encountered. I was particularly helped by conversations with the 
Lived Experience (LE) and Expertise communities of people who have 
experienced homelessness in Los Angeles.

We spoke on a confidential off-the-record basis. My partners talked thoughtfully 
and candidly about issues of governance regarding homelessness. They often 
directed me to more reports and studies and to other people who further 
deepened the research. I am particularly grateful for the insights of those who 
have conducted their own governance studies of homelessness in Los Angeles. 

From very different sectors, there were common themes: deep frustration 
with the obstacles to success, the lack of shared information, the absence of a 
common mission and the sense of wheels spinning in different and often not 
complementary directions. I heard time and again that everyone is in charge, 
and no one is in charge.

While the conversations were immensely helpful, those with whom I spoke 
bear no responsibility for the analysis and recommendation within this report. 
For those decisions, I take full responsibility. I hope that the recommendation 
presented here will respond to the frustration I so often heard and that is 
widespread in the community. I also hope it will reward the hopes that have 
been invested in this journey of designing a better governance structure.

	22	 I especially acknowledge Carol Wilkins, who was the first expert I consulted and who became a 
continuing source of information and feedback throughout the project. I also frequently communi-
cated with Dennis Culhane, Phillip Mangano, and Bill Pitkin.

“There were common  
themes: deep frustration 
with the obstacles to 
success, the lack of 
shared information, the 
absence of a common 
mission, the sense of 
wheels spinning in 
different and not often 
complementary 
directions; that  
everyone is in charge,  
and no one is in charge.
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I have followed a stepwise process in exploring the problem of governance 
and in reaching a recommendation:

STEP 1
Identify and analyze the 

current homelessness system 
in the context of the unusual 

Los Angeles governance 
structure

STEP 5
Set out the recommended 
governance reform, if any,  

to carry out these functions

STEP 3
If the problems require  
a new structure, what  
functions would that  
structure carry out?

STEP 2
Identify the problems,

if any,
with the current system

STEP 6
Propose an  

implementation plan  
including, but not limited to, 

financing, legislation, and  
voter initiative

STEP 4
Identify and evaluate the relevance 
of models from other places in the 

state or nation that can provide 
useful lessons while recognizing 

that the structure must be  
custom built for Los Angeles

Introduction
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	23	 “A Continuum of Care (CoC) is a regional or local planning body that coordinates housing and 
services funding for homeless families and individuals.” It is required by the U.S. Department of 
Urban Development (HUD) for the receipt of certain federal funds. Source: National Alliance to End 
Homelessness. https://endhomelessness.org/resource/what-is-a-continuum-of-care/

	24	 Jennifer E. Mosley. 2021. Cross-Sector Collaboration to Improve Homeless Services: Addressing 
Capacity, Innovation, and Equity Challenges. ANNALS, AAPSS, 2021 (January), p. 250.

	25	 New York City may be the only city in the nation in which the city charter grants all residual powers 
(those not formally allocated to any office) to the mayor and not the city council or to no particular 
office as in Los Angeles. 

	26	 Raphael J. Sonenshein and the League of Women Voters of Los Angeles. Los Angeles: Structure of a 
City Government. 2006.

	27	 Amy Bridges and Richard Kronick. Writing the Rules to Win the Game: The Middle-Class Regimes 
of Municipal Reformers. Urban Affairs Review 34 (5) May 1999: 690-706.

PART ONE
The Homelessness 

Governance  
Problem

The Los Angeles Governance Challenge
Any structure for addressing homelessness must focus on what will work  
for Los Angeles, given its unique governance challenges and its specific  
homelessness governance issues.

In a study of Continuums of Care (CoCs)23 around the nation, Jennifer Mosley 
observed that the largest metropolitan areas have problems in addressing 
homelessness that are different from most other jurisdictions: “Large complex 
networks (for example, the CoCs serving Los Angeles or New York City) 
should be structured differently than small, less diverse networks (such as 
CoCs serving smaller, suburban counties).”24 

And as we will see below, even among the great cities of America, Los Angeles 
cannot be easily compared to New York City in addressing homelessness. 
Gotham City is a mayor-centered, joint city-county, hierarchical system, which 
is quite unlike the structure that operates in Los Angeles.25

The obstacles Los Angeles faces to cross-sector governance (which is essential 
in addressing homelessness) dwarf those facing most other local government 
systems in the nation. Los Angeles has a host of local governments that are very 
different from each other structurally and are rarely incentivized to work 
together.26 That common description actually understates the day-to-day challeng-
es of local governance in the region when an issue requires collective action. 

In many ways, this dispersed governing structure was intentional, planned by 
middle-class Progressive reformers a century ago. They were determined to 
prevent local governments in the West and Southwest from becoming like the 
great urban centers of the East and Midwest, where partisan political machines 
centralized power often through mobilizing the votes and support of growing 
immigrant communities.27

The megalopolis of greater Los Angeles faces homelessness without the 
centralized authority and the political cultures supporting that structure that 

“Any structure 
for addressing  
homelessness must 
focus on what will  
work for Los Angeles, 
given its unique  
government  
challenges and  
its specific 
homelessness  
governance issues.

https://endhomelessness.org/resource/what-is-a-continuum-of-care/
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can be found in New York City and Chicago, the very cities whose systems 
were the targets of Progressives.

These differences and obstacles can be set aside momentarily in a wildfire 
emergency, or around a great event such as a celebration, or durably on a single 
policy like transportation and even air pollution. Yet, beyond an initial press 
conference touting a new era of cooperation, collaboration is far harder to achieve 
with an issue as persistent, complex, and multi-faceted as homelessness.

Size and Misalignment

Size alone makes governance in Los Angeles County a challenge. With more 
than ten million residents, Los Angeles is the largest county in the nation and by 
itself would be the tenth-largest state, ahead of Michigan. The City of Los Angeles, 
with more than four million residents, is the nation’s second-largest city. 

A single Los Angeles County supervisorial district, each holding more than 
two million people, would be the fifth-largest city in the nation, behind only 
New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Houston, and considerably larger 
than Phoenix.

The Homeless
Governance Problem
(continued)
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The map above vividly shows the array of local governments within the 
county. The gray areas, largely to the north, are unincorporated county territory, 
governed directly by the Board of Supervisors. The space in white is the some-
what jagged-looking City of Los Angeles. The multicolored structures represent 
the 87 other incorporated cities, the great majority of which can be found in 
the southern and eastern corners of the county.

If the two leading bodies, the city and county, had similar governing structures, it 
might be a bit easier to work together. It can be difficult to align the mayor-council 
system of the City of Los Angeles with the five elected county supervisors who 
share both executive and legislative authority and have no single chief executive. 

Most, though not all, of the 87 other cities, operate on the council-manager 
system, some with elected mayors and others with rotating mayors from 
within the council. In those cities, day to day direction is often in the hands of 
a city manager appointed and removed by the city council. 

