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Webinar Objectives

• Learn who the people experiencing 
homelessness are.

• Understand data on pedestrian and 
bicycle injuries among people 
experiencing homelessness.

• Learn the best organizations to 
partner with to engage the people 
experiencing homelessness.

• Learn how Los Angeles is increasing 
pedestrian and bicycle safety and for 
their unhoused community.
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Wednesday, October 22, 2025

Myths and Realities:
Life and Safety for Californians who 
are Unhoused

Alicia Lehmer, Directing Analyst



“Homelessness is an 
experience that people 

have,
not a statement of who 

they are.” 
Toward a New Understanding: The California Statewide 

Study of People Experiencing Homelessness (Benioff 
Homelessness and 

Housing Initiative, University of California San Francisco, 
June 2023)

(UCSF Study)
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The State of Homelessness in California: 
Point-in-Time Snapshot 

• More than 187,000 people 
estimated to be experiencing 
homelessness daily in California. 

• California is home to 12% of the 
U.S. population but 28% of people 
experiencing homelessness in the 
U.S. 

• Over 70% of people experiencing 
homelessness in CA are in 
unsheltered situations. 

Overall Rates of 
Homelessness in 2024

• The number of people 
experiencing homelessness grew 
in California, but at a much 
smaller rate than nationwide (3% 
in CA vs. 18% nationwide).

• California had the largest 
reduction in the number of 
Veterans experiencing 
homelessness in the nation. 

Some positive trends from 
2023 to 2024 …
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Myths and Facts: Homelessness in 
California
Homelessness in California is…

Sources: UCSF Study; CalMatters 8

Myth …a choice or reflects personal failings.  

Truth …a result of complex structural and individual 
factors. 

Homelessness can result from a myriad of factors, many outside a person’s 
control, such as sudden job loss, medical conditions, emergencies, domestic 
violence, underemployment, lack of affordable housing options, etc.

Myth …an urban issue. 

Truth …affects every community in California. 

Approximately 60,000 people experience homelessness in rural and suburban 
California outside the “Big Six” counties. Homelessness is often less visible 
but more isolating and more greatly impacted by local disasters in these areas. 



Myths and Facts: Homelessness in California
People experiencing homelessness in California…

Sources: UCSF Study; CalMatters 9

Myth …come to California from 
somewhere else

Truth …are Californians

Myth …are mostly youth and 
young adults 

Truth …are aging

• A UCSF study found 9 out of 10 participants lost their 
last housing in CA. 

• 75% of participants lived in the same county as their 
last housing. 

• 87% were born in the U.S.; Two-thirds (66%) were born 
in CA. 

• The proportion of adults older than 50 in the state’s 
homeless population is increasing. 

• According to a recent statewide study, among 
single unhoused adults, 48% were 50 and older. 



“There are families with children here, there are lots 
of seniors here, lots of disabled folks, lots of queer 
folks, many sober people and yes, there are people 
with mental health and addiction issues. We look 

similar to your neighborhood, just less doors. Most of 
us are from San Jose so we probably grew up in your 

neighborhood.”

Guadalupe Residents Advocating for Community Empowerment (GRACE) open letter 
regarding an upcoming encampment sweep in San Jose, CA



The Connection Between Homelessness 
and Safety

MYTH:

People experiencing 
homelessness are 
dangerous and make 
communities unsafe. 

FACTS:

• Research does not suggest that people experiencing homelessness are 
more likely to break the law for dangerous or violent offenses than anyone 
else. 

• Research shows people experiencing homelessness are far more likely to 
be victims of violence than perpetrators.

• Criminalizing unsheltered homelessness (e.g., citations, arrests for 
loitering or camping) often worsens people’s situations rather than create 
safer communities. 

• Hostile architecture and anti-homeless public spaces do not prevent 
homelessness and limit public use for everyone. 

