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She was not born with a crown upon her 
head,
nor thunder in her voice,
nor armies at her side.

She was simply a woman 
watching, waiting, praying.

But Heaven had written her name
in a moment history would shake.

When fear filled the palace halls,
when silence would have been safer,
when speaking meant risking everything 
she chose courage.

She fasted.
She bowed.
She rose.

And somewhere between trembling hands
and steady faith,
a queen was revealed.

Women, hear this:

You may feel hidden.
You may feel ordinary.
You may feel unprepared for the weight of 
what is coming.
But strength is not loud.
Power is not pride.
Authority is not cruelty.
True power kneels first.
True courage stands anyway.
Times are coming
when we must stand strong 
not against one another,
but beside one another.

No more tearing down.
No more silent suffering.

No more shrinking in rooms
we were called to change.

We fast together.
We pray together.
We speak together.

And when one woman rises in faith,
chains break for many.

For such a time as this 
you were placed where you are.
Not by accident.
Not by mistake.

So straighten your crown.
Lift your sister’s hands.
Let wisdom guide you, not fear.
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Because when women stand united in purpose, 

Heaven moves. “For Such a Time as This”
By Lorraine Morland 
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Executive 
Summary
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The Women’s Needs Assessment was born out of an urgent need: women in Skid Row were being left out of 
emergency services, out of policy conversations, and out of the data that drives funding, ultimately finding themselves 
further away from permanent housing. Despite decades of research on homelessness in Los Angeles, few reports 
have focused specifically and consistently on women in Skid Row. This absence is not incidental; it reflects a pattern 
of organized abandonment, where the distinct needs of women, in this community, are routinely folded into broader 
categories and, in the process, overlooked in policy design, funding decisions, and public accountability.
The purpose of this report is to illuminate the lived experiences of women in Skid Row, document current needs, 
and advance concrete solutions for housing, health, safety, and well-being. Through mapped narratives, healing 
circles, focus groups, interviews, and a large gathering at the annual Skid Row Women’s Wellness Retreat organized 
by DWAC, women shared not only what has happened to them—but how they understand their journey into 
homelessness, how they survive it, and what it will take to ensure women in Skid Row have safe, dignified permanent 
housing and the full range of determinants needed to meaningfully improve their living conditions.

The dominant public narrative suggests that homelessness is the result of personal failure—poor choices, untreated 
mental illness, addiction, or an inability to maintain stability. This report rejects that narrative. The evidence presented 
here demonstrates that women’s homelessness in Skid Row is overwhelmingly produced by structural forces: 
generational displacement, housing unaffordability, systemic violence, and institutional practices that prolong 
instability rather than resolve it.

Women are not falling through cracks in the system. The system itself produces and reproduces their displacement.
Rather than individual breakdown, the findings in this report reveal three interconnected structural patterns shaping 
women’s homelessness in Skid Row:
• Generational displacement — housing instability and poverty reproduced across family lines.
• Prolonged homelessness — years spent cycling through shelters, programs, and temporary placements without 
permanent housing.
• Structural barriers — unaffordable housing, discrimination, disability, administrative barriers, and punitive policies 
that criminalize survival and restrict access to housing and services.

Together, these conditions create a sustained environment of instability that pushes women into homelessness 
and keeps them there.The data tells a compelling  story. A story that illustrates the conditions creating and 
sustaining houselessness for women in Skid Row are not isolated incidents, but interconnected structural forces 
that compound over time. The crisis is expanding generationally, with younger mothers increasingly represented 
in Skid Row. 80% of participants ages 18–29 are currently unhoused, LAHSA estimates Skid Row homelessness is 
concentrated among adults: 25–54 (2,247; 66%), 55–61 (516; 15%), and 62+ (511; 15%). (LAHSA, 2025). Between 
40–56% of women across age groups cite unaffordability as the primary barrier to securing stable housing. With 
Black women representing 51% of respondents—compared to 24% Latina, 14% White, and 0.7% Asian—these 
findings point to sustained racialized disparities in housing access. Nearly half (45%) of respondents experienced 
homelessness growing up and approximately 60% report having a disability. More than 70% of older women live 
with a disability often in conditions that would raise serious concerns, and not be tolerated,  if they occurred in any 
other neighborhood. Food insecurity remains acute: 63% reported worrying in the last year about whether they would 
have enough food and 48.3% of women had low dietary choices meaning they had very little control over their food 
choices.  Across age groups, women reported extended periods without stable housing, cycling through shelters, 
tents, vehicles, hotels, and transitional programs. Many report citations, arrests, harassment, or constant fear of police 
contact. Overall, women consistently identified lack of affordable housing availability as a primary barrier to exiting 
homelessness.

