
 

  

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Address Homelessness and Mental Health Issues 
that are Plaguing Our Streets 

 
An increasing number of individuals and 

communities are struggling with homelessness in 
America today. Approximately 580,000 homeless 
individuals are scattered across the Nation, according 
to a Department of Housing and Urban Development 
2020 survey. Four in 10 of these individuals are 
currently in unsheltered locations on the street or in 
other unhabitable areas. 

Substance abuse and mental illness play a major 
role in this issue. Fifty percent of unsheltered homeless 
individuals report that mental health conditions 
contributed to loss of housing, and 51% report that 
substance abuse conditions contributed to their 
situation. Furthermore, at least 3 in 4 unsheltered 
homeless individuals self-reported mental health or 
substance abuse conditions, with the majority reporting 
both. 

The rising number of mentally ill and substance- 
abusing individuals pose a danger to themselves and 
others, and this situation must be addressed. All around 
the country, the data show that neighborhoods next to 
street camps have higher levels of rape, armed robbery, 
and aggravated assault than those that are not. 
Additionally, diseases such as typhus and Hepatitis A 
have spread through homeless encampments in 
California. 

Once vibrant cities such as San Francisco have 
allowed drug paraphernalia, human excrement, 
homeless encampments, and tent cities to proliferate in 
the name of “compassion,” hurting the local economy 
and lowering the quality of life for law-abiding 
taxpayers. For these reasons, approximately 8 in 10 
voters in the city want their legislators to ban street 
camping. 

Solving problems associated with mental health and 
homelessness requires appropriate and flexible 
treatment options for severe mental illness. Medicaid 
has excluded federal payments to institutions of mental 
disease (IMD) for care provided to most Medicaid-
eligible adults since 1965, which has limited access to 
care for low-income patients with severe mental illness. 
In 2018, the Trump Administration sought to address 
this issue through CMS-issued guidance that allowed 
states to apply for Section 1115 waivers to pay for 
some short-term treatment in IMDs for serious mental 
illness. It also issued guidance allowing waivers to cover 
short-term treatment for substance use disorders in 
2017. 

Addressing the root causes of homelessness must 
be prioritized by policymakers through the alignment of 
funds and resources. The Left has long advocated for a 
“Housing First” approach that provides homeless 
individuals with housing without addressing the 
underlying problems that cause homelessness. Evidence 
has shown that this approach is ineffective. 

An America First solution requires addressing the 
mental health and substance abuse crises contributing 
to the homelessness crisis, empowering law 
enforcement to act in defense of their communities and 
public spaces, and deregulating local housing markets. 
Allowing homelessness to grow unabated is not the 
“compassionate” solution for the homeless themselves 
nor for the broader public. Instead, the problems of 
this vulnerable population must be addressed so they 
can be empowered to live as productive American 
citizens in clean, safe communities. 
 

 



  

THE FACTS  
« Unsheltered homelessness increased by more than 

50,000 individuals during the last 5 years. 
« Sheltered homelessness has decreased each year 

since 2014. 
« 60% of crimes in Los Angeles involving homeless 

individuals are violent, while just 32% of all crimes 
in the city are violent. 

« 4 people die in Los Angeles’s homeless camps 
every single day. 

« At least 3 in 4 unsheltered homeless individuals 
self-report mental health and substance abuse 
conditions. 

« Approximately 8 in 10 voters want their legislators 
to ban street camping. 

 

THE AMERICA FIRST AGENDA 
At the federal level, support policies that: 
« Combat drug addiction and the opioid epidemic by 

ending the flow of drugs into the country from our 
open borders, creating harsher punishments for 
drug trafficking, and increasing treatment 
availability. 

« Allow modifications of the IMD exclusion in 
Medicaid based on evidence from Section 1115 
waivers for short- term treatment for severe mental 
illness or substance abuse disorders. 

« Empower states and communities with the 
flexibility and resources needed to develop 
treatment programs for homeless individuals. 

 
At the state level, support policies that: 
« Apply for Section 1115 waivers for modifications 

of the IMD exclusion in Medicaid for short-term 
treatment for severe mental illness or substance 
abuse disorders. 

« Empower local police to enforce all public order 
laws. 

« Abandon the failed “Housing First” philosophy. 

Instead, address the underlying causes of 
homelessness first and then empower individuals to 
succeed on their own. 

« Address overregulated local housing markets. 
« Challenge the 9th Circuit’s ruling in Martin v. 

Boise, which held that cities could not enforce anti-
camping ordinances if they do not have enough 
homeless shelter beds available for their homeless 
populations. 
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