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housing projects receive operating support equal 
to 1/3 of tenant income, typically in the form of 
Social Security or tenant rent contribution. Although 
permanent housing is much more expensive to 
build, emergency shelters can be just as expensive 
to operate. San Francisco’s Navigation Centers cost 
approximately $40,000 per bed per year to operate, 
nearly identical to its permanent supportive housing 
projects. Citing the costs of operating the city’s shelter 
mandate, a 2019 report from the D.C. Interagency 
Council on Homelessness said “helping people exit 
[shelters] quickly back to permanent housing is not only 
good for households experiencing homelessness, it’s 
economically more effi cient.”42

New York City’s shelter mandate is the contentious 
outlier. Between 2010 and 2020, the U.S. inventory 
of permanent housing doubled while its shelter 
inventory declined 12 percent (FIGURE 16). The 
national prioritization of permanent housing over 
shelter is largely credited to the 10 percent decline in 
homelessness in the U.S. since 2010: studies show that 
75 to 85 percent of single adults, and 80 to 90 percent 
of families, that receive permanent housing support 
stay housed, including high-need individuals.43 New 
York City bucked this trend. Over the past decade, the 
city’s shelter inventory expanded by 47 percent while 
its permanent housing inventory expanded by just 41 
percent. At the same time its homeless population 
grew 44 percent, one of the largest jumps in the U.S. 
To skeptics of shelter mandates, New York City is a 
cautionary tale of a jurisdiction so burdened by its 
shelter system that it lacks the resources to get people 
out of shelters and into permanent housing. The result 
is an ever-expanding shelter complex full of semi-
permanent residencies.

There are several problems with this critique. First, 
Boston and the District of Columbia also manage 
comparably large shelter systems yet have two of largest 
and fastest growing permanent housing inventories in 
the U.S. Second, while the Bay Area and other regions 
are expanding their inventories more quickly than 
New York City, they are still mostly playing catch up 
to investments New York City has already made: New 
York City still provides more permanent housing than 
the Bay Area (though not as much as the City of San 
Francisco) (FIGURE 20). Third, the Bay Area has followed 

national trends to prioritize permanent housing over 
shelter, yet saw its homeless populations grow even 
faster (45 percent) than New York City’s over the past 
decade. Finally, New York City has one of the most 
expensive rental markets in the U.S. and saw the fastest 
increase in median rents over the past decade outside 
the Bay Area (FIGURE 16). Rather than contributing to a 
homeless crisis, New York’s shelter system appears to be 
responding as designed to a housing affordability crisis 
exacerbated, like in California, by a supply shortage. 
The difference is that whereas New York guarantees 
homeless residents basic shelter and sanitation services, 
California warehouses its homeless families and 
individuals outdoors among the elements, and their 
numbers continue to grow while we slowly add housing 
to our stock, nowhere near the scale that is required.

Based on the experience of other regions, a shelter 
mandate could greatly reduce unsheltered street 
homelessness in the San Francisco Bay Area. A 
mandate would also create political pressure, through 
humanitarian and fi scal demands, to expand regional 
support for permanent housing exits from the shelter 
system. If the Bay Area were to adopt a shelter 
mandate, it would have an opportunity to improve upon 
New York City’s experience by reducing pressures on 
the shelter system at both the point of entry and exit by 
building more homes to reduce rental market pressures 
on low-income households, increasing homelessness 
prevention programs, and by investing in more 
permanent housing pathways for people to exit the 
shelter system.
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Legal pathways to a Bay Area shelter 
mandate

The biggest obstacle to adopting a shelter mandate 
in the Bay Area may be the unique legal and political 
challenges of California regionalism. Shelter mandates 
in the U.S. have been implemented in different ways. 
New York City’s mandate was imposed via judicial 
consent decree; Washington, D.C.’s was enacted by the 
Mayor and District Council; Massachusetts’ was created 
by the governor and state legislature. In this section 
we briefl y examine several paths and considerations a 
regional shelter mandate in the San Francisco Bay Area 
could take (FIGURE 21).