Los Angeles Almanac. www.laalmanac.com/geography/ge30ba.php. Reproduced with permission.

The Homeless
Governance Problem
(continued)
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When it comes to executives, we have an elected mayor in LA city and a 
number of other larger cities; a five-member county board that shares executive 
authority; and the bulk of cities with an appointed executive, the city manager, 
with or without an empowered mayor.

Homelessness policy faces the further challenge that both social services and 
land use are required to address homelessness. These critical functions are 
held in separate governments. Social services are largely provided by the 
county through departments of mental health, public health, social services, 
and child and welfare services. 

Meanwhile, the 88 cities have control of their own land use. In the City of Los 
Angeles, this involves a large, opaque, and often resistant system for approving 
developments. If land use is dispersed among 88 municipalities, it is further 
fractured within the City of Los Angeles by the informal practice of deferring 
to individual city councilmembers for land use matters in their district.

Within the City of Los Angeles, the mayor has significant authority but is  
constrained by the most powerful city council in the nation.28 The council 
members, only 15 in number, differ from councilors and alderwomen and 
aldermen in New York City and Chicago, with 51 and 50 members respectively, 
in systems dominated by the mayor. 

Cross-sector collective action is not impossible in Los Angeles. We have 
experienced collaboration in areas characterized by a single mission and a 
strong role for the state government such as transportation and air pollution. 
The combination of issue complexity in homelessness and divergent govern-
mental structures, though, frustrates reformers. 

Aligning the accountability of these structures toward a common mission is 
hard work. It certainly requires more than the faith that all this unruly 
classroom of proud and experienced giants needs is an old-school teacher 
with a ruler and a firm hand.

	28	 John Mollenkopf and Raphael J. Sonenshein, “New York City and Los Angeles” in David Halle and 
Andrew A. Beveridge, eds., New York and Los Angeles: The Uncertain Future, Oxford U. Press, 2013.

The Homeless
Governance Problem
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The Los Angeles Homelessness Policy Structure

Grafted onto these existing governance structures—extremely difficult to pull 
together around common purposes—is a fragmented governance structure 
for homelessness policy. This structure has evolved for over nearly 30 years but 
has not been able to surmount the challenges that already exist for cross-sector 
collaboration in Los Angeles governance. 

The combination of a disjointed system of governments interacting with a 
disjointed governance program for homelessness creates a situation that is 
making systematic cross-sectoral collaboration toward common ends a  
near impossibility.

A relatively small number of governments, departments, and agencies play a 
direct, central role in the governance of homelessness in LA County (Figure 1).

The key governments in homelessness policy are the County and City of Los 
Angeles. While housing is largely the province of the City, that is not all the 
City does. The City performs the daily, street-level governance of homeless-
ness, which is where the rubber meets the road. 

The city council’s role is often as the “first political responder”, meaning that 
residents who are unhappy contact their councilmembers first and foremost. 

“A disjointed system  
of governments,  
combined with a 
disjointed governance 
program for  
homelessness, creates  
a situation that makes 
systematic, cross-sec-
toral collaboration 
toward common ends a 
near impossibility.
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figure 1: Current structure for governance of homelessness in Los Angeles County 
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A 2013 PBI survey found that by a more than 3-to-1 margin, city voters would 
regard a problem with city services as best addressed to the councilmember, 
not the mayor.29 

Councilmembers are often buffeted by contradictory demands on homelessness 
from the most active residents of their districts, including business owners, 
social justice advocates, and neighborhood councils. While some want homeless 
encampments closed as soon as possible, others advocate for the right of people to 
live on the street. There are also those who believe that residents of these encamp-
ments should not be removed without having access to permanent housing. 

Under the city charter, as amended in 1999, the mayor has executive authority 
over city departments. Most of them report to the mayor through general manag-
ers who are under the authority of mayor-appointed commissions. A key role 
is played by the City Administrative Officer (CAO), who supports the mayor 
(and to a lesser degree the council) in developing the city budget. CAOs have 
often been behind the scenes players in homelessness policy both within the 
city and in negotiations with the county.

On the county side, the five supervisors play varying roles in the homelessness 
issue, with some members more active than others. As a body that combines 
legislative and executive authority, the supervisors must reach a majority of 
three votes to set policy. The role of Board Chair rotates among the members. 

Individual supervisors are assigned to be the lead for individual departments, 
and often assign deputies to help them carry out this large responsibility. The 
Board appoints and removes a Chief Executive Officer (CEO). Under current 
Board policy, the CEO is the formal reporting authority for department heads. 
But the ultimate power is in the hands of the supervisors.

Massive county departments, run by appointed executives who report to the 
Board of Supervisors through the CEO, are subject not only ultimately to each 
Supervisor, but also to federal and state agencies for how they spend their 
budgets.30 While these departments play the main role in providing social services 
for people experiencing homelessness, homelessness is not their main task.

The passage of Measure HHH and H ushered in some changes to this  
governance system. HHH authorized the sale of bonds to be used for specific 
purposes (mostly capital expenditures for supportive housing) and for other 

	29	 Michael Finnegan, “Poll Shows Garcetti Gets High Marks at 100 Day Mark,” Los Angeles Times, 
October 10 2013. https://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-garcetti-poll-approval-20131006-
story.html Only 8% of voters reported they would contact the mayor, while 27% chose the city 
council.

30	 While city departments also receive considerable federal and state aid with strings attached, the 
county has historically had the larger share of its funding from outside agencies.
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homeless facilities. H authorized revenues that can be used for a wider range 
of program costs (also including capital but mostly staffing, supportive 
services, and other ongoing annual costs). Control over HHH rests with the 
City of Los Angeles. Measure H is in the county’s hands. 

While the city and county have found ways to work together, there is still a 
perceived lack of mutual appreciation. For example, some city officials say that 
county leaders do not grasp the direct grassroot pressures on homelessness 
that they experience, while some county officials note that they have put an 
unrecognized level of funding and the work of social service departments into 
addressing homelessness.

Three cities have their own independent programs for homelessness, with 
their own Continuums of Care: Glendale, Long Beach, and Pasadena. They 
can qualify to directly receive funding from the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Development (HUD). 

Pasadena and Long Beach are also among an even smaller number of cities in 
California that have their own public health departments.31

These core governance structures are independent of one another. There is 
nothing keeping the City of Los Angeles, the 87 other cities, including three 
with their own CoC, and the County from operating separately from each 
other in addressing homelessness. 

LAHSA’s Role

The only governance body that is shared by the City and County of Los Angeles 
in the homelessness arena is the Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority 
(LAHSA). LAHSA is a joint powers authority that was created in 1993 as a 
way to settle an ongoing lawsuit by the City against the County regarding 
provision of social services. 

