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LOS ANGELES—Since taking office five years ago, Mayor Eric Garcetti has marketed this city as
a model of how an American metropolis can dream big: wooing the 2028 Olympics, courting
high-tech companies and pushing for a “subway to the sea.”

But last month, the mayor tied his political future to a goal that has long vexed policy makers
here: housing the city’s homeless, which he publicly declared his “No. 1 issue.” Homelessness
has exploded during his tenure, leaving Los Angeles with a fast growing population of people
living in cars, parks and on the streets.

Mr. Garcetti aims to get half of the more than 25,000 unsheltered homeless population into
shelters or housing by 2022, his last year as mayor. The 47-year-old Democrat has made no
secret of his interest in running for the presidency in 2020, and whether his new plan succeeds
will bear heavily on his political future, critics and supporters say.

“If there’s any hope of running for president, that’s the problem he has to fix,” said Sherry
Bebitch Jeffe, a public-policy professor at the University of Southern California. “It taints his
legacy as mayor, and it’s also a risk if he wants to move up.”

Mr. Garcetti won his first election as mayor in 2013 on a “back to basics” pledge to fix potholes
and improve trash pickup, and rode a wave of popularity into a second term last year. In recent
months, he has raised his national profile, traveling the country, talking jobs and infrastructure,
and taking aim at President Donald Trump.

At home, he has come under growing pressure for not moving faster and more aggressively to
address a spiraling humanitarian emergency. The homeless population has grown nearly 49%
since 2013, when Mr. Garcetti was first elected. Last year, there were about 900 more people in
shelters than in 2013, according to the Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority.
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Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti aims to get half of the more than 25,000 unsheltered homeless population into shelters or
housing by 2022. PHOTO: RICHARD VOGEL�ASSOCIATED PRESS
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Homeless encampments have
spread in L.A. in recent years,
and city officials have sought to
fund more affordable housing to
combat the problem. But until
now, there has been no
comprehensive plan to build
more shelters to get people off
the streets immediately.

“This is our Katrina,” said Jill
Stewart, executive director of
the Coalition to Preserve LA, a
social justice group that has
opposed the mayor’s handling of
the homeless issue. “Where are
the shelters?”

Under the mayor’s plan, the city
would build out a more
expansive shelter system, hoping
to draw more homeless into
temporary shelters until they get
on their feet, and speed up
affordable housing construction.

In an interview, Mr. Garcetti said
the city has doubled its rate of
housing the homeless, but
people are falling into
homelessness at a clip faster
than the city can handle. He
pointed to a convergence of
factors—surging rents and rising

inequality, the opioid crisis and lighter criminal penalties—that have pushed greater numbers
of vulnerable people onto the streets.

“It is a bigger problem than it’s ever been,” Mr. Garcetti said. “We’ve had the right strategies,
but we’ve never had the master plan, and we’ve never had the resources,” he said, adding: “We
finally are convening those together.”

The mayor directed a record $430 million of the city budget this year to tackle homelessness,
including allocating $20 million to City Council districts to build emergency shelters within a
six-month window. He’s offering those communities an additional $17 million in sanitation and
cleanup funds if they set up shelters before the deadline.

The plan is a break from past policies that have largely focused on affordable housing.

“We had to work to listen to people on the street and change our approach,” Mr. Garcetti said.

Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti signed ordinances into law to help solve the homeless crisis in Los Angeles in April. PHOTO:
MARK RALSTON�AGENCE FRANCE�PRESSE�GETTY IMAGES
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In late 2016, the mayor got voter approval for a $1.2 billion bond to fund the building of
affordable housing, and later campaigned for a county sales tax to fund services for the
homeless, which passed. Both measures were critical not just for raising money, but also
bringing new coordination between the city and county for the first time on a breadth of issues,
including mental-health services.

Critics say money hasn’t been spent fast enough given the scale of the problem. Mr. Garcetti
said taxpayer funds to build affordable housing are being spent on schedule, and that it has
taken time to gather political and bureaucratic support for the moves.

So far, his new plan has won praise even from critics. “Finally, some kind of dam broke at City
Hall,” said Ms. Stewart.

While Mr. Garcetti said he hasn’t decided on a presidential run, he traveled to Iowa in April,
telling local reporters he was there “listening” and jokingly dispelled stereotypes about flashy
L.A.

Here, the mayor faces stubborn problems—such as violent crime and traffic—that some say he
hasn’t tackled hard enough, with homelessness above all.

“The conventional wisdom is that this is his Achilles’ heel,’” said Rick Cole, the city manager of
Santa Monica, Calif., an ally of Mr. Garcetti’s who spent two years as his deputy mayor for
budget and innovation.

The mayor has long wanted to tackle the crisis head-on, Mr. Cole said, despite warnings from
advisers that it is a complex problem and could jeopardize his original “back to basics” goal.

In April, Mr. Garcetti stood before city officials and delivered his State of the City address,
declaring the issue he was staking his final term on.

“We are here to end homelessness,” he said.

Write to Nour Malas at nour.malas@wsj.com and Alejandro Lazo at alejandro.lazo@wsj.com

Appeared in the May 14, 2018, print edition as 'L.A. Mayor Ties Political Future to Homeless
Plan.'
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