■ Geography: A shelter mandate could be created 
to cover all or a portion of the San Francisco Bay 
Area’s nine-counties and 101 cities. If done sub-
regionally, the mandate would likely have to cover 
at least Alameda, San Francisco, and Santa Clara 
counties—which together comprise about 74 percent 
of the Bay Area’s homeless population—to have a 

noticeable impact, and possibly the adjacent counties 
of San Mateo and Contra Costa as well. Covered 
jurisdictions should consider residency requirements 
to prioritize shelter for local homeless residents and 
to discourage the jurisdiction from becoming the 
de facto service provider for neighboring cities and 
counties who aren’t contributing to the mandate’s 
operations and maintenance.44

■ Scope: The Bay Area would have to decide which 
segments of its homeless population are covered by 
the mandate. New York City’s shelter mandate covers 
everyone in need; Massachusetts’ covers families; 
and the District of Columbia’s guarantees families 
shelters during extremely hot or cold weather events 
(although it operates a smaller inventory of shelters 
year-round). Like most cities and regions on the west 
coast, the Bay Area’s homeless population mostly 
comprises of single adults, about 28 percent of whom 
are considered chronically homeless. Any regional 
shelter mandate would likely have to cover this 
population to have a noticeable impact.
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BARRIERS BENEFITS 

Permitted under 
state constitution

State legislation 
required

Voter approval 
required

Able to fund 
capex

Able to fund 
operations

Able to fund 
shelters and 

housing 
Unfunded state 

mandate NO _ _ _ _ _

Funded state 
mandate YES YES YES (2/3) YES YES NO

Unfunded regional 
mandate YES YES YES (50%) NO NO NO

Funded regional 
mandate YES YES YES (2/3) YES YES NO

State bond 
funding YES YES YES (50%) YES NO YES

SFBAHFA
YES NO YES (2/3) YES YES YES

AAnnaallyyssiiss: Bay Area Council Economic Institute

Figure 21: Different Paths to Shelter

Lead agency: 

The region would also have to determine which level 
of government was best suited to implement the 
mandate. Counties have been the traditional level of 
government for implementing many public welfare 
programs. These currently include Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families (which replaced Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children), General Assistance or 
General Relief, and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (previously known as food stamps). Counties 
are experienced in applying means-based qualifications 
for social programs, should that be part of a shelter 
program. However, many existing shelter programs are 
administered by cities, particularly those in large cities 
such as San Francisco, Oakland, and San Jose. Cities 
are more likely to have access to existing land available 
that could be used for shelter functions, such as safe 
parking lots or lots for siting temporary structures. 
However, cities may be more susceptible to NIMBY 
(not-in-my-backyard) organizations seeking to block the 
construction of homeless facilities whereas counties can 

implement their projects in cities without obtaining local 
land use approvals. A successful mandate would require 
cities and counties to scale, in tandem, the physical and 
supportive services infrastructure necessary to make 
shelters operate successfully.

Funding: 

A shelter mandate would require considerable 
additional public resources which could be secured 
through several means. Below we consider several 
options.

	■ Unfunded state mandate: California could attempt 
to require local or regional governments to bear the 
costs of a shelter mandate, yet such an effort would 
likely run afoul of state constitutional requirements 
that the state bear the costs of any state-imposed 
mandates. 

	■ Funded state mandate: The state could instead 
pass a statewide shelter mandate and provide 
financial support from the general fund, as is done 
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in Massachusetts for homeless families. However, 
California’s volatile and highly competitive general 
fund would likely result in a system plagued by 
chronic underfunding, poor services, and litigation, 
while also negatively impacting competing 
public priorities such as education, health, and 
transportation.

	■ Unfunded regional mandate: Bay Area voters 
could, via ballot measure, require jurisdictions to 
adopt a shelter mandate and to pay for the mandate 
using existing municipal budgets without additional 
revenues. New York City and the District of Columbia 
each pay for their shelter system from their general 
funds without a dedicated revenue source (although 
New York City receives state support equivalent to 
about 10 percent of its shelter costs). However, the 
lack of a dedicated funding source would create ripe 
conditions for chronic underfunding, poor services, 
and litigation, as well as negatively impact competing 
public priorities such as health care, transportation, 
public safety and other services.