LAHSA’s responsibilities have increased since its creation, especially since 
Measure H brought it new funding. It now has a large array of roles including 
serving as the lead agency for the Continuum of Care, coordinating and 
managing over $800 million in federal, state, county, and local funds, and 
providing services to people experiencing homelessness. It also funds more 
than 100 nonprofit agencies providing services, including outreach. LAHSA 
plays a major role in connecting people experiencing homelessness with 
shelter, transitional and permanent housing.32

31	 Pomona, La Verne and Claremont have their own mental health system through Tri-City Mental 
Health Center, which plays a central role in implementing the homeless response system in the east 
San Gabriel Valley.

	32	 https://www.lahsa.org/about

“There is nothing keeping  
the City of Los Angeles, 
the 87 other cities,  
including three with  
their own Continuum 
of Care Boards, and LA  
County from operating 
separately from each 
other in addressing 
homelessness.
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LAHSA is governed both by an appointed commission and by the CoC com-
mittee that is required by HUD for the receipt of funding to local governments. 
LAHSA’s commission has five city and five county appointed board members. 

LAHSA also has various advisory committees, including the Lived Experience 
Advisory Board, the Ad Hoc Committee for Black People Experiencing 
Homelessness, the Ad Hoc Governance Committee and the Regional Home-
lessness Advisory Council (RHAC).33 

In 2015, the Board of Supervisors established its own Homeless Initiative, 
which rests within the CEO’s office. The head of the Homeless Initiative reports 
to the Board through the CEO and since 2017 has made recommendations for 
the allocation of Measure H funding to county departments, to LAHSA, and 
to other entities (including cities). 

LAHSA and county departments are designated as the lead agencies for particular 
target activities, for which they receive Measure H money. LAHSA is a major 
recipient of these Measure H funds; it receives roughly half of all allocations. 

While LAHSA’s role and funding have expanded, it cannot play the systemic 
role of coordinating the overall homelessness effort. And it often gets caught 
in the middle between the city and county. 

Some county officials seem to think LAHSA is too city-oriented. Some LA City 
officials, especially councilmembers, express frustration that LAHSA cannot 
help them address homelessness in their own districts (even as we note that 
some demands are unrealistic and that LAHSA is unable to fulfill them).

The fact is that LAHSA was never designed nor has it evolved into the kind of 
entity that can knit together the fragmented threads of LA governance in 
homelessness policy. 

When things go badly, LAHSA has often been the one that both sides blame. 
Yet, it does not have the authority (even with lots of money through Measure H) 
to be able to defend itself or resist political pressures from its parent governments 
to implement at times short-term programs and plans that are not part of a 
long-term planning process and that can change suddenly and without warning.

The report of LAHSA’s Ad Hoc Committee on Governance found significant 
operational and administrative problems in LAHSA that need to be fixed 
along with a better governance structure of its own. But it concluded that 
LAHSA’s future depends on a stronger regional system that can tie together 
the overall mission. According to the Ad Hoc Committee, such a regional 
force could help align LAHSA’s work in a more effective direction.

	33	 Ann Oliva’s study of LAHSA, op. cit., conducted for LAHSA’s Ad Hoc Committee on Governance, 
provides invaluable history and analysis of LAHSA’s past and present roles.

“The fact is that LAHSA  
was never designed,  
nor has it evolved into, 
the kind of entity that 
can knit together the 
fragmented threads  
of LA governance in 
homelessness policy.
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The recommendation made in this report will hopefully fill that space in a 
manner that helps LAHSA achieve its full potential. It may also help LAHSA 
and other agencies to identify and fix organizational problems within LAHSA 
that could interfere with its potential role in achieving community-wide goals.

Analysis of the Governance Structure on Homelessness

The current governance structure for homelessness is not working as it should 
and is not on a path toward correction.

While there are numerous policy successes from various sectors of the  
system, the current structure does not provide a systematic approach.  
A better governance structure could offer a foundation to build on successes 
and to communicate how those fit into a broader strategy.

Beyond this broad conclusion, I was determined to dig deeper and to question 
my own assumptions about the nature of the governance problem in Los Angeles. 
A number of surprises emerged from my research that cast the problems of 
governance in a clearer light. 

As a lay observer of the homelessness issue, I began this journey with several 
tentative assumptions about the governance problems in this system:

n	 A lack of collaboration between the City and County of Los Angeles
n	 A lack of leadership
n	 A lack of coordination
n	 A lack of data
n	 A lack of money
n	 A lack of organizational improvements in existing agencies

While there is merit in each these “lacks”, I have concluded that they are 
insufficient to either describe the governance problem in its full scope, or to 
guide us to a better structural solution. Even if each and every one of these 
problems were to be fixed, we might not be much better off than we are now.

While city-county collaboration is valuable, we don’t need another formal 
city-county collaboration

Many observers have focused on the lack of a formal structure that would tie 
the city and county together toward a common purpose. Occasionally, the 
state has played a role in surmounting city-county mutual isolation, such as 
the creation of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority in 1993. On other 
occasions, city-county bodies have been created on issues of common concern.34 

“While city-county  
collaboration is  
valuable, we don’t 
need another formal 
city-county 
collaboration.

34	 Sonenshein and LWVLA, Structure…, Chapter 8.
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Homelessness has not easily tied the City and County together. In 1993, the 
city and county themselves, under pressure from a city lawsuit against the county 
demanding more funding for services, formed a Joint Powers Authority 
known as LAHSA. Each side promised to provide resources to LAHSA, which 
was envisioned as a sort of coordinating body between the two. As noted 
above, LAHSA was neither designed nor supported to be such a coordinating 
body, nor was it a vehicle for shared city-county efforts. 

At other times, philanthropy and other civic stakeholders, especially the 
Home for Good led by United Way of Greater Los Angeles, intervened to 
bring the city and county to the table.35 This effort reached a high point in 
2015 through 2017 around the development of and mobilization for two 
ballot measures that became known as Measure HHH (City of Los Angeles, 
2016) and Measure H (Los Angeles County, 2017). 

Both ballot measures passed with more than the required two-thirds majority, 
and new funds flowed into addressing homelessness. When the city and 
county issued compatible homelessness initiatives on the same day, long-term 
collaboration seemed assured.

While the new money fostered a major upsurge in housing now beginning to 
come on line and more services provided from the county, it did not create a 
new era of collaboration. Measure HHH was a city project and Measure H 
money flowed through the county’s own homelessness initiative. There was 
little mutual accountability between city and county. The great spirit of 2015 
through 2017 devolved back into the mutual isolation, occasional collaboration, 
and a common feeling of not being appreciated for contributions made.

These obstacles to city-county collaboration are not due to ill will or misrule. 
They are the results of a combination of the structural differences between the 
two governments amplified by their massive size, and by the multiple com-
plexities of the homelessness issue.

