First in a series of brief, informative reports on homelessness in San Diego

E

very night, over ¾
million Americans
sleep in shelters or on
the street, under freeway
bridges, in canyons or
fields1. Some time during
the next year, about 3 ½
million people will experience homelessness of
some kind2 . These persons lack a fixed, regular,
and adequate nighttime
residence or they live in
a welfare hotel, transitional housing program
or a place not ordinarily
used as regular sleeping accommodations, such
as cars, movie theatres,
abandoned buildings, in
parks or on the street3.
People in jail or prison
are not considered homeless.
Homelessness takes different forms. Some will
seek out emergency housing only for a short time
because of a temporary
crisis like a job loss, eviction or violence in their
home4. Others may spend
years on the street. Still
others suffer from severe
substance abuse, mental
illness, physical disabilities or simply choose to
live on the street.

One Day Homeless Count
January 31, 2008
HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE HOMELESS IN THE SAN
DIEGO REGION? of locating homeless in- attempted for our re-

7,582

At least 7,582 persons
were homeless in theSan Diego region on the
morning of January 31,
2008.

dividuals, weather conditions, and the number
of persons conducting
the count 5.

This estimate represents
a minimum number. Calculating the number of
people who are homeless
can vary due in part to
methodological variables
such as differing definitions of homelessness or
the timeframe used, not
to mention the difficulty

In the San Diego region, a
“point-in-time” or “one
day” count of homeless
individuals was conducted in the early morning of
January 31, 2008. Over
320 enumerators fanned
out across the San Diego
region to take the most
comprehensive census of
homeless persons ever
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North
Coastal

North
Inland

(16.4%)

(12.2%)

East
County

San
Diego

(7.8%)

(52.1%)

South Bay
(11.5%)

gion. A well-established
method to count those
who live on the street
was followed. They also
conducted 190 in-depth
survey interviews. In
addition to the street
count, over 90 agencies
provided detailed information about homeless
who spent the night in
their emergency shelter or transitional program. The combined
results are discussed on
page2.

Homeless individuals and
families can be found
throughout the San Diego
region, although there
are significantly different
regional distribution patterns for those in shelters
and those who live on the
street.
More than half (52.1%) of
all homeless individuals
live in central San Diego
which includes the city
of San Diego. Whereas,
more than 16% of homeless lives in the north
county region.
We believe most homeless individuals live in
urban rather than rural
areas. Since enumerators
focused on urban areas
the exact proportions are
not known.

County of San Diego
2008
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Homelessness in San Diego, CA
More than half (54%) of the County’s
homeless reside in the City of San Diego +. Much smaller numbers can be
found in the north county areas.
The highest counts of visible street
homeless persons are found in Encinitas, in the Pacific Beach, Ocean Beach
and Downtown area of the City of San
Diego, and in Escondido. By far, the
highest concentration of homeless in
emergency shelters and those in programs specifically designed for homeless persons is located in the Downtown area of the City of San Diego.
In addition to those included in the
count, it is estimated that there are
approximately 1,000 farm workers or
day laborers who were not counted
due to the inaccessibility of their location.
+

includes Nestor, Otay mesa & San Ysidro
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CITY

STREET COUNT*

EMERGENCY
SHELTERS

TRANSITIONAL
HOUSING

Carlsbad
Chula Vista
Coronado
Del Mar
El Cajon
Encinitas
Escondido
Imperial Beach
La Mesa
Lemon Grove
National City
Oceanside
Poway
San Diego
San Marcos
Santee
Solana Beach
Vista
Spring Valley
REGIONAL TOTAL