	■ Funded regional mandate: Bay Area voters could 
approve a shelter mandate with dedicated new tax 
revenues via ballot measure, either as an add-on 
to existing taxes (such as was done with the mental 
health tax added to the state’s income tax) or an 
entirely new levy, as was done with the parcel tax for 
the San Francisco Bay Restoration Authority approved 
by over 70 percent of voters via Measure AA in June, 
2016. Since housing is intimately related to property, 
a logical type of tax might also involve property. 
Proposition 13 expressly limits the imposition of any 
ad valorem property tax, but parcel taxes are often 
imposed, as are property transfer taxes, which are 
collected by the recorder’s office when a property is 
sold or transferred. Sales taxes, while commonly used 
to finance regional priorities, are regressive and also 
subject to multiple proposals and caps on the total 
amount that can be imposed by local governments. 
As with all tax measures proposed by a public entity, 
this method would require approval by an aggregate 
two-thirds of Bay Area voters.

	■ State bond funding: California voters could pass 
a general obligation bond to pay for homeless 
infrastructure. Bonds can provide large amounts 

of capital quickly and reliably over a period of 5 
to 10 years, depending on the size of the bond. 
However, bond funds are generally limited by law 
to capital projects and wouldn’t be available for 
operational budgets, a major cost driver of shelter 
and supportive housing projects. Bonds are also 
expensive and politically unreliable. Additionally, the 
single-subject rule for state ballot initiatives would 
require a separate ballot measure to impose a shelter 
mandate.

Alternative to a Shelter Mandate - Bay Area 
Housing Finance Authority 

Unlike residents in many other states, California voters 
can—and often do—approve new tax measures 
for specific funding priorities. The Bay Area has a 
successful track-record of approving funding measures 
for housing and homelessness, unrelated to a shelter 
mandate. Since 2015, the Bay Area has raised over 
$3 billion through successful local measures (below). 
These funding sources have provided resources for 
transitional housing, permanent affordable housing, and 
homelessness and prevention services. 

• San Francisco: $310 million (2015); $300 million        	
  (2018); $600 million (2019)

• San Mateo County: $85 million (2016)

• Alameda County: $580 million (2016); 

• Santa Clara County: $950 million (2016)

• Oakland: $100 million (2016)

• Emeryville: $50 million (2018)

• Napa County and Select Cities: $5 million (2018)

• Berkeley: $135 million (2018)

• Sonoma County: $25 million/year (2020)

• San Jose: $70 million/year (2020) 

While these local efforts have been essential to 
supporting Bay Area residents and preventing a still 
worsening of the homelessness crisis, they have not 
been sufficient to meet the scale of the problem. In 
response, the Bay Area Housing Finance Authority 
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(BAHFA) was created to meet the regional scale of 
the crisis, rather than continuing to let the region be 
held back by 109 jurisdictions each trying to solve the 
region’s housing and homelessness crisis on their own. 
In 2019, Governor Gavin Newsom signed legislation 
by San Francisco Assemblymember David Chiu, AB 
1487, that created BAHFA through a historic partnership 
between local and regional Bay Area elected leaders 
and the California Legislature. Jointly governed by 
the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) and 
the Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC), 
BAHFA is designed to advance the “Three Ps”: protect 
current residents from displacement, preserve existing 
affordable housing, and produce new affordable 
housing. BAHFA is equipped with a powerful set of 
funding and finance tools, including the ability to 
place on the ballot new tax measures to create reliable 

funding streams for affordable housing and programs 
to reduce homelessness in the Bay Area. To account 
for variations in need across the region, one portion 
(80 percent) of revenues generated would remain 
in the counties of origin while the other portion (20 
percent) would go into a regional pool. While BAHFA’s 
enabling legislation provides a fair amount of flexibility, 
it does specify a set of eligible uses for revenues 
raised at the ballot and minimum expenditures for the 
“Three P’s,” – at least 52 percent for new affordable 
housing production, at least 15 percent for affordable 
housing preservation, and at least 5 percent for tenant 
protections, including rental assistance. It also allows for 
a local government incentive program (10 percent of the 
region’s allocation), that can be allocated for additional 
uses, including infrastructure, down-payment assistance 
programs, and homeless shelters. 