Reinvesting in a new Joint Powers Authority around homelessness is likely to be 
time consuming and still bring only temporary improvements in the city-county 
relationship. The cost of that approach will be the loss of momentum, as the 
detailed negotiations of a common structure are worked out only to find the 
reality of a return to a very mixed relationship. Importantly, other stakeholders 
(smaller cities, COGs, and others) often find themselves excluded from power 
agreements between the City of Los Angeles and Los Angeles County.

“The obstacles to  
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	35	 Inouye, Irene Hirano. Scaling Up: How Philanthropy Helped Unlock $4.7 Billion to Tackle Homelessness 
in Los Angeles. 2021. University of Southern California. https://s3-us-west-1.amazonaws.com/
uwgla-cms-prod/media/filer_public/8a/cd/8acd5957-e187-42f3-aca2-f7b9b88d2bef/usc-case-study.
pdf
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The state of California is highly unlikely to intervene to force a better 
city-county relationship. Unlike in New York, where the state government has 
intervened in a major way in New York City governance, there is great 
reluctance in Sacramento to play such a dominating role in Los Angeles 
governance. The state is not going to ride to the governance rescue.

The city and county must be in a central, leading role in any new system of 
governance around a shared mission, whether or not they are allies or partners 
with each other on a day-to-day basis. We need a structure that will work 
effectively even when the city and county are not on the same page. While 
collaboration between the two governments is always a great asset, its temporary 
absence should not block progress. 

While we have plenty of coordination, we lack systematic cross-sector collaboration.

A lack of coordination is not the fundamental problem. In fact, there is an 
extremely high degree of informal coordination among a host of participants 
in the homelessness policy system. Conversation after conversation revealed a 
surprisingly dense network of personal and professional interactions across 
boundaries, leading to solutions to particular, even isolated problems in 
homelessness. 

Yet, this (over)reliance on informal coordination often generates new problems. 
We end up with a morass of intersecting relationships and agreements uncon-
nected to an overall mission. What if the person with whom you are working 
to solve pieces of the problem retires or is reassigned? What if you leave?

While these “workarounds” often occur at the staff level, even the elected 
officials have their own connections with their peers and/or staff to help get 
things done. The problem is a lack of systematic collaboration around a 
common mission.

A look under the hood of the governance car would likely reveal rubber 
bands, extra hoses, and clips going who knows where to keep the car running 
but no consistent system to set the direction of the vehicle.

We have plenty of leadership, coming from all directions and going every which 
way; we lack a mission and a direction toward which leaders can contribute.

With the great public attention to homelessness, leaders in all sectors have 
incentives and pressures to present ideas or approaches that will solve the 
problem once and for all. In a systematic governance structure, this would be 
all to the good. But when the system is deeply fragmented, it creates instead a 
tendency toward freelancing. 
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Freelancing is not a bad thing in itself, if this creative intervention flows into a 
common mission toward shared goals. In fact, it is a worthy approach in a 
place like Los Angeles where there are many talented and creative people, and 
where institutions and people work best when encouraged to roam freely.

In the current circumstance, freelancing leads to jarring shifts of direction, 
multiple battle plans, mixed messages to and from stakeholders and to the 
wider community, and a general sense of chaos and uncertainty.

The homelessness system suffers from a series of data problems that interfere 
with getting to the next level, based on outcomes. We are not short of data. We 
are flooded with data. We don’t have credible, shared data that are driven, 
above all, by outcomes.

We do not have a full picture of the size of the unhoused population. While 
this is a problem in many cities and counties across the country, the situation 
here is exacerbated by “data silos.” Sources of data are kept in mutually-isolated 
agencies following their own valid rules and regulations, which are often 
required by federal and state law.

As a result, those in the field with whom I spoke expressed frustration with 
obtaining the information and data they need to make decisions and to 
address and solve problems. 

The need to demonstrate success to funders, whether in government or in 
philanthropy, also pushes participants in the system to measure outputs, not 
outcomes. Governmental and private funders have to be brought into the conver-
sation to help us enhance the measurement of broad outcomes system wide.

More data will not solve this problem, but instead will reinforce the problem 
as new data flow into the same institutional structures as before. We need a 
much more robust ability to convert data from all sources into a common 
enterprise that will generate movement toward outcomes with a common 
mission and strategy.

When we think about racial equity in addressing homelessness, the question 
of outcomes must be expanded beyond the numbers. To be fair, quantitative 
data has made and continues to make a great contribution in highlighting the 
vastly disproportionate impact of homelessness on African Americans, showing 
the differential impact of policies that reinforce racial inequity on communities of 
color. The numbers can tell us who is most vulnerable to becoming unhoused.

But there are outcomes for which the numbers are insufficient. 

Historical analysis can give us context that quantitative data alone cannot. 
Data without context leave us vulnerable to missing the deeper institutional 
trenches that we need to confront in order to successfully address homeless-
ness. The thorough analysis by a UCLA team of the history of homelessness  

“The homelessness   
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in Los Angeles should be required reading for today’s policymakers.36  
Richard Rothstein has unraveled the historical roots of the government policies 
that systematically embedded racial inequity in housing.37 In a similar vein, 
this historical approach is a strength of Judge David O. Carter’s 110-page 
order released on 20 April 2021.38

Outcomes must be qualitative as well as quantitative. The unhoused are people, 
not numbers, and an outcome system only designed to produce results on a 
column of figures becomes another way to not really see people who are unhoused. 
People come to be unhoused from many different places and in many different 
ways. This is a large part of what makes homelessness policy so complex. 

In my conversations with people within the Lived Expertise community, I heard 
a range of concerns that crossed questions of race and also how challenging it 
is for unhoused people to connect with places where decisions are made.39 As 
we measure outcomes, incorporating these perspectives will be essential.

This is where the voices of people who are currently unhoused, as well as those who 
have been there before, can help shape policy and evaluate outcomes. And because 
of the overrepresentation of African Americans among unhoused people, effective 
outcomes will require new ways of addressing the experience of race and racism. 

These approaches will also help to address the inequities facing other commu-
nities of color. The opportunity for people who are unhoused to convey their 
individual life situations, regardless of the necessary requirements for common 
ways to categorize them, calls on the skills of oral history and trusted conver-
sation partners.40

We definitely and urgently do need more money to address homelessness. We 
don’t have a way to align funding to achieve outcomes within an overall strategy 
that can encourage further investment in the Los Angeles effort. 