22
205
30
2
209
530
466
53
57
30
175
115
28
1658
19
13
1
112
101
3856

17
1
0
0
70
6
101
0
0
0
24
70
0
696
0
0
0
24
0
1009

0
254
0
0
82
10
242
0
0
0
0
151
0
1728
0
0
0
250
0
2717

TOTAL
HOMELESS
PERSONS
39
460
30
2
361
546
809
53
57
30
199
336
28
4082
19
13
1
386
101
7582

* Includes both urban and rural homeless

One Day Homeless Count Survey Results
Gender

Veterans
Although the region’s general population is divided evenThere are five military bases in San Diego. Accordingly, veterly between males and females, two-thirds of all homeans comprise a significant proportion of the region’s homeless
less persons surveyed were males. Females made up only
population – nearly 17%. Countywide, nearly one-third of all
one-third of the total homeless population
emergency shelter residents were vetersurveyed and only 20% of those living on
DID YOU KNOW...
ans6.
the street. In striking contrast, those
SD homeless demographics?
living in transitional programs were diMental Health
• 2 of 3 are male
vided nearly evenly between males and
•
3
of
5
are
White
Chronic homelessness has long been assofemales.
• 1 of 3 uses alcohol
ciated with mental illness7. Based on sur• 1 of 4 reports mental illness
vey results, nearly 30% of homeless adults
Race/Ethnicity
• 1 of 4 uses drugs
in the San Diego region reported mental
About 60% of the homeless population
• 1 of 4 is Latino
illness. Except for permanent supportive
surveyed in the San Diego region were
• 1 of 5 is African American
housing units specifically reserved for the
White.
However, African-Americans
• 1 of 5 is a victim of domestic
“dually-diagnosed,” participants in emerwere disproportionately represented on
violence
gency shelter programs reported the highthe street, in emergency shelters and in
• 1 of 6 is a veteran
est incidence of mental illness.
transitional programs when compared
• 1 of 6 is a child or teen
to the region’s overall Black population.
More than one-third of all transitional
housing residents were Latino.

• 1 of 4 is age 51 or older

Age
The largest proportion of all homeless persons were adults
in their 30s and 40s (44.8%). According to the agency census, children and teens - with or without their parents made up the largest proportion of those who lived in transitional housing – about 40%.

2008

Substance Use

Combined rates of alcohol and drug use
among the region’s homeless adults ranged
from 29.9% for substance use to 36.9% for alcohol use. The proportion of homeless persons recovering from substance abuse
is significantly higher (between 51% and 72%) among those residing in transitional housing. In fact, residential settings are
often associated with treatment programs for alcohol and drug
dependency8.
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Families
During the PIT count, there were 523 homeless families
comprising a total of 1282 persons in the San Diego region.
Of these, 250 (48%) families were found in shelters in the
City of San Diego, representing a total of 557 family
members living in emergency or transitional shelters. Single mothers made up 89% of the homeless families in the
county region, and 86% of families in the City of San Diego.
Of the total homeless households living in county shelters,
56% (713) were comprised of children under 18 years old.

illness, and/or developmental disability.11)
Nearly 25% of the 190 individuals completing the survey reported
being chronically homeless. If the percentage were applied to
the total number of homeless, at least 1,800 people would be
considered chronically homeless.
Proportion of Chronic and
Non-Chronic Homeless, for
the San Diego region
January 31, 2008
CHRONIC
HOMELESS
PERSONS

23.7%

Domestic Violence
Physical or mental assault among family members can lead
to sudden changes in housing options - making someone
homeless virtually overnight9. A significant proportion of
those living in emergency shelters and transitional programs report that they are victims of domestic violence.
In emergency shelters and transitional housing, domestic
violence was reported by 20% of the residents.

Sheltered

or Unsheltered in the San Diego region
As defined, homeless San Diegans can live on the street, in
emergency shelters or in transitional housing.
The San Diego region’s sheltered homeless was significantly
lower than the national average, 36% and 56% 10 respectively. Although life on the streets is precarious, uncomfortable, violent and insecure, more than half of the region’s
homeless were found there (3,856). Emergency shelters ,
many of which will closed soon after this one day count,
housed 13% of the region’s counted homeless.
Housing Location of Homeless
Population for the San Diego
region

LIVING ON
THE STREET

50.9%

LIVING IN
EMERGENCY
SHELTERS

13.3%
LIVING IN
TRANSITIONAL
HOUSING

35.8%

Chronic Homelessness
Hud defines a person as being chronically homeless if they
have some kind of physical or mental disabling condition
and have been homeless for a year or more and are not part
of a family; or they have a disability and have had at least
4 episodes of homelessness during any three year period,
and are not part of a family. (A disabling condition includes
substance abuse, serious mental illness, chronic physical

2008
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NON-CHRONIC
HOMELESS
PERSONS