Bay Area Housing for All
In 2020, Bay Area Housing for All, a coalition of non-profit organizations, elected officials, and private 
sector partners, began working with ABAG and MTC to explore an ad valorem property tax whose 
revenues would support a $10 billion general obligation bond. While these plans were delayed due to 
the COVID pandemic, this proposal demonstrates what a future BAHFA funding measure could look 
like for the region. Under a $10 billion bond, $8 billion would be administered by the region’s counties 
and major cities, while $2 billion would be administered regionally by BAHFA; up to $200 million could 
be available to expand the region’s inventory of emergency shelters and at least $5 billion would be 
available to expand the region’s inventory of extremely-low-income, very-low-income, and low-income 
housing. A portion of remaining funds would be used for preserving affordable housing units and 
expanding tenant protection programs. By raising new regional funding for capital expansion, the Bay 
Area would also place itself at a competitive advantage to leverage additional state and federal funding 
for operational expenses.
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3
Cost Estimates for Ending Homelessness in 
the Bay Area
An expanded shelter inventory can help solve the Bay 
Area’s unsheltered homeless crisis. However, solving 
the broader problem of homelessness in the Bay Area 
requires scaling a portfolio of shelter, housing, and 
homelessness prevention programs to address needs 

across the spectrum of housing insecurity. In this chapter 
we’ll look at the cost of right-sizing the region’s shelter 
inventory as well as its inventory of permanent housing 
and prevention programs. For this analysis we’ll be 
using the 1:2:4 ratio developed by All Home, a regional. 
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homeless advocacy organization in the Bay Area. 
This ratio is not a prescribed methodology, but an 
investment strategy that underscores the need for 
concurrent investment in interim housing of differing 
types (e.g., non-congregate shelter, safe parking, 
community cabins, tiny homes), fl exible permanent 
housing exits and homelessness prevention all at the 
same time. All Home recommends for every new interim 
housing option, the region provide two new permanent 
housing exits (e.g., through production, acquisition or 
fl exible rental subsidies) and four homeless prevention 
interventions (FIGURE 22)

Shelters - Units Needed: 22,644 

HUD defi nes shelter as any facility whose primary 
purpose is to provide a temporary shelter for people 
experiencing homelessness in general, or for specifi c 
populations, and which does not require occupants 
to sign leases or occupancy agreements. Nationally, 
shelters are lumped into three categories, including 
Emergency Shelter, Transitional Housing, and Safe 
Havens (Navigation Centers). Shelter in the Bay Area 
comes in a wide variety of models and services. For 
this analysis we chose to scale Cabin Communities for 
their economy, successful implementation in Oakland, 
and ability to provide greater privacy than traditional 
congregate shelters. For our cost analysis, we use the 
per unit capital costs and annual operations costs of 
Oakland Cabin Communities.

Cabin Communities: $10,831 per unit

Cabin communities are clusters of temporary shelters 
that provide insulated lodging, meals, portable 
restroom facilities, on-site security, and the security 
of a double occupancy unit with a locking door. Each 
cabin community includes around 20 cabins, each 
accommodating two people with beds, blankets, 
storage boxes, and other basic amenities. The cabin 
community model also includes fl exible funds that can 
be used to pay for family reunifi cation, transportation, 
move-in costs, and new clothing for job interviews. A 
low barrier to entry model allows people to live with 
pets, partners, and personal possessions. The sites 
include case workers and other services that help 
residents fi nd jobs and move into permanent housing. 
First pioneered in Oakland under Mayor Libby Schaaf 

with the support of private donors, businesses, and 
nonprofi t organizations, cabin communities can now 
also be found in Sacramento, San Diego, and Riverside. 
Relative to other shelter options, cabin communities 
are inexpensive, quick to build, and accessible to a 
wide population of homeless individuals. Cost estimate 
assumes public/donated land. 

Permanent Housing - Units Needed: 56,028

Permanent housing is defi ned by HUD as community-
based housing without a designated length of stay 
in which formerly homeless individuals and families 
live as independently as possible. Permanent housing 
programs require the tenant lease (or sublease) a 
unit for an initial term of at least one year that is 
renewable and is terminable only for cause. The 
federal government funds, through local Continuums 
of Care, two types of permanent housing: permanent 
supportive housing for persons with disabilities and 
rapid re-housing, which provides housing search and 
relocation services and medium-term rental assistance 
to move homeless persons and families (with or without 
a disability) as rapidly as possible into permanent 
housing. Note: the number of estimated units needed is 
more than double the estimated shelter beds needed to 
account for homeless residents currently sheltered.

