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IN 1944, FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT SUGGESTED that the right to housing become part of a Second Bill of Rights. Sixty years 
later there are hundreds of thousands, if not millions, homeless across the United States. There are at minimum 1,700 homeless 
people in Oakland, among them some 270 who have been homeless for long periods of time.1

DAN SIEGEL BELIEVES THAT HOMELESSNESS can only be eliminated with a reordering of our national priorities towards 
social and economic justice. Nonetheless it is Oakland’s responsibility to make the best use of its resources to help people 
without a home, help them regain a place to live, refrain from discriminating against them, repeal laws that make their lives more 
difficult, and treat them with respect. 

Housing First

IN ITS RECENT TWO-PART SERIES on homelessness, 
the San Francisco Chronicle described an effective pro-
gram to combat long-term homelessness in Salt Lake City, 
Utah:

Salt Lake City has all but ended chronic homelessness… 
It created attractive housing that street people actually 
longed to live in, provided the new residents with plenty 
of on-site counseling to help them with problems such as 
drug abuse and unemployment, and put one person in 
charge who could get government and non-profit agen-
cies to work together.2

THE MOST PROMISING APPROACH TO HOMELESSNESS, especially for the chronically homeless, is to implement programs 
that offer housing first, then counseling and other services. Such programs are already in place throughout the country. As men-
tioned in the Chronicle, Salt Lake City benefits from the work of Housing First,3 and the 100,000 Homes Campaign4, a national 
movement, works using a similar strategy toward the same goal of combatting homelessness (their efforts in Nashville, Tennes-
see were recently featured by 60 Minutes).5 The unifying idea is, first and foremost, to give the chronically homeless a home. 
Once sheltered, counselors then help them deal with other problems, such as addiction, mental health problems like depression 
and schizophrenia, unemployment, and, in the case of military veterans, PTSD. Programs elsewhere often demand the reverse 
by insisting on solving a person’s other problems before they are “allowed” to occupy permanent housing. 
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1 According to the 2013 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress, 29% of the homeless reside in California. Oakland has one percent of California’s population. 
The report says there are about 610,000 homeless in the United States, some 93,000 chronically homeless. Multiplying out produces the 1700 and 270 counts, which are 
undoubtedly low estimates because homelessness is concentrated in urban areas, not proportionally spread out over California. Computed from a different perspective, the 2013 
Alameda County Homeless Count and Survey Report states that there are almost 4300 homeless in Alameda County, and the chronically homeless make up 22%, or about 950 
people. A report from 2004 suggests that 49% of the homeless live in Oakland, producing a higher estimate of 2100 homeless residents and 460 chronically homeless residents.
2 Fagan, Kevin. “Salt Lake City a model for S.F. on homeless solutions.” SFGate. June 29, 2014. Retrieved from: 
http://www.sfgate.com/nation/article/Salt-Lake-City-a-model-for-S-F-on-homeless-5587357.php 
3 Drake, Kerry. “State can give homeless a place to live, and save money.” The Casper Citizen. December 5. 2013. Retrieved from: 
http://www.uintacountyherald.com/v2_news_articles.php?heading=0&page=76&story_id=6910 
4 100,000 Homes. Retrieved from: http://100khomes.org/
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Oakland’s Attempts and Curtailing Homelessness
 

OAKLAND HAS A SIMILAR HOUSING PROGRAM known as PATH (Permanent Access to Housing).

The Oakland PATH strategy focuses on a Housing First model to rapidly re-house individuals and families who are currently 
on the street or in emergency shelter.6

WITH LIMITED FUNDING, PATH has had success in placing residents in housing and seeing them maintain permanent residency.

For OPRI (Oakland PATH Rehousing Initiative) participants coming from shelters, this has been a tremendous success, with 
100% maintaining permanency for at least six months. Of the 67 people placed into housing from homeless encampments 
more than six months before the end of 2012, 64 or 95% were still in housing.