Tens of thousands of people are unsheltered and they do not have enough 
income to pay rent. The overall system needs to have enough money to provide 
more buildings, staff, food, including shelter beds or rooms, housing subsidies, 

36	 Sheeley, Kirsten Moore, Katz, Alisa Belinkoff, Klein, Andrew, Richards, Jessica, Verri, Fernanda Jahn, 
Vestal, Marques, Yaroslavsky, Zev, and Nelson, Kyle. The Making of a Crisis: A History of Homeless-
ness in Los Angeles. 2021. https://luskincenter.history.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/
sites/66/2021/01/LCHP-The-Making-of-A-Crisis-Report.pdf 

	37	 Rothstein, op. cit.

	38	 https://ca-times.brightspotcdn.com/47/f7/c117263f4f03b6be5f1b5bef207d/injuction.pdf

39	 I thank Bill Pitkin, consultant to the Weingart Foundation, for setting up and facilitating these 
productive conversations. The LAHSA study on Black People Experiencing Homelessness is a unique 
resource on these questions, and its appendix of interviews is invaluable.

	40	 Kerr, Daniel. “We Know What the Problem Is”: Using Oral History to Develop a Collaborative Analysis 
of Homelessness from the Bottom Up. The Oral History Review, 301, 27-45. Taylor & Francis, Ltd, 
2003. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3675350
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and services. But each of these problems reflect a common characteristic: the 
absence of a centered system, one that pursues a unified mission with set 
goals that can be consistently evaluated. 

Before HHH and H, those investments were at the scale of pilot projects for a 
few hundred people at a time. The added resources have helped the system 
grow to assist thousands more people each year. Yet, we need to assist tens of 
thousands of people. 

Measures HHH and H demonstrated that money does make a tremendous 
difference in the system’s ability to produce results. However, money can both 
support and impede cross-sector collaboration toward a common mission. 

The availability of these revenues did create substantial collaboration between 
the city and county, which entered into an MOU to coordinate investments in 
housing capital (with HHH), operating subsidies (with housing authority 
vouchers), and county services (enabled in part by H). But the momentum 
around Measures HHH and H did not create the structure or cohesion for 
ongoing alignment. As a result, it increasingly seems that each recipient of 
new dollars goes its own way without shared strategies and accountability.

With the impending inflow of federal, state, and local funding for homeless-
ness, money alone will neither create a strategy nor a plan with clear outcomes. 
Alignment toward outcomes is essential. If overlooked, a significant opportu-
nity will be wasted.

Finally, there is considerable interest in fixing existing governing institutions, 
particularly LAHSA. 

The various efforts to reform LAHSA, improve its governance and operations, 
and achieve its full potential are worthy of support. The main task now, 
however, is to address the need for a broad mission, based on outcomes, that 
can unify the community around these outcomes. 

The best way to help LAHSA and other organizations to make their potential 
contribution to the overall effort is to create a centered mission and plan to 
which they can align their work and make necessary internal improvements 
to get there.

The lack of a centering mechanism or entity has contributed to the amassing 
of data without coherence, the scattering of leadership, the lack of a sense of 
how money is shaping outcomes, and informal coordinating workarounds. 
Anything short of creating a new, impactful center to the system will only 
mean more spinning of wheels and more frustration.

Regarding the need for a centering mechanism today, that space is now empty.
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A New Centering Entity
Based on the problems identified in Part One of this report, I recommend the 
creation of a centering entity that will serve as the home base of the system to 
address homelessness in Los Angeles. The Center will develop consensus 
around a common mission and set of outcomes. No such centering entity 
exists in Los Angeles today. 

This entity will be custom designed for Los Angeles, while borrowing ideas 
and experience from other cities and counties around the nation. 

We in Los Angeles are not the only ones struggling with how to improve 
governance of homelessness. Nations, states, counties, and cities are looking 
into different ways to create and sustain “cross-sector collaborations” in 
addressing homelessness. 

In 2019, the European Union conducted a survey of its 35 member and 
candidate states, and found that only Finland had experienced an actual 
decline in the unhoused population.41 A study of cross-sector homelessness 
collaborations in Scotland found a hodgepodge of local programs, with those 
that had common missions and measurement of progress toward goals 
achieving better outcomes in addressing homelessness.42

In the United States, homelessness has largely been treated as a local issue, 
which has placed immense burdens on city and county governments. Some 
national leadership has been exercised, including the catalytic role of the U.S. 
Interagency Council on Homelessness. The Council has helped seed experimen-
tation, and has developed a widely-adopted objective: to make homelessness, 
“rare, brief, and non-recurring.”43

The US Department of Housing and Urban Development has played a major 
role in local homelessness efforts by tying HUD funding to the creation of 
CoCs. A recent study has found mixed results from these governance structures 
required by HUD.44 

Given the importance of federal funding through HUD, the decision on 
whether to take a fresh look at how CoCs are regulated will be very impactful.

41	 Baptista, I. and Marlier, E. (2019), “Fighting homelessness and housing exclusion in Europe: A study 
of national policies”, European Social Policy Network (ESPN), Brussels: European Commission.

	42	 S. Boesveldt, N.F., Van Montfort, A.J.G.M., and Boutellier, J.C.J. The Efficacy of Local Governance 
Arrangements in Relation to Homelessness. A Comparison of Copenhagen, Glasgow and Amsterdam. 
2017. https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11115-017-0378-2.pdf

	43	 Department of Health and Human Services, United States. Interagency Commission on Homeless-
ness Annual Report 2020. https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/Homelessness/Resources/Files/
Documents/Annual%20Reports/2020-ICHAnnual%20Report.pdf 

	44	 Malloy, op.cit.
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Finding a single model from around the nation is quite difficult because the 
existing governance structures are so different. For example: 

n	 San Francisco, Denver, and New York City all have combined city-county 
governments. Their governance challenges are likely to be quite different 
than what Los Angeles faces.

n	 In Salt Lake City, the state of Utah plays the principal role. 

n	 In Portland, Oregon a decades-long tradition of grassroots participation 
may account for the dense organizational representational model of its 
homelessness governance program. 

n	 Washington, DC, where homeless encampments sit next to the Federal 
Reserve, is a federal territory without statehood whose governance depends 
in part on Congress.45

n	 Montgomery County, Maryland, which has few cities of significant size, 
places the great share of its authority in the County.

While the largest cities, such as Los Angeles and New York City, require their 
own customized governance structures, the difference in political culture and 
governmental structures between the two largest cities are so staggering that 
they stand as opposite poles of urban governance.

One of the closest models for Los Angeles is Seattle and King County in the 
state of Washington. With increasing property costs, Seattle and King bear 
some resemblance to the City of Los Angeles and Los Angeles County. Seattle 
is now one of the leading locales for unhoused populations in the nation 
(generally listed third after New York City and Los Angeles). 

At times, Seattle seems like a smaller-scale version of Los Angeles, with towering 
prosperity resting next to people who are unhoused. Not surprisingly, there 
has been a continuing interchange of experience between the Seattle region 
and Los Angeles.46,47

This interaction is far more extensive than current conversations about 
homelessness governance between Los Angeles and New York City.48 

45	 Rachel Siegel, “Two blocks from the Federal Reserve, a growing encampment of the homeless grips 
the economy’s most powerful person, The Washington Post, April 17 2021. https://www.washington-
post.com/business/2021/04/17/homeless-tent-city-federal-reserve-jerome-powell/

	46	 Ann Oliva, who conducted the governance study of LAHSA, also conducted research for Seattle. 
Furthermore, the Ballmer Group, headquartered in Seattle and with a strong presence in Los 
Angeles, has promoted dialogue between the two communities. 