For our cost analysis, we use the surveys of Bay 
Area homeless residents to estimate 50 percent are 
candidates for permanent supportive housing (FIGURE 
22). We assume these new permanent supportive 
housing units will be provided using, for simplicity’s 
sake, equal amounts of three different project types: 
new modular construction, hotel/motel conversions, 
and acquisition and rehab projects. For annual costs, 
we use the annual average of permanent supportive 
housing in the City of San Francisco, or $39,134.45 For 
the remaining 50 percent, we assume these residents 
can remain housed using $15,000 in annual fl exible 
housing vouchers to subsidize rental expenses. Using All 
Home projections, we further estimate that one-third of 
this population will require support services totaling an 
additional $15,000 annually to remain housed.
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Traditional Affordable Housing: $529,608 
per unit

As a housing product, permanent supportive housing 
is similar to affordable housing, except tenants are 
provided with wraparound services. Due to the larger 
sample size available, we use actual cost data for 
building affordable housing projects receiving tax credit 
finance in the Bay Area in 2019 to estimate the cost of 
building a new unit of permanent supportive housing. 
Recent examples of modular housing construction 
(whereby housing components are manufactured 
offsite and assembled on-location) have been shown 
to reduce these costs an average 30 percent compared 
to traditional construction methods. Using modular 
construction methods, we estimate the per unit cost of 
affordable housing could be reduced to $401,990.

Hotel/Motel Conversion: $174,000 per unit

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Governor 
Newsom unveiled Project Homekey—a state, 
federal, and philanthropic partnership to permanently 
acquire and convert hotels and motels into housing 
for homeless residents. Within 90 days of its launch, 
Homekey successfully acquired 6,000 rooms capable 
of serving over 9,000 Californians in the single largest 
expansion of homeless housing in state history. Hotels 
and motels have a long history of being converted 
into housing for people experiencing homelessness. 
Pre-COVID-19 conversion projects typically involved 
distressed properties in need of extensive renovation, 
but Homekey projects have reduced costs by acquiring 
newer, better functioning properties that require 
relatively little rehabilitation. It is unclear whether or 
not the state will be able to continue acquiring and 
converting hotels at these low costs. However, given the 
large number of successful conversions recently created 
under Project Homekey, we use the average cost of Bay 
Area Homekey projects announced as of November 6, 
2020 to estimate the costs of conversion projects going 
forward.

Acquisition and Rehabilitation: $389,000

Acquisition and rehabilitation refers to the restoration 
of existing structures, usually for extremely-low and 
very-low-income households that are either homeless or 

housing insecure. Rehabilitation projects help preserve 
neighborhood features and reuse existing structures 
which can reduce political obstacles and community 
resistance. However, retrofitting old structures to current 
regulations make acquisition and rehab expensive, while 
California’s limited housing stock limits the ability of this 
method to scale.47 

Prevention Programs - $4,000 per 
intervention

Prevention programs typically involve low-barrier cash 
and/or rent assistance equivalent to about $4,000 per 
homeless household to stabilize households at risk of 
losing their housing. Destination: Home, a homeless 
services provider in Santa Clara County, estimates 95 
percent of families receiving such assistance remain 
housed while receiving support, and 94 percent of 
families who received assistance remain housed one 
year after leaving the program.48  We estimate the Bay 
Area needs 90,576 additional prevention services. 

Other Housing Products

The above housing and shelter products are meant to 
serve as bookends for a reasonable cost estimate to 
solve homelessness in the Bay Area. However, other 
low-cost housing and shelter products can, and in many 
cases are, being used today to provide various services 
and interventions across the Bay Area.