This report interrogates a rarely named pipeline—the reproduction of generational displacement that culminates 
in Skid Row. Here, we examine the structural pathways that shape women’s experiences, including early 
displacement, economic exclusion, disability, and limited access to permanent housing. We highlight the resilience 
and resourcefulness of women demonstrating that women are building community solutions even in the absence of 
structural investment, concluding with targeted, community-informed recommendations to expand women-centered 
housing options, improve equitable access to resources, and strengthen systems that support long-term stability.
This assessment provides a rich, data-informed account of women’s realities in Skid Row and offers clear direction for 
policy and funding decisions moving forward.
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Introduction
The Women’s Needs Assessment is born from lived experience. It is produced by members of the Downtown 
Women’s Action Coalition (DWAC), predominantly Black feminist organizers, forging a community in conditions 
shaped by displacement, criminalization, and state violence. Our authority in this work was built through accumulated 
knowledge and practice, whether or not it was formally validated by the institutions that typically define expertise, 
overlook or exclude us. We came through survival, struggle, and a shared responsibility to one another. Our analysis 
is rooted in the everyday realities of women navigating Skid Row while resisting systems designed to extract, exclude, 
punish and banish us. Our work is grounded in radical Black feminist practice—shaping how we build community, 
how we tell the truth about our conditions, and how we organize to confront the structures that harm us. We 
understand that racism, sexism, gendered violence, poverty, housing status, migration, disability, criminalization, and 
state control are not separate issues. They operate together.  This report stands firmly in the lineage of Black feminist 
thinkers and organizers who have taught us to see power clearly, center care, and fight for collective freedom—
without importing frameworks that erase the specific conditions of Skid Row or separate theory from lived struggle.

This report seeks to examine the pathways into homelessness for women in Skid Row and to understand what—
if anything—has changed since our last Women’s Needs Assessment in 2020. It examines the pipeline to 
homelessness through community gatherings, lived stories, mapping, interviews, and surveys conducted with 
women in Skid Row. These methods are not neutral data-collection tools; they are political acts. They allow women 
to name their own realities, document harm in their own words, and identify what safety, stability, and dignity actually 
mean in practice. Our intention is to uplift the lived experiences of women in Skid Row, identify the current needs, 
and surface community-defined solutions for housing, health outcomes, and overall well-being.This report is not an 
academic exercise or a service-provider document. It is a collective testimony. It exists to place the truths of women 
in Skid Row on record and to challenge the laws, policies, and institutions that target Black and Brown women, poor, 
disabled, migrant women, gender expansive people and members of the LGBTQ+, for displacement, surveillance, 
family separation, and incarceration. We are clear: this is not charity work. This is power-building work. It is about 
naming harm, demanding accountability, and asserting housing as a human right.

The Women’s Needs Assessment centers the voices of women directly impacted—speaking in our own words about 
what we need, what we want, and what we deserve. We refuse to let agencies, politicians, or nonprofits that do not 
serve us speak on our behalf. This report documents how women create care systems where the state has failed, 
how we protect one another, and how we organize for survival and material change. In one of the most dangerous 
political moments we have faced—marked by laws that criminalize existence, policies that erase us, and systems 
that thrive on our crisis—this is an expression of our truth.The pipeline to homelessness does not begin on the streets, 
it is inherited across generations. This assessment traces how housing instability, criminalization, health inequities, 
family separation, and state violence have shaped the lives of women, their mothers, their grandmothers, and their 
daughters. What emerges is not a series of individual failures, but a patterned history of harm—where the same 
systems that displaced previous generations continue to funnel women into crisis, surveillance, and prolonged 
homelessness today.

This report makes visible how these conditions are reproduced over time: how poverty is passed down, how state 
intervention replaces care, how marginalized women are consistently positioned as disposable, unfit, or undeserving 
of safety and stability. The pathways women describe reveal a continuity of violence and exclusion that stretches 
across lineages, demonstrating that homelessness is not a rupture from normal life, but a predictable outcome of 
policies and practices that have targeted women and their families for decades.
The report concludes with recommendations and community-driven strategies to improve housing availability for 
women and confront systemic disparities related to safety, access, and resource allocation. These strategies are 
grounded in the wisdom of women living these conditions—women who carry both the weight of generational 
harm and the knowledge required to end it. It speaks not only to survival but a determination to disrupt cycles of 
displacement so that future generations of women are no longer consigned to the same conditions.