Sources: UCSF Benioff Homelessness & Housing Initiative article
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Common Safety Concerns for People Experiencing 
Unsheltered Homelessness

Risk of violence Victimization 
Exposure to severe 

weather and 
environmental dangers 

Unsanitary conditions

Sources: UCSF Benioff Homelessness & Housing Initiative article; Streetsblog USA article  
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Untreated medical 
needs

Exposure to traffic and 
dangerous street 

conditions



Sources
Benioff Homelessness and Housing Initiative, University of California San Francisco 
(UCSF), Toward a New Understanding: The California Statewide Study of People 
Experiencing Homelessness (June 2023) 
California Senate Housing Committee, Fact Sheet: Homelessness in California (Updated 
January 2025) 
Kendall, Marissa, 7 Myths About Homelessness in California. CalMatters (Updated 
November 2024) 
Kushel, Margot, Violence Against People Who Are Homeless: The Hidden Epidemic. 
UCSF Benioff Homelessness and Housing Initiative (July 2022)  
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), 2024 Annual 
Homelessness Assessment Report: Part 1 - PIT Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S. 
(December 2024) 
Wilson, Kea, How to Save the Lives of Unhoused Pedestrians. Streetsblog USA (June 
2022) 
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https://homelessness.ucsf.edu/sites/default/files/2023-06/CASPEH_Report_62023.pdf
https://homelessness.ucsf.edu/sites/default/files/2023-06/CASPEH_Report_62023.pdf
https://shou.senate.ca.gov/system/files/2025-01/homelessness-in-ca-january-2025.pdf
https://calmatters.org/housing/homelessness/2024/07/california-homelessness-myths/
https://homelessness.ucsf.edu/blog/violence-against-people-homeless-hidden-epidemic
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2024-AHAR-Part-1.pdf
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2024-AHAR-Part-1.pdf
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2024-AHAR-Part-1.pdf
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2024-AHAR-Part-1.pdf
https://usa.streetsblog.org/2022/06/13/how-to-save-the-lives-of-unhoused-pedestrians


Akenese "Agnes" Luluga
Site Director, Job Center

Asian Resources, Inc. 



My Story
• In 2015, I found myself and my 2-year-old daughter 

without a home. We fled an abusive relationship—
choosing safety over stability. That decision saved our 
lives, but it also meant losing everything else.

• We moved from shelter to shelter. I walked miles every 
day—sometimes carrying my daughter, other times 
pushing a stroller filled with cleaning supplies for work. I 
walked to jobs, shelters, in search of any free services that 
could help us survive.

• Free resources were hard to find—and even harder to 
access without reliable transportation.

• When you're unhoused, walking isn't a choice. It's 
survival. The streets are not designed with people like us 
in mind.



Walking 
Experiences 
on the 
Street

Fast traffic, no sidewalks, no protection
 Made me constantly afraid for our safety.

No lights at night
 Made us feel invisible—and vulnerable.

No access to clean water
 A basic need that often went unmet.

Safe Crossings Were Out of Reach. 

Safe crossings were often too far apart.



Why include people with a lived 
experience of homelessness?

If you’re planning sidewalks, bike lanes, trails—or any walking 
infrastructure—you need to hear from people experiencing 
homelessness.

1. We use these routes all day, every day. We walk in all weather, with 
children, with work gear, or pushing carts. We rely on these systems 
for survival, not just convenience.

2. Our perspective is unique—and essential. It can lead to safer, more 
inclusive designs. But that can only happen if we’re asked—and 
truly heard.



Existing 
Resources for 
Engaging the 
Homeless

How do you reach people living in shelters or on 
the street?

Go where trust already exists. There are organizations 
already serving us—places we feel safe:

• Volunteers of America – a trusted shelter and support 
network.

• Asian Resources, Inc. (ARI) – offering free, on-the-
ground services: employment support, refugee 
assistance, legal clinics, language access, and advocacy 
to help people achieve self-sufficiency and avoid 
homelessness.

Partner with groups like these. Host listening to sessions. 
Invite feedback. And most importantly, compensates 
people for their time. People who have a lived experience of 
homelessness is valuable expertise.