Tiny Home Villages - $72,285 per unit

Tiny home villages are clusters of small homes paired 
with communal services that serve as transitional 
housing for homeless individuals. Unlike cabin 
community units, which are temporary, tiny home village 
units are permanent housing structures generally less 
than 100 square feet. The tiny home village model 
typically provides residents with a bed, storage space, 
electrical outlets, and a locking door for security 
and privacy. In February 2019, San Jose Mayor Sam 
Liccardo opened the region’s first tiny home village to 
40 individuals. Permitted on public Caltrans land, each 
unit is approximately 80 square feet with a bed, storage 
space, heating and cooling system, and a lockable 
door. To encourage residents to find employment and 
eventually more permanent housing, they are required 
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to pay 10 percent of their income, or $20 if they are 
unemployed for the fi rst six months of their stay. After 
six months, rent increases by 10 percent every six 
months, capping at 30 percent.49 Shared amenities are 
available onsite including bathrooms, showers, laundry 
facilities, kitchen space, and a common area with 
computers, internet access, and job boards. The village 
is also protected by 24/7 security.

Accessory Dwelling Units - $111,000 per 
unit

Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are housing products 
added to developed parcels, typically as an additional 
backyard unit or through the conversion of existing non-
residential structures like garages. Unlike Cabins or Tiny 
Homes, ADUs are built to the same standards as other 
permanent housing types and have their own kitchens, 
bathrooms, and living areas.50 While ADUs are typically 
marketed to owners of single and multi-family housing 
units, they could also be used to provide extremely-
low-income housing on a private parcel, permanent 
supportive housing on a public parcel much like a Tiny 

Home Village. The Bay Area Council Surveyed 13 ADU 
manufacturers and design consultants to assess the 
scalability of single ADUs (150 square feet to 600 square 
feet) and double ADUs (600 square feet to 800 square 
feet).

Conclusion
A Bay Area shelter mandate could shelter the vast 
majority of the region’s homeless population for 
approximately $245 million in one-time capital 
expenditures and $481 million in annual spending on 
services and management. This shelter network would 
gradually expand, and its costs gradually rise, unless 
the Bay Area took additional measures to prevent 
homelessness and expand exits into permanent 
housing. According to the 1:2:4 model developed by 
All Home, right-sizing the Bay Area’s shelter, housing, 
and prevention services would cost approximately 
$9.3 billion in one-time capital expenditures and $2.5 
billion in annual spending on services and management 
(FIGURE 23).

Units Required Cost/Unit (Capital) Cost/Unit (Annual) Total Capital Total Annual 
Transitional Shelters (1x all unsheltered homeless households)

Cabin Communities 22,644 $10,831 $21,250 $245,257,164 $481,185,000

Homeless Prevention (4x new transitional shelters)
Emergency Cash Assistance 90,576 - $4,000 - $362,304,000

Permanent Housing (2x all homeless households)    
Permanent Housing Solutions (50%)

New Modular (1/3) 9,338 $401,990 $40,000 $3,753,782,620 $373,520,000

Hotel/Motel Conversion (1/3) 9,338 $174,000 $40,000 $1,624,812,000 $373,520,000

Acquisition & Rehab (1/3) 9,338 $389,000 $40,000 $3,632,482,000 $373,520,000

Other Permanent Housing (50%)
Flexible Housing Vouchers ($15k 
per homeless households + $15k 
for all 1/3 homeless households 
for supportive services)

28,014 - $20,000 - $560,280,000

TOTAL $9,256,333,784 $2,524,329,000

Figure 23: Cost of Solving Homelessness in the Bay Area Under 1:2:4 Model

• Cabin Community estimates from City of Oakland
• Homeless Prevention estimates from AllHome
• Modular estimates represents regional average. Assumes 30% cost saving from current per/unit costs of 
subsidized housing.
• Hotel/Motel Conversion estimates from Bay Area Project Homekey projects
• Acquisition & Rehab estimates from Enterprise Community Partners
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Recommendations 
Creating a shelter mandate for the Bay Area would 
require state legislation to design a mandate, create an 
enforcement agency, craft a funding mechanism, and 
win approval from at least 2/3 of Bay Area voters. If the 
mandate proposal could survive the numerous veto-
points along that path, the experience of other shelter 
mandate jurisdictions in the U.S. strongly suggest 
the mandate could dramatically reduce unsheltered 
homelessness in the Bay Area. However, under a 
shelter mandate, the Bay Area’s shelter system would 
gradually increase in size and cost unless the region 
took additional measures to prevent homelessness 
from occurring in the first place, and to expand its 
inventory of permanent housing to create exits from 
the shelter system. While a New York City-style shelter 
mandate alone would improve conditions for people 
experiencing homelessness in the Bay Area by providing 
access to a roof over their heads and access to some 
services, the Bay Area has an opportunity, due to its 
deficit of shelter and housing products of all types, to 
improve upon existing models in New York City and 
elsewhere. Below we recommend a suite of regional, 
state, and federal actions to prevent homelessness, and 
to more quickly resolve homelessness where it occurs. 