	47	 See also https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2019-08-01/california-homeless-people-hous-
ing-national-model-conference Los Angeles Times, August 1, 2019 for mutual learning between 
Seattle and Los Angeles.

	48	 Some years ago, the New York City experience with Housing First as a policy approach influenced 
Los Angeles to go in that direction.
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For more than three years, Seattle has pursued a joint powers authority 
between city and county regarding homelessness. By 2021, the new joint 
powers authority that combined important city and county functions in 
housing and social services, was implemented and a CEO hired. The long 
path to this agreement is a reminder that such agreements are not easily or 
quickly designed, implemented and maintained.

Another relevant West Coast model is the 2021 creation of the Bay Area 
Regional Action Plan, which brings together mostly elected officials through-
out nine counties in the Bay Area. Unlike the Seattle case, this is a voluntary 
compact to create a common strategy around homelessness and to draw 
commitments from governing bodies. The governor’s office played a  
supportive role in facilitating the Action Plan.

In designing the centering entity proposed herein, I have borrowed aspects 
from these and other models around the nation, specifically those that focus on 
generating a shared mission, common goals, strong outcome measurements, 
and commitment by elected officials and their governments. 

I have customized the entity to fit within the fragmented and dispersed system 
of horizontal power in Los Angeles, to maximize its impact and contribution 
by filling in the missing center of homelessness governance in Los Angeles.

Los Angeles is both too big and diverse in local governments to be thought of 
as a typical city and county, and also too different from such other mega-cities 
like New York City and Chicago to be like those vertically organized, pow-
er-based systems.

The structure of the entity should follow its function. I begin therefore with 
the functions that should be carried out by the proposed entity. If we as a 
community can reach consensus on these functions, then it will be easier to 
move to the next step, which is aligning the community’s effort toward a 
common purpose.

“We must first   
determine the  
functions that need 
to be carried out … If we 
as a community 
can reach consensus 
on these functions, 
it will be easier to 
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*	This is an example of a broad goal that the Center could set as a target. Others are possible. Community 
conversation will help generate others, and support the selection of a guiding mission.

These functions determine the type of entity to be recommended. It should  
be lean and impactful, able to roam freely over the scope of the homelessness 
crisis, to be able to address prevention as well as re-housing and to not be 
subject to the direct control of other agencies in the region. 

*To plan and lead a commitment to reduce by half street homelessness in  
Los Angeles County with access to permanent (and if necessary, supportive)  

housing within five years of the establishment of the entity.

To establish milestones for outcomes and ways to measure them that are  
transparent to stakeholders, the unhoused and unsheltered, and the public

To communicate regularly the results of these outcome measures  
to stakeholders, people experiencing homelessness, and the public

The Homeless
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“The Center” (a final name for the Center should be determined  
through community conversation)
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Composition of The Governing Board

Composition of The Oversight Board

l	 The Governing Board (n=7)
	 Hires and removes the CEO

l	 Ex officio Co-Chairs:
	 Mayor of the City of Los Angeles 

Chair of the LA County Board of Supervisors

l	 Chair of the Oversight Board

l	 CEO of the Center

l	 State representative
	 Designated by the Governor

l	 Representatives of non-LA city governments	

l	 The Oversight Board (n=15 – 21)
	 Members nominated by the CEO and confirmed  

by the Governing Board

l	 Philanthropy, Business, Labor
l	 Public School System Leadership
l	 Lived Experience and Lived Expertise 

Including youth

l	 University and Government Researchers
l	 Leaders of civic, provider, and faith-based organizations	
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The structure of the Center is very simple and built around activities rather 
than about offices or divisions, in order to reduce unnecessary bureaucracy.

These activities will include:

n	 Strategic planning. The Center’s duty is to develop, test, build consensus 
around and implement a five-year strategic plan that can win stakeholder 
support, with the possibility that it will have to be amended over that time 
period. This function includes providing a setting to “vet” ideas and 
proposals within a common framework and replacing the current practice 
of new ideas being thrown out for public review without any shared 
evaluation and discussion.

n	 Measurable outcomes. These outcomes are not only broad outcomes 
about the unhoused and unsheltered, but more specific outcomes  
regarding racism and racial inequity. 

n	 Policy and intergovernmental relations. As the one place that should have 
its eyes on the whole system, the Center will be alert to all policies (even 
those that might seem tangential at first) that affect homelessness. The 
prevention sphere includes such policies as incarceration, child welfare, 
mental health, and income support. The Center will actively advocate for 
policy changes in these and other areas that affect homelessness. A strategy 
for defining and pursuing homelessness prevention is critical.

n	 Accountability and assistance. The Center will push and prod elected and 
appointed officials, nonprofit organizations, the private sector, philanthro-
py and others to help make the plan a success. At the same time, the 
Center will advocate for policy changes at the federal and state levels that 
can help these local officials and organizations contribute to the common 
mission. 

n	 Public communication. The Center will become the most credible source 
of information to the public. This includes information even when the 
news is bad, and when the Center itself is falling short of its promised 
outcomes.49
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49	 Culhane, Dennis P., David Eldridge, Robert Rosenheck and Carol Wilkins. “Making Homelessness 
Programs Accountable to Consumers, Funders and the Public” National Symposiums on Homeless-
ness Research (1997) Available at: http://works.bepress.com/dennis_culhane/23/

http://works.bepress.com/dennis_culhane/23/
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The CEO, and the Governing and Oversight Boards:  
A Different Kind of Power

This entity offers a different kind of power than the traditional, com-
mand-and-control, top-down model of single authority of government  
or a joint powers authority between a city and county government.

The unique nature of fragmented city and county governments in Los Angeles, 
the fractured nature of its homelessness governance system, and the long-lived, 
long-term and complex nature of homelessness, call for a unique centering 
structure.

The entity is built around a model of governance in which leaders of formal 
government institutions participate in a collective arrangement with civic 
society and the community. The entity brings together in a tightly-knit fashion 
those who can bring their own strengths of power and influence—whether 
formal government authority, philanthropic resources, community recognition 
and support, lived expertise, and research—to form a collective unit capable 
of truly centering the mission of addressing homelessness in Los Angeles. 

The combination of a strong leadership structure and the consistent advocacy 
toward a common mission will help the Center evolve over time. Such a Center 
can exert significant influence on all sectors of the homelessness system, holding 
itself and others accountable for their contribution to the overall mission. 

