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SACRAMENTO, Calif. — Sacramento can blame the housing crisis on the 
Bay Area, but the shelter crisis that resulted in the death of at least 110 
people in 2018 remains a very local problem to solve. 

Sacramento’s homeless population grew by 30 percent between 2015 and 
2017, according to the 2015-2017 HUD Point-In-Time Count. During that 
same time period, the number of unsheltered homeless people grew by 85 
percent. 

“Every day, we meet new people. People walk through, they don't know where 
to go,” Joe Smith, assistant director of Loaves and Fishes’ Friendship Park, 
said. “They don't know what to do. They don't know what their next steps are.” 

https://www.saccounty.net/Homelessness/Documents/2017_SacPIT_Final.pdf


Friendship Park provides a respite for Sacramento’s homeless, where they 
can warm up, drink a cup of coffee, eat meals and connect with services. But 
it is not a shelter.  

MAYOR STEINBERG'S PLAN 

To solve this crisis, Mayor Darrell Steinberg made it his top priority during 
2019’s State of the City addressto get people off the streets, into shelters and 
rehoused. In December 2018, Steinberg challenged all eight Sacramento 
districts to open 800 beds, split among the districts. In February 2019, he 
presented a $40 million proposal to use a combination of state, city and 
private funding to achieve this goal. 

Steinberg promotes a housing, or at least, shelter-first, model that seeks to 
get people first into a stable, safe environment and then, provide necessary 
health, mental health and recovery services. Sacramento’s mayor often cites 
the success of the low-barrier triage center on Railroad Drive as a model for 
other shelters to follow. However, shelters that don’t test for substances 
ahead of admission could be unpopular with residents. 

“NIMBYism [Not in My Back Yard attitudes] is real,” Mayor Darrell Steinberg 
said as he argued to Sacramento residents that, “your neighborhood is better 
off from a safety, and health and a cleanliness perspective, by getting people 
into a shelter…If you want to see the problem grow worse in your 
neighborhood, don’t intervene, don’t build the shelters.” 

During a February 2019 workshop to present and discuss the plan with City 
Council members, funding and concept concerns were discussed. 
Sacramento Councilwoman Angelique Ashby stressed the importance of 
opening shelters for women and children, who may not be safe or allowed in 
low-barrier entry shelters. Steinberg also faced questions about why 
Sacramento should spend so much in temporary shelters as opposed to 
housing. 

“This is a volume issue,” Steinberg said, providing an example where “we can 
turnkey a low barrier triage (center) and get 120 people in (shelter) right away, 
or we can make it a permanent supportive housing project in which case we 
can only start with 50.” 

He calls it a moral dilemma, in which he opts for the shelter, “because 120 is 
more than 50.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9X-OPKUSD_o&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9X-OPKUSD_o&feature=youtu.be


While the City debates and discusses plans for beds, Sacramento’s 
unsheltered population continues to suffer. At Loaves and Fishes Friendship 
Park, Abe, who preferred to keep his last name private, said, if you get wet, 
you're not just going to be cold for a few seconds, “you're going to be cold for 
as long as it takes to evaporate.” 

“Besides being cold, your health, your mental health (will suffer),” Abe said. 
“There's people around you who are making noise, up all night. There's 
danger in the air.” 

 