Recommendation #1: $20 billion state 
investment to extend Project Homekey and 
help regions scale inventories of shelters, 
housing, and prevention programs. In less 
than one year, California’s Project Homekey has housed 
over 6,000 homeless individuals in the single largest 
expansion of homeless housing in California history. 
California should dedicate at least $20 billion of its 
record $76 billion FY 2021-2022 budget surplus to 
expand Project Homekey, make one-time investments 
in capitalized operating reserves for homeless services, 
and to help local-governments right-size inventories of 
emergency shelters, permanent housing, and prevention 
services along the 1:2:4 model.  

Recommendation #2: $10 billion regional 
expansion of affordable housing and 
emergency shelters using the Bay Area 

Regional Housing Finance Authority 
(BAHFA).  Rather than pursuing a shelter mandate, 
the Bay Area should use the tools already at its disposal 
to raise significant new revenue and support regional 
coordination to address our housing and homelessness 
crises at scale, such as the Bay Area Regional Housing 
Finance Authority (BAHFA). BAHFA, jointly governed by 
the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) and 
the Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC), had 
been exploring a $10 billion general obligation bond 
to place on the 2020 ballot. While these plans were 
delayed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this proposal 
demonstrates what a future BAHFA funding measure 
could look like for the region. Under a $10 billion bond, 
up to $200 million could be available to expand the 
region’s inventory of emergency shelters and at least 
$5 billion would be available to expand the region’s 
inventory of extremely-low-income, very-low-income, 
and low-income housing. A portion o f remaining 
funds would be used for preserving affordable housing 
units and expanding tenant protection programs. 
The authority already exists, has established its own 
political support, and doesn’t need to be created 
by the legislature. Shelter mandates work by forcing 
jurisdictions to invest in shelters when they otherwise 
would not do so voluntarily. Although the BAFHA is not 
empowered to create or enforce a shelter mandate, 
it can accomplish a similar goal by providing a new 
funding source for the many different housing and 
shelter types needed to address the broad spectrum of 
homelessness and housing insecurity, including shelters.

Recommendation #3: State policy changes 
to boost supply and reduce pressure (and 
costs) on renters High rates of homelessness 
strongly correlate with expensive rental markets across 
the U.S., and expensive rental markets are a symptom 
of market shortages. Additional funding for homeless 
shelters and housing should be paired with policy 
changes to facilitate vastly increased housing production 
across the Bay Area to reduce pressure in the rental 
market and lower costs. While state policy is calling on 
the Bay Area to build 441,176 new housing units over 
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over the next seven years through the Regional Needs 
Allocation (RHNA), production is stymied by local anti-
housing regulation. California should pass proposals 
like SB 9 (Atkins) which would allow duplexes on single-
family lots statewide; SB 478 (Wiener), that would 
eliminate local barriers to building small apartments 
in areas where they’re currently zoned; SB 10 (Wiener) 
would allow cities to up-zone areas around transit and 
employment centers to allow up to 10 units per parcel; 
AB 561 (Ting) would guarantee loans to homeowners 
to install accessory dwelling units; and SB 6 (Caballero) 
which would make it easier for developers to convert 
empty strip malls and big box stores into affordable 
housing, to make it easier for cities to add supply. 

Recommendation #4: Reduce local barriers 
to building and expanding shelters Recently 
passed state laws have allowed willing cities to expand 
shelter inventories more expeditiously. These include 
AB 932 (Ting), which allows cities to waive certain 
environmental inspections for shelters, and AB 101 
(Wiener) which allows cities to approve navigation 
centers without being subjected to environmental 
litigation. However, cities that do not want shelters 
within their jurisdictions are under no obligation to build 
them and can furthermore thwart efforts by non-profit 
organizations to open and manage shelters. California 
should declare that any city whose homeless population 
is over 10 percent unsheltered to be in a state of 
Shelter Crisis, and that shelters proposed by non-profit 
entities within those cities be approved “by-right” 
provided they meet certain health, safety, and location 
requirements.  					   