In turn, this can help foster systemic change not only overall, but within each 
jurisdiction in the homelessness policy system. The Center can provide a place 
to bring proposals for organizational change within the system, including 
LAHSA, and foster proposals that can be implemented.

The Center’s leadership system involves an empowered CEO, who reports 
directly to a small Governing Board. The larger Oversight Board will be 
designed to be far more than an advisory committee. It will include key 
stakeholders who have reach into the community and who have demonstrated 
that membership on this body will be one of their principal civic duties. 
Subject matter experts and practitioners will ground recommendations from 
the Oversight Board based on best practices and problem solving.

The Oversight Board contains some of the features of the “collective impact” 
model that has enjoyed considerable success in unifying community efforts 
on difficult issues.50 It links this model to the power of the governing board, 

50	 The Ballmer Group has developed a collective impact model (Strive Together) around supporting 
educational attainment from cradle to career that has been adopted in numerous communities. 
https://www.strivetogether.org/what-we-do/our-approach/#sub-menu

“The Center offers a   
different kind of power 
than the traditional, 
command-and-control, 
top-down model of 
single authority of 
government or a  
joint powers  
authority between 
a city and county 
government.

The Homeless
Governance Solution
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which embodies the central commitment of the government bodies that will 
ultimately craft and implement policies. 

This represents an “inside-outside” combination of government and the civic 
community.

The Lived Experience role on this powerful Oversight Board will put people 
experiencing homelessness past and present at the literal center of the overall 
homelessness policy effort. One of those seats will be for youth, a People 
Experiencing Homelessness (PEH) constituency that has been increasingly 
active on the advocacy front.

The Governing Board will have only seven members. The two key elected officials 
on the board are the mayor of Los Angeles and the chair of the Los Angeles 
County Board of Supervisors. They are placed in ex officio roles as co-chairs. 
Each co-chair will have a designated alternate. In the case of the Los Angeles 
mayor, it will be the president of the Los Angeles City Council. The alternate 
for the chair of the Los Angeles County Board will be another supervisor. 

With the agreement of the LA City Council and the County Board of Supervisors, 
these leaders will have the authority to implement change within their own 
governments. This design differs from a joint powers authority in that these 
leaders bring the practical commitment of their respective governments, but not 
as a result of a formal agreement. And it has the virtue of being able to start 
immediately, at the first meeting at which these two leaders join the effort.

Those cities with significant populations of people experiencing homelessness 
and that are ready to commit to play an active role in the Center will have 
representation of elected officials on the Governing Board, through a process 
yet to be determined.

The board includes an appointee of the Governor of California. While this 
role does not give the state any formal authority over the Center, it links the 
Center to the most important public office in California. As the example of 
the Bay Area Regional Action Plan indicates, the state may be more willing to 
assist in the development of a locally-designed governance structure than to 
try, in the New York model, to impose its authority on the local community.

The Center’s success will depend on the relationship and interplay among the 
CEO, the Governing Board, and the Oversight Board. There will be a great 
deal of power and influence at these three tables.

The CEO of the Center and the Oversight Board are meant to be strong, 
impactful participants.

“The Center’s success   
will depend on the  
relationship and  
interplay among the 
CEO, the Governing 
Board, and the  
Oversight Board.  
There will be a great 
deal of power and  
influence at these  
three tables.

The Homeless
Governance Solution
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In order to ensure that role, they both have seats on the Governing Board. The 
Chair of the Oversight Board will serve on the Governing Board, with the 
Vice Chair as alternate member.

The CEO will provide consistent leadership so that the Center is on a steady 
pace to generate outcome data, research on best practices, and proposals for 
immediate and long-term action. 

All the leaders in the Center must be able to disagree with and challenge each 
other, while maintaining an overall, visible unity of purpose around a com-
mon mission. The community and stakeholders will be watching to see if 
parochialism and blame-shifting dominate, or if these powerful players will 
instead elevate and promote the common mission.

The strength of the Center comes from its mission and its governance structure. 
Students of public administration increasingly understand that government is 
embedded in a larger network of governance, especially in situations where 
cross-sector collaboration is required. It must also operate within the political 
culture of the community.

As compared to the great urban governments in the East and Midwest, Los 
Angeles governance has always operated on a more horizontal than vertical 
principle. My conversations did indicate some interest in a new power system, 
whether an “LA Metro style” board of elected officials, a formal City-Council 
Joint Powers Agreement, or a body with authority to supersede local land use.

While these were compelling arguments, remaking a century of Los Angeles 
governance to create a “unified power system” seems likely to drag out the 
homelessness crisis beyond all patience. I ultimately decided not to follow this 
route and  instead propose a new system. 

In the current crisis, time and the limited likelihood of enduring collaboration 
emerging from the long road and power struggles that these changes would 
entail favored the lean and catalytic design recommended in this report. Even 
those who favored a more formal change in power structures agreed that the 
basic problem is still the lack of a center to the homelessness policy system 
and a common mission that can align leadership in the same direction. And 
there was wide agreement that we don’t have time to lose.

Put another way, the proposed Center is a very L.A. solution.

“Remaking a century  
of Los Angeles  
governance to create 
a “unified power  
system” seems likely 
to drag out the  
homelessness crisis 
beyond all patience.

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)
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A Different Kind of Power 
Even without creating a new structure of governmental power, the Center can 
accumulate and utilize considerable strength and influence in a way that adds 
value to the currently de-centered system of homelessness governance. It will 
be known as a place not to fix each and every structure in town, but to fix the 
core problem. The Center’s strength derives from:

Becoming a place that 
(where)

l	 is a credible home for problem 
solving and for the assess-
ment of competing proposals 
for policy efforts

l	 the stakeholders and the 
public craft a plan to deliver 
concrete results

l	 badgers and prods public and 
private agencies to deliver 
their contribution to the suc-
cess of the plan

l	 outcomes are devised  
and measured

l	 assesses the impact of funding 
streams on outcomes

Becoming a(n)
l	 trusted partner for funding 

agencies, public and private, 
seeking to contribute to the 
overall effort

l	 credible source of information 
about the progress of the plan, 
trusted by the stakeholders, 
the media, the unhoused, and 
the wider community

l	 unified team of governing 
board, oversight board, and 
CEO bolstering each other’s 
strength in the community

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)

figure 6:  The sources of The Center’s outcomes-oriented strengths
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If the following words are associated with The Center,  
it will have power to make a major contribution:

CREDIBLE

INFLUENTIAL

ACCOUNTABLE

RESPECTED

SYSTEM  
CHANGE-ORIENTED

FOCUSED ON 
OUTCOMES

LEGITIMATE

RESPONSIVE

TRANSPARENT

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)

figure 7: Aspirational word cloud for The Center
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How the Center Can Hear the Voices of 
Lived Experience and Expertise

l	 Place Lived Experience and Expertise on powerful  
Oversight Board with appropriate professional support  
to become full contributing members

l	 Undertake aggressive program to gather data on  
perspectives and experiences of People Experiencing 
Homelessness and ensure that those voices are heard at all  
levels of the system

l	 Promote Center-staff interaction with the  
Lived Experience Community on a regular basis to obtain  
feedback that is listened to in the design and operation of programs

The distinctions among lived experience, lived expertise, and experts by 
experience will help guide this process. We use the following definitions:51

n	 Lived Experience: The experience(s) of people on whom a social issue,  
or combination of issues, has had a direct personal impact.

n	 Lived Expertise: Knowledge, insights, understanding and wisdom  
gathered through lived experience.

n	 Experts by Experience: Social change-makers who seek to use their lived 
experience to inform the work of social purpose organizations, to drive 
and lead social change, and/or to drive their social impact work. 