76.3%

This group of homeless individuals spend long periods of time
– often years – either living in shelters and on the streets, or
cycling between hospitals, emergency rooms, jails, prisons,
and mental health and substance abuse treatment facilities12.
Furthermore, this population is very costly to these institutions
and to the public.
Nearly 50% of those who participate in our region’s winter
emergency shelters reported being “chronic homeless.”
Seasonal or Winter shelters were designed to provide shortterm relief for people who had experienced a crisis and who,
with some assistance, could move back into a home of their
own. They were not designed to address the extensive needs
of people with serious mental illness or other disabilities13.
Without the proper assistance such people tend to stay
homeless for long periods of time, making them chronically
homeless, while utilizing a disproportionate amount of shelter
resources14. Chronically homeless people use more than 50% of
services provided to the general homeless population15.

What is the unmet need for homeless services in the San Diego region?
On any given night, agencies serving San Diego’s homeless can
provide emergency or transitional housing for about 2,700 individuals – only about one-third of the total need - based on the
bare minimum estimate of the one day count of 7,582. When
winter shelters are opened, a further 1,000 people can be assisted. At the most, then, only half of those experiencing homelessness can be sheltered on any given night.
During San Diego’s winter about 46% of men and 48% of women
can meet their shelter needs. When winter shelters close, however, the percentages fall to 37% for men and 41% for women.
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W
Causes

Strategies to End Homelessness in San Diego County

hat are the causes of

The Plan

Homelessness?
of homelessness vary greatly

across communities but the most commonly cited reasons include16:

•
•

lack of affordable housing
low-paying jobs and labor market
changes

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

unemployment
mental illness
addiction disorders
changes and cuts in public assistance
domestic violence
changes in family structure
prison release
growing up in the foster care system
lack of access to affordable health
care.

causes are echoed by the

San

street population when asked

what was the main thing keeping them
homeless

to

End Chronic Homelessness

The Plan to End Chronic Homelessness in the San Diego Region (PTECH) is an initiative led by
the United Way of San Diego County. More than 100 volunteers, including social service providers, city and county officials and homeless advocates, participate in the Plan’s implementation. The Plan’s key strategy is permanent supportive housing, which will provide chronically
homeless individuals with safe, decent and affordable housing along with the supportive services necessary to maintain this housing. For more information, see the following link:
http://www.uwsd.org/our-focus/homeless-outreach-prevention-1

Permanent Supportive Housing

Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) as a strategy for homeless persons operates on the premise that if you provide housing first, it is easier to provide critical wrap-around supportive
services that improve longterm outcomes for these individuals. Supportive housing services
include mental and physical health, and other social services (e.g., job training, substance
abuse and case management) that help stabilize previously homeless individuals.
Currently, there is an estimated 644 PSH units in the San Diego County region. Many more
units are in development. The Corporation for Supportive Housing – a national nonprofit with a
regional presence – helps communities create PSH solutions, and is spearheading the planning
and implementation of the PSH strategy in the San Diego region. For more information, see the
following link: http://www.csh.org

Supportive Housing Program

chronic health problems

These
Diego
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:

Supportive Housing Program (SHP), is a HUD-based program that is authorized by Title IV, Subtitle C of the McKinney Vento Homeless Assistance Act of 1987. SHP is designed to promote,
as part of a local Continuum of Care strategy, the development of supportive housing and
supportive services to assist homeless persons and to enable them to live as independently as
possible.
The County of San Diego is divided into two Continuums of Care (CoC). Each CoC applies
separately for SHP funding. The aggregate funding for the region is estimated at $13 million
in 2006 and is contingent on a rigorous HUD-directed data monitoring protocol. Data from this
point-in-time count report is a required data element for the SHP SuperNOFA application. More
than 45 agencies in the San Diego region receive SHP grants annually, which supports a wide
range of homeless services.  
In general, housing issues fall within the purview of housing departments in all 18 municipal
jurisdictions while supportive services needed to stabilize homeless persons fall within the
County’s jurisdiction.

Useful Links:

Regional Task Force on the Homeless San Diego		
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
National Coalition for the Homeless			
211 Assistance					
United Way of San Diego				
National Alliance to End Homelessness			
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( For a more in-depth report, please visit www.rtfhsd.org )
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