A REPORT BY OPRI SUGGESTS that the City needs more resources to continue and expand upon its limited success:

to end homelessness in oakland over the next 15 years, the city needs: 

• Approximately 7,000 units of affordable and supportive housing
• Three sources of funding: capital, service and operations dollars.
• County, State, Federal and private funding to leverage Oakland’s funds 
• Political and business leadership.7

5 Cooper, Anderson. “100,000 Homes: Housing the homeless saves money?.” 60 Minutes. February 9, 2014. Retrieved from: 
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/100000-homes-housing-homeless-saves-money/ 
6 Greiff, Debbie, et al. http://www2.oaklandnet.com/oakca/groups/dhs/documents/report/oak022659.pdf 
7 City of Oakland, Human Services. Retrieved from: http://www2.oaklandnet.com/Government/o/DHS/s/CommunityHousingServices/index.htm
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ACCORDING TO THE REPORT, only about 120 people at a time are able to avail themselves of OPRI services. This number needs 
to be significantly increased to reduce the number of Oakland’s chronically homeless. For comparison, The San Francisco Chroni-
cle report states that Salt Lake City has 1,000 supportive housing units – this in a city with half of Oakland’s population.

A SIEGEL ADMINISTRATION will propose increased funding for PATH, initially doubling the number of people able who can 
helped at one time to 240 and continuing to increase the level of support as feasible year-to-year.8 We will also look to increase 
support for non-profits that deal with issues relating to homelessness, such as Oakland’s St. Mary’s Center, which focuses on 
the needs of those age 55 and older who are homeless or in danger of becoming homeless.9

The “Tiny House” Program

ANOTHER PATH TO PROVIDING HOUSING at sub-
stantial cost savings is through a growing nationwide 
movement known as “tiny houses.” 10 The movement 
began as an environmental and social statement against 
consumption and waste, but has recently been seen as 
a partial solution to homelessness. Such programs are 
already being implemented in Madison, Wisconsin… 11

The city of Madison has to do more, now, to house 
people who are homeless, Madison City Council 
members said Tuesday as they unanimously approved 
a plan to construct a village of “tiny houses” on Madison’s east side.

and Austin, Texas,12 and being investigated in cities such as Portland, Oregon.13 These houses, costing as little as $5,000 to build, 
require minimal amounts of land (or none at all, as some are mobile and can be parked on city streets as laws permit) and need 
not be connected to the grid. They are, true to their name, tiny – often smaller than a typical bedroom – but they are cleverly 
designed to create a livable space.

THE SIEGEL ADMINISTRATION WILL FURTHER EXPLORE this growing movement and determine what zoning changes, if any, 
would be required to start up pilot programs on various City of Oakland owned properties. After engaging the homeless com-
munity, non-profits involved in supporting Oakland’s homeless, and existing City homeless program managers, Dan Siegel will 
present an initial proposal to establish a small number of “tiny house” communities to the City Council.

8 A liberal estimate of the cost is $2.5M/yr, calculated as 120 new units at $1500/month and three to four additional counselors at $100,000/yr. Some or all of this could be 
available from grant monies. Oakland has found itself with a $29,000,000 budget surplus mainly due, ironically, to its booming housing market. At least a fraction of that can 
and justly should be allocated to serving the homeless, some of whom are on the streets as a result of the same spike in housing costs that resulted in the City’s windfall from 
increased real estate transfer taxes and rental business tax revenues. 
9 See http://www.stmaryscenter.org/
10 Federico-O’Murchu, Linda. “Tiny Houses: A Big Idea to End homelessness.” NBC News. February 26, 2014. Retrieved from: 
http://www.nbcnews.com/business/real-estate/tiny-houses-big-idea-end-homelessness-n39316 
11 Schneider, Pat. “Madison City Council unanimously approves ‘tiny houses’ village for the east side.” The Cap Times. May 7, 2014. Retrieved from: http://host.madison.com/ct/
news/local/writers/pat_schneider/madison-city-council-unanimously-approves-tiny-houses-village-for-east/article_26051bdc-d5e5-11e3-a2c6-0019bb2963f4.html
12 Federico-O’Murchu, Linda. “Tiny Houses: A Big Idea to End homelessness.” NBC News. February 26, 2014. Retrieved from:
 http://www.nbcnews.com/business/real-estate/tiny-houses-big-idea-end-homelessness-n39316
13 Boddie, Ken. “Micro-communities: Solution to homelessness?.” Koin 6. June 11, 2014. Retrieved from:
http://koin.com/2014/06/11/micro-communities-solution-to-homelessness/
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Helping Those Who Remain on the Streets

UNTIL PROGRAMS LIKE PATH ARE EXPANDED GREATLY, or large numbers of “tiny houses” become a reality in Oakland, the 
majority of the City’s homeless will still find themselves in the street. Oakland only has 439 shelter beds (100 of them available 
only November-April), a few hundred people at most helped by the PATH program, and limited hotel/motel voucher programs.14 
The need to treat those who find themselves without shelter with respect and provide support is incumbent upon us.