Contact Information

Akenese "Agnes" Luluga

Akenese@asianresources.org

Office: (916) 324-6202

2411 Alhambra Blvd, Ste. 110, Sacramento, CA 95817

mailto:Akenese@asianresources.org


Skid Row 
Connectivity & 
Safety Project: 
Dignity, Safety, and Mobility for All

Los Angeles 
Neighborhood Initiative

Veronica Hahni, Executive Director, Los Angeles Neighborhood Initiative



• Community-driven planning + 
building in underserved 
neighborhoods

• Focus on safety, placemaking, 
access, and equity

• Deep experience in 
transportation, streetscape, 
pedestrian safety, and 
neighborhood investment

ABOUT LOS ANGELES 
NEIGHBORHOOD INITIATIVE



Why focus on homelessness + active 
transportation?

• People experiencing homelessness 
are often excluded from 
transportation planning

• Mobility is more than moving: it’s 
access, autonomy, and dignity

• Active infrastructure alone doesn’t 
guarantee safe, inclusive use

UNDERSTANDING 
HOMELESSNESS & MOBILITY



• ~50 city blocks with the densest 
concentration of people experiencing 
homelessness in L.A. (~3,800 in 2024) 

• ~70% are unsheltered 

• High rates of substance use, mental health 
challenges, HIV/AIDS, overdose mortality

• Years of disinvestment, blight, and 
fragmented infrastructure investment

SKID ROW: DENSE, VULNERABLE, UNDERINVESTED

SOURCE: COUNTY OF LOS ANGELES HOMELESS 
INITIATIVE



SKID ROW: DENSE, VULNERABLE, UNDERINVESTED



LANI helped secure +$38M in grant funding from 
the California Transportation Commission’s 
Active Transportation Program to fund the Skid 
Row Connectivity & Safety Project

SKID ROW CONNECTIVITY & 
SAFETY PROJECT

LANI’s contributions:

• Co-led grant writing process and coordination 
with Bureau of Street Services, Council District 
14, and design partner WEBB

• Led community engagement to gather 
stakeholder input on needs and potential 
improvements

• Helped shape the project scope and priorities

“This will be the largest infrastructure 
grant ever for Skid Row.”

-Former Councilmember De León



Total project cost: $47.5 million
ATP Funding:  $38.6 MILLION

City/local matching funds: $8.9 million

Project Funding

• New & upgraded sidewalks, curb ramps, enhanced 
crosswalks, traffic calming

• Protected bike lanes along San Pedro St, buffered lanes 
on 11th, two-way protected lanes on 16th

 
• Planting 500 new street trees and installing over 540 

pedestrian lights 

• Closing slip lane at 8th & San Pedro St to create a 
landscaped plaza with bike parking, hydration stations, 
design for universal access

Project Features & Design Elements

“Adding safer crosswalks in Skid 
Row will be a godsend.”

-Estela Lopez, Executive Director, Downtown Industrial BID



Union Rescue Mission: 
Access to Essential Services

Located on San Pedro Street in the heart of Skid Row, Union Rescue Mission is one of the 
nation’s largest homeless service providers. It offers shelter, meals, healthcare, recovery 
programs, and pathways to permanent housing for thousands of Angelenos each year.

The project improved access to URM and nearby 
resources through:

 • Safer, well-lit crosswalks
 • ADA-compliant curb ramps
 • Wider sidewalks and slower traffic on San Pedro Street

These changes make essential services more reachable and 
travel safer for everyone, especially residents with 
disabilities, families, and those experiencing homelessness.



• Infrastructure is necessary but not 
sufficient: design must meet real lived 
needs

• Center affected people early and often: 
their insights change outcomes

• Cross-sector partnerships (homeless 
services, public health, policing, 
nonprofits) are essential

• Iterative design and flexibility matter: 
respond to feedback mid-project

• Monitoring outcomes (qualitative + 
quantitative) to adapt

LESSONS LEARNED 
& TAKEAWAYS



Email

veronica@lani.org

Social Media

@laniorg

Website

www.lani.org

Get in touch for more 
information!
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Q & A time



Thank 
You!

Thank you!!
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