San Jose mayor proposes arresting homeless after three shelter refusals in policy shift
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Amid mounting frustrations over persistent homelessness, San Jose, California, is considering a controversial measure that would permit the arrest of homeless individuals who refuse three offers of shelter. This initiative, advanced by Mayor Matt Mahan, signifies a shift in policy in a region long viewed as progressive. It comes as a reaction to the notable increase in visibly homeless populations, largely characterised by encampments sprawling across sidewalks and riverbanks, which has become emblematic of the broader crisis affecting the state.
California is grappling with an estimated 187,000 homeless individuals, accounting for about a quarter of the national total. The dire situation has reached a critical point, prompting local leaders to explore tougher measures. The proposal follows a 2023 Supreme Court ruling, which has paved the way for stricter enforcement of anti-camping laws. "I think we need a cultural change, a culture of accountability for everyone involved," Mahan stated, emphasising his intention not to use criminal justice as a means to further harm vulnerable populations, while indicating that arrests could be a last resort.
However, advocates for the homeless have raised alarms, arguing that such punitive approaches could exacerbate the existing challenges faced by individuals coping with mental health issues or addiction. Otto Lee, president of the Santa Clara County Board of Supervisors, cautioned that pushing individuals into incarceration without them having committed a crime is both “inhumane and ineffective.” Critics, including local officials, assert that the focus should shift towards providing more housing and essential services rather than enforcing punitive measures.
Under Mahan's proposal, the new policy would not mandate immediate arrests after three rejected offers. Instead, it would empower outreach workers and police officers to exercise discretion, aiming to strike a balance between enforcement and support. Moreover, homeless individuals found violating the city’s encampment code—such as keeping tents clean and ensuring access to public pathways—could be referred to recovery centres. San Jose currently operates nearly 1,400 shelter spots and endeavours to expand this capacity by an additional 800 beds by year-end, aware that mere punitive measures without adequate shelter options would be counterproductive.
Governor Gavin Newsom has also been vocal in pushing for tougher policies surrounding homeless encampments across California. He has called upon local governments to adopt a standardized ordinance facilitating public camping bans. This initiative would necessitate that cities provide adequate notice and shelter options before clearing encampments. Even with Newsom's push for tougher policies, some community representatives argue that such measures overlook the root causes of homelessness, particularly the acute shortage of affordable housing.
The landscape of homelessness in California, particularly in areas like the Silicon Valley, continues to evolve under increasing pressures from community members who demand action alongside a growing body of opposition against punitive measures. As local leaders grapple with how best to address this complex issue, the tension between accountability and compassion becomes a pivotal debate, echoing wider concerns that resonate throughout the state.
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