DAN SIEGEL BELIEVES THAT “homelessness is not a crime” and supports legislative approaches such as California’s Homeless 
Bill of Rights proposed by State Senator Tom Ammiano:

This bill would enact the Homeless Person’s 
Bill of Rights and Fairness Act, which would 
provide that no person’s rights, privileges, or 
access to public services may be denied or 
abridged because he or she is homeless, has 
a low income, or suffers from a mental illness 
or physical disability. The bill would provide 
that every person in the state, regardless of 
actual or perceived housing status shall be 
free from specified forms of discrimination 
and shall be entitled to certain basic human 
rights, including the right to be free from dis-
crimination by law enforcement, in the work-
place, and while seeking services. The bill 
would provide that every person has the right 
to access public property, possess personal 
property, access public restrooms, clean wa-
ter, educational supplies, as specified…15

IF THE STATE IS UNWILLING TO OUTLAW DISCRIMINATION against people who are homeless (Ammiano’s most recent 
attempt died in the legislature in January, 2014),16 a Siegel administration will propose a similar statue in Oakland. Oakland must 
also eliminate any “quality of life” laws that make life on the streets more difficult than it already is, such as those that New York 
City continues to employ.17 Any department policies, written or unwritten, that permit Oakland’s police to harass the homeless, 
must end.

THE CITY OF OAKLAND, THROUGH ITS SHELTERS AND OTHER FACILITIES, should also ensure that shower and bathroom 
facilities are available for the homeless during the day, even if it is impossible to provide beds for all each night.

14 City of Oakland, Human Services. Retrieved from: http://www2.oaklandnet.com/Government/o/DHS/s/CommunityHousingServices/OAK022522 
15 AB-5 Homelessness. http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201320140AB5
16 Butte County Network of Care. “Behavioral health.” Retrieved from: http://butte.networkofcare.org/mh/legislate/state-bill-detail.aspx?bill=AB%205&sessionid=2013000
17 Radio Project. Retrieved from: http://www.radioproject.org/2010/12/how-%E2%80%98quality-of-life%E2%80%99-turned-homeless-new-yorkers-into-criminals/
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18 Wikipedia: “According to Amnesty International USA, vacant houses outnumber homeless people by five times.“ Retrieved from:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homelessness_in_the_United_States#cite_note-7
19 Knight, Heather. “A decade of homelessness: Thousands in S.F. remain in crisis.” San Francisco Chronicle. Retrieved from: 
http://www.sfgate.com/archive/item/A-decade-of-homelessness-Thousands-in-S-F-30431.php

The Road Ahead

NO ONE EXPECTS TO SEE HOMELESSNESS VANISH from the United States any time soon, despite there being far more va-
cant housing units than homeless people.18 Even Gavin Newsom, who famously promised to end homelessness in San Francisco 
ten years ago, no longer suggests that that goal is within our reach:

“There’s a mythology that you can – quote unquote – end homelessness at any moment. But there are new people coming in, 
suffering through the cycles of their lives… It’s the manifestation of a complete, abject failure as a society. We’ll never solve this 
at City Hall.” 19 

BUT WE CAN DO WHAT WE KNOW WORKS – housing and counseling – for those who find themselves on Oakland’s streets. 
We know how to help on a human scale, even if Oakland by itself cannot solve the problem on a national one. We can do 
much more to provide a basic necessity, housing, so that those previously homeless can put their lives back together.

WE CAN CAREFULLY CONSIDER innovative proposals like “tiny houses” and apply them if appropriate. We can treat the 
homeless with respect.

THE SIEGEL ADMINISTRATION will work ceaselessly to develop and pursue programs that will curb homelessness in Oakland.