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)

51	 http://thelivedexperience.org/

The distinctions among lived experience, lived expertise, and experts by experience will help guide this process. (source:  http://thelivedexperience.org/)
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How the Center Can Advance Racial Equity in 
Addressing Homelessness*

l	 Examine and apply recommendations of commissions and 
research on racial equity in homelessness

l	 Identify and implement plans to directly and in multiple 
ways hear the voices of PEH who are people of color

l	 Devise and implement outcomes measures for addressing 
racial inequity

l	 Apply outcome measures on racial equity in external evaluation 
of the Center

l	 Apply outcome measures on racial equity in the agencies 
working directly and indirectly in homelessness policy

*	 Includes, but is not limited to

l	 Ad Hoc Committee on Black People Experiencing  
Homelessness  
https://www.lahsa.org/documents?id=2823-report-and-recom-
mendations-of-the-ad-hoc-committee-on-black-people-experienc-
ing-homelessness

l	 Native American Homelessness  
https://lanaic.lacounty.gov/commission/ad-hoc-committees/home-
lessness/

l	 Latino/a Homelessness  
https://latino.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Stemming-the-
Rise-of-Latino-Homelessness-2-1.pdf

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)

https://www.lahsa.org/documents?id=2823-report-and-recommendations-of-the-ad-hoc-committee-on-black-people-experiencing-homelessness
https://www.lahsa.org/documents?id=2823-report-and-recommendations-of-the-ad-hoc-committee-on-black-people-experiencing-homelessness
https://www.lahsa.org/documents?id=2823-report-and-recommendations-of-the-ad-hoc-committee-on-black-people-experiencing-homelessness
https://lanaic.lacounty.gov/commission/ad-hoc-committees/homelessness/
https://lanaic.lacounty.gov/commission/ad-hoc-committees/homelessness/
https://latino.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Stemming-the-Rise-of-Latino-Homelessness-2-1.pdf
https://latino.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Stemming-the-Rise-of-Latino-Homelessness-2-1.pdf
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Implementation
There are a number of ways in which the Center can be constructed and 
authorized. The most immediate way to get the Center up and running is to 
constitute it as a nonprofit organization. This model has the advantage of 
being lean and responsive, although steps would have to be taken to ensure 
public accountability and transparency.

The Center could evolve into a quasi-governmental agency. While this model 
ensures transparency in a formal sense, it has the downside that it places the 
Center within and perhaps under an existing government agency or level of 
government, and grounds the Center in policy-making bodies in the public 
sector. The independence of the Center, a key feature of its strength and 
credibility, must be preserved.

The Center could also be created and authorized by state law. Legislation would 
ensure its independence from local political and governmental agencies, 
although it would possibly enable state direction to occur unless the Center’s 
independence is guaranteed.

Finally, the Center could be authorized by a vote of the people through a 
ballot measure. Voter support could ensure the independence of the Center 
although steps would have to be taken to not overprescribe duties as some-
times happens with ballot measures.

These various alternatives can also occur in some combination, or in se-
quence. Given the urgency of the situation, I recommend that the Center 
launch as a nonprofit organization with philanthropic support. This would 
also provide maximum flexibility for early design. External evaluations would 
assess the initial structure and provide appropriate recommendations for 
future organizational structures.

The Center needs to able to get its arms around homelessness in a flexible and 
adaptive way. It is ultimately a strategic institution, the purpose of which is to 
fill the empty center in Los Angeles and build out a broad strategic plan, tied 
to outcome data, and to be able to hold the various institutions of Los Angeles 
accountable for their contribution to completing it.

“Given the urgency   
of the situation, the  
Center should launch 
as a nonprofit 
organization with 
philanthropic support.

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)
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Legal Authorization Options for the Center

l	 Nonprofit organization with authority to receive  
public and private funds

l	 Becoming a quasi-public local agency

l	 New or existing state legislation authorizing and  
empowering the Center

l	 A ballot measure for voters to authorize  
and empower the Center

Financing 

Startup funding is essential to make this plan work, followed by stable 
funding for five years. Since the Center will be neither a direct nor  
indirect provider of services, the cost of operating the Center would be 
less than if it were a service provider. 

Funding sources include: state and federal agencies, city and county 
agencies, philanthropy and others. The Center will not rest within any  
of these agencies, but will be accountable to all in the community.

l	 Local Government Investment

l	 Federal and State Grants

l	 Philanthropy

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)
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Defining the Center
The Center Does:

l	 create an entity that can be implemented NOW without a JPA 
or ordinances with room to evolve

l	 commit the leadership of the principal government bodies to 
take visible responsibility for the success of this 5-year effort

l	 create a unified, strategic, powerful mechanism to develop a 
5-year plan and get it started this year

l	 act as a catalyst and focus for unified action

l	 establish a plan to hold all accountable for their contribution 
to the plan’s success

The Center Does Not:

l	 attempt to fix the structural challenges within various agen-
cies and organizations (e.g., LAHSA, city, county, COC) in the 
homeless governance system

l	 create a new bureaucracy

l	 create a new city-county superstructure through a new JPA

l	 remove powers from existing bodies

l	 act as a direct or indirect service provider

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)
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Oversight, Evaluation, and 5-Year Accounting

As with all aspects of this design, the Center must be held accountable for its 
work. External evaluation is a critical aspect and should be ongoing. This is 
particularly important since at the end of the five-year period, a decision 
should be made whether to continue the Center, close it, or keep it open  
with amendments.

l	 The Center must be held accountable for achieving promised 
outcomes.

l	 External, independent evaluation needed on a regular basis. 
Planning for the evaluation to begin at the outset in line with 
stated mission.

l	 Sets stage for 5-year evaluation with recommended out-
comes: renewal, amended mission, or ending.

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)
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Getting the Center Up and Running

Build  
stakeholder  

and  
community 

support

Present to 
BOS and LA 
City Council 

and other 
governing 

bodies

Identify 
initial 

funding

Identify 
physical 
location

Hire CEO 
and 

core staff

The Homeless
Governance Solution
(continued)
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