Recommendation #5: Focus limited subsidies 
on the most housing-burdened populations 
Recently passed state laws have allowed willing cities to 
more expeditiously expand shelter inventories. These 
include AB 932 (Ting), which allows cities to waive 
certain environmental inspections for shelters, and AB 
101 (Wiener) which allows cities to approve navigation 
centers without being subjected to environmental 
litigation. However, cities who do not want shelters 
within their jurisdictions are under no obligation to 
build them, and can furthermore thwart efforts by non-
profit organizations to open and manage shelters. 

California should declare that any city whose homeless 
population is over 10 percent unsheltered to be in 
a state of Shelter Crisis, and that shelters proposed 
by non-profit entities within those cities be approved 
“by-right” provided they meet certain health, safety, 
and location requirements.  Recommendation #2: State 
policy changes to boost supply and reduce pressure 
(and costs) on renters.

Recommendation #6: Fully Fund Section 
Even with increased regional funding, the Bay Area 
will unlikely be able to solve homelessness without 
additional federal support. Yet today, the U.S. 
government spends approximately one-third the level 
of support for affordable housing as it did in the 1960s. 
The biggest, immediate-term way for the federal 
government to reduce homelessness in the Bay Area 
and nationally, would be to fully fund Section 8 housing 
vouchers so that all Americans who qualify (households 
earning below 50 percent of area median income) 
can begin receiving them. Today, of the 16 million 
Americans who qualify for Section 8 housing vouchers, 
Congress has appropriated funding only for 5 million.

Recommendation #7: Innovative State and 
Local Approaches to Land Use Regulation 
& Enforcement Existing law and planning codes 
did not anticipate the de facto privatization of public 
spaces by tens of thousands of individuals, for whom 
federal courts have recently upheld a Constitutional 
right to sleep and live somewhere when they lack 
any access to housing, shelter, or private space to 
call their own. In the course of attempting to manage 
unsheltered homeless encampments, California cities 
may be held liable for damages (e.g. fires) caused by 
unsafe street encampments, but also liable for damages 
for attempting to improve health and safety standards 
for homeless residents residing in encampments, or 
by enforcing against encampments in high-impact 
locations. The result is often paralysis. The State should 
consider expanding recently created provisions to the 
building code to expedite shelter construction (AB 
932) to create and expand sanctioned Safe Car and RV 
Parks. Cities should be encouraged to experiment with 
innovative approaches to shelter and enforcement to 
help clarify existing legal ambiguity in the aftermath of 
Martin v. Boise. 
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Units Required Cost/Unit (Capital) Cost/Unit (Annual) Total Capital Total Annual 
Transitional Shelters (1x all unsheltered homeless households)

Cabin Communities 22,644 $10,831 $21,250 $245,257,164 $481,185,000

Homeless Prevention (4x new transitional shelters)
Emergency Cash Assistance 90,576 - $4,000 - $362,304,000

Permanent Housing (2x all homeless households)    
Permanent Housing Solutions (50%)

New Modular (1/3) 9,338 $401,990 $40,000 $3,753,782,620 $373,520,000

Hotel/Motel Conversion (1/3) 9,338 $174,000 $40,000 $1,624,812,000 $373,520,000

Acquisition & Rehab (1/3) 9,338 $389,000 $40,000 $3,632,482,000 $373,520,000

Other Permanent Housing (50%)
Flexible Housing Vouchers ($15k 
per homeless households + $15k 
for all 1/3 homeless households 
for supportive services)

28,014 - $20,000 - $560,280,000

TOTAL $9,256,333,784 $2,524,329,000

Figure 23: Cost of Solving Homelessness in the Bay Area Under 1:2:4 Model

• Cabin Community estimates from City of Oakland
• Homeless Prevention estimates from AllHome
• Modular estimates represents regional average. Assumes 30% cost saving from current per/unit costs of 
subsidized housing.
• Hotel/Motel Conversion estimates from Bay Area Project Homekey projects
• Acquisition & Rehab estimates from Enterprise Community Partners
• PSH annual estimates are from San Francisco, compiled by the Urban Institute
• Flexible Housing Vouchers and annual service estimates are from AllHome
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