7

to a lil white boy
presents the ugly black woman story with rich black girls 
wrecks affect  

Imagine the most beautifulest thing in this world. highly disfunctional. 
hi! simone. upgrade. shugga. upgrade. sonya c. one of skidrow f0rmer 
independent artist writer a skinny po who does not easily fit into any  
preconceived notions about what it takes to make it in film 📽🎥 and 
television 📺 has a got damn right to contribute a verse. 
thanks for your support.

peewee the long way
Sonya C
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Looking Back to go Forward
Since the 2020 Women’s Report, the environment shaping women’s lives in Skid Row has shifted in several significant 
ways that materially affect their stability, safety, and access to resources. During the COVID-19 pandemic, California 
enacted temporary eviction protections and rental assistance programs, including the COVID-19 Tenant Relief Act 
(SB 91), to prevent mass displacement (California Business, Consumer Services and Housing Agency, 2021). While 
these measures offered short-term relief, they were time-limited and administratively complex. As protections expired, 
many low-income women and single mothers were left with accumulated rental debt and faced eviction filings. Some 
of the participants in this report lost their housing following the abrupt withdrawal of rental assistance, illustrating how 
temporary safeguards delayed—but did not resolve—underlying housing precarity.

Women in Skid Row now face expanded enforcement authority, increased court involvement in behavioral health, 
and emergency response frameworks that prioritize encampment resolution without guaranteeing permanent 
housing. In 2022, Los Angeles scaled up enforcement under LAMC 41.18, broadening the areas where sitting, 
lying, sleeping, or storing belongings can be criminalized. This increased the legal grounds for displacement 
across Skid Row and surrounding areas. In June 2024, the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in City of Grants Pass v. 
Johnson further emboldened municipal authority to enforce anti-camping ordinances, even where shelter availability 
is limited, removing a constitutional protection that had previously restricted how enforcement could be carried out 
and increasing the legal tools local governments can use to sweep and criminalize homelessness (Human Rights 
Watch, 2024). After the Grants Pass decision, California Governor Newsom issued an executive order (July 25, 2024) 
directing state agencies to adopt policies to remove encampments on state property and urging local governments 
to act with similar urgency. Collectively, these developments have reinforced a legal environment in which 
unsheltered survival on public streets is treated as a punishable condition rather than a structural failure.

At the state level, California enacted the CARE Act (SB 1338) in 2022, with phased implementation beginning in 
late 2023, authorizing court-ordered treatment plans for individuals diagnosed with certain serious mental health 
conditions (California Legislative Information, 2022a). In October 2023, SB 43 expanded the definition of “grave 
disability” in conservatorship law to include severe substance use disorder (California Legislative Information, 2023). 
These measures increase judicial and institutional authority over individuals with mental health conditions and who 
use substances. For women in Skid Row—particularly Black women, trans women, disabled women, and survivors 
of violence—this shift expands the likelihood that contact with systems occurs through courts and law enforcement 
rather than through voluntary, housing-centered care.

Locally, Mayor Bass declared a homelessness emergency in December 2022 and launched the Inside Safe initiative 
to move people from encampments into temporary hotel or interim housing placements. While framed as housing-
led, implementation happened with accelerated encampment removals, and permanent housing superseded by 
interim options. During the same period, the City’s police budget has continued to grow, approximately $3 billion in 
the FY 2025–26 adopted budget. These budgetary decisions demonstrate an ongoing investment in enforcement 
systems, despite consistent reports from women of police misconduct, extended periods of homelessness, and 
prolonged delays in securing stable housing.
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California repealed Penal Code 653.22 through SB 357, effective January 1, 2023, ending the “loitering with intent” 
statute long used to profile and arrest Black and trans women simply for occupying public space. Yet in Los 
Angeles, corridor-based enforcement and trafficking-framed operations persist, driving displacement and continued 
criminalization for sex workers and women surviving in informal economies. On February 10, 2026, lawmakers 
introduced SB 1027 to create a “California Street Prostitution Issues and Options Task Force” focused on data 
collection, enforcement strategy, and recommending new laws—without meaningful inclusion of organizations that 
work directly with street-based sex workers—underscoreing an increasingly punitive, surveillance-driven agenda.

In November 2024, Los Angeles County voters approved Measure A, establishing a new, dedicated funding stream 
for homelessness services following years of multi-billion-dollar investments under Measure H and related initiatives 
(Los Angeles County, 2024). These measures are often cited as proof of political will. Yet women in Skid Row 
continue to report prolonged homelessness and many remain unhoused for years on end despite active program 
engagement. The problem is not insufficient funding, but its architecture—dollars directed toward interim beds 
without permanence, services without guaranteed housing, and encampment responses that displace rather than 
resolve. Measure A expands resources, but without enforceable accountability to permanent, dignified housing—
especially for women with children, older women, and trans women—public investment sustains management 
systems rather than ending homelessness.
In 2025, Governor Newsom released a model ordinance and statewide guidance advising cities and counties 
to address encampments with “urgency and dignity,” tying state funding to local adoption of policies that clear 
encampments while offering no real plan to house women living on the streets. 

In September 2025, the Central City Association released Revive DTLA, explicitly pairing expanded LAPD patrols, 
aggressive LAMC 41.18 enforcement, sanitation sweeps, prosecutions, and increased CARE Court use with the lead-
up to the 2026 World Cup, 2027 Super Bowl, and 2028 Olympics—while offering no plan for permanent affordable 
housing for people with low income and, no income (Central City Association of Los Angeles, 2025). As documented 
by the Los Angeles Community Action Network, this is not a new direction but a consolidation of removal efforts 
fueled by the 2024 Grants Pass decision and SB 43’s conservatorship expansion. For women in Skid Row, the 
message is clear—when global capital approaches, enforcement scales up, displacement accelerates, and housing 
for existing residents remains outside the redevelopment blueprint. 

Throughout 2025 and into 2026, Trump expanded ICE’s reign of terror. For undocumented women in Skid Row, 
intensified local encampment sweeps now operate alongside heightened federal enforcement. Contact with shelters, 
hospitals, or public benefits carries increased immigration risk. Homelessness and deportability are structurally 
entangled.

While there has been unprecedented movement—new programs, grand gestures, expanded funding—the 
underlying conditions persist. In many respects, they have intensified beyond what was documented in the previous 
report, particularly as rising housing costs, encampment enforcement, and fragmented service systems continue 
to outpace structural, people–centered solutions. To understand how women arrive in Skid Row, we turn to the 
conditions that shaped their lives before they ever reached it.
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Before “I” lived in Skid Row: 
Women and their Lineage 

Many women interviewed in this report discussed their family and intimate details about their intrapersonal 
relationships within their family networks. They spoke of where they came from and who traveled with them to 
California. As we journey through the lives of these women,  this report grounds them and us in their ancestors and 
the land that is tied to their lineage. It is the lands that hold our story, that help us understand our history and our 
identity. We lift up their lineage and ties to the land in no particular order; Lafayette-Louisiana, Los Angeles, California, 
Cincinnati,Ohio, Virginia, Georgia, Texas, Missoula-Montana, Rhode Island, Chicago- Illinois, Houston- Texas,  
Maryland, El Salvador, Alabama, Missouri, Little Rock Arkansas,  Florida, Virginia, New York, Puerto Rico, Blackfoot 
(tribe?), Bermuda, Brazil, Haiti, South Carolina, Cuba, Detroit- Michigan, Mexico, Venezuela, Colombia, Honduras, 
and Philadelphia.

There is no mistake that these areas are very familiar to Black communities that survived chattel slavery. We would 
be remiss if we did not tell the fuller story of why so many Black women in this report have ties to these geographies 
and how they arrived in California. Between 1915–1970, the Great Migration was not simply a  movement 
toward opportunity; it was a mass displacement driven by racial terror. As documented by Ida B. Wells and later 
documented by Isabel Wilkerson, Black families fled lynching, sexual violence, racial terror, and systems of economic 
bondage that made survival and everyday life in the South increasingly difficult (Cox, 1945). This led to the relocation 

“I feel really good to know where I come from, to know where 
my roots started. As opposed to where I am. It gave me a 
sense of self.” 



11

of nearly six million Black Southerners to northern and western cities, including Los Angeles, seeking refuge from 
violence and exclusion (Cox, 1945, Drake & Cayton, 1945). 

When arriving in Los Angeles, Black migrants were restricted to specific neighborhoods through racially restrictive 
covenants and redlining, excluded from wealth-building opportunities, and susceptible to low-wage labor. Under 
these constraints, Black Los Angeles began to form along the South Central and Watts corridors of the city (CSUN, 
2023). However, racial terror was not limited to the South. Over time,  Los Angeles became an epicenter of Ku Klux 
Klan activity in California (CRTF, 2023), spreading fear and violence across racial groups arriving in the city. In order 
to sustain community life despite economic exclusion, Black residents developed new mechanisms of survival 
and community-building networks within these segregated spaces.  By the 1960s, new mechanisms of racialized 
social control had been established through the criminalization and ghettoization of these neighborhoods. From 
the shortcomings of the War on Poverty to the increase of policies meant to criminalize Black urban life across 
gender and space, state approaches to poverty became increasingly punitive. In response to urban uprisings and 
community resistance fueled by increasing police brutality across South Central, local and federal governments 
expanded policing and surveillance as primary tools of spatial control, shaping the War on Crime (Felker-Kantor, 
2018; Hinton, 2016). These shifts funneled increased investment into militarized policing, further solidifying the 
carceral state in Los Angeles during the crack epidemic following President Ronald Reagan’s declaration of a “War 
on Drugs,” and creating conditions for displacement, state-sanctioned violence, and the rise of mass incarceration 
across the city. 

The California Reparations Task Force has since documented how these policies were not incidental but state-
sanctioned, producing concentrated poverty and generational wealth gaps. Over time, disinvestment, criminalization, 
and housing exclusion narrowed the areas available to Black folks and other migrants coming into the city. Skid 
Row, then, is not a deviation from history. It is part of a longer continuum of containment, segregation, and economic 
extraction that traces back to enslavement and its legacy. This was a migration that was driven by the human will to 
escape structural and racial violence only to later realize the violence and racism remained. As Ruthie Gilmore states, 
racism is the premature death of an individual due to structural abandonment, (Gilmore, 2007). Hold these lineages 
and these lands with you as we discuss the impact of racialized violence and structural abandonment. The fight 
continues with the wind of our ancestors at our backs.



12

The Pipeline to Houselessness
For nearly half (45%) of the women who participated in this assessment , homelessness did not begin in Skid 
Row. It began in childhood. Respondents shared that they either experienced homelessness or were forced 
out of their home during childhood or adolescence. Some were raised by caregivers who themselves had 
experienced homelessness, foster care involvement, and or incarceration. Others grew up in households 
where economic survival required constant trade-offs—between rent and food, safety and shelter, staying 
and leaving. Early conditions that shaped adult trajectories. Many of the participants in this study arrived in 
Skid Row carrying a lineage of displacement—housing insecurity clusters across time and across families. 
Generational poverty, family separation, incarceration, untreated mental health needs, and domestic violence 
form a through-line across decades. 

Pathways into Skid Row are structured and measurable. The creation and ongoing concentration of extreme 
poverty within segregated communities and containment zones mirror systems long embedded in the 
United States - racialized disinvestment, gendered economic exclusion, and the erosion of social welfare. 
LAHSA estimates that Black people make up the largest share of people experiencing homelessness in 
Skid Row (1,765 total; 52% prevalence in the Skid Row unsheltered homeless population), followed by 
Hispanic/Latina/o (1,089; 32%) and White (836; 25%). (LAHSA, 2025). Chronic homelessness can in fact be 
understood as chronic structural abandonment. Women were not just navigating present-day poverty—they 
are living the accumulated impact of generational 
dispossession.

By the time women arrive in Skid Row, they are re-entering a condition they have known before. 
Understanding lineage reframes the issue, it moves the conversation from bad decisions or isolated hardship 
to patterned inequality. For Black and low-income families, decades of exclusion from asset accumulation, 
criminalization, and public disinvestment have systematically undermined intergenerational stability. The 
result is not episodic housing loss, but cyclical housing insecurity.
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For nearly half of the women who participated in this 
assessment , homelessness did not begin in Skid Row. 

It began in childhood.It began in childhood.
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Generational Trauma and Structurally Produced Childhood Adversity
Part of understanding a woman’s journey through housing insecurity is understanding how she experienced 
her childhood. A disproportionate number of women in this study identified as Black or Indigenous, many with 
family roots in the U.S. South. Across generations, their families experienced poverty, segregation, redlining, and 
exclusion—conditions that shaped the environments in which children were raised. These histories matter as they 
demonstrate stress and insecurity accumulated over time and across family lines as generational trauma that often 
goes unacknowledged preventing a deeper understanding of family dynamics and experiences (Petion et al., 2022).
 
This particular woman in our report expressed a desire to remove herself from the stress of intergenerational 
trauma. She describes her childhood environment as “toxic” and speaks about the journey of trying to “get 
away.” But with a closer listen she identifies this desire to escape from toxicity didn’t start with just her. 



17

“So my whole 

life I feel like 

it was a fight 

of trying to 

get away from 

the toxicity 

before I even 

started trying 

to get away 

from it.” 
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As she continues to reflect, she shares the different environments her parents grew up in, specifically calling our 
attention to her mothers childhood and the toxicity her mother was surrounded by. The participant explains that her 
father also knew that he needed to escape “toxicity” and create a safe space for his future family and her mother.  
This participant continues to explain the trauma of poverty and “system” based oppressions such as the lack of 
access to  basic life resources such as housing, food, school, parks, and safety. She knew what her mother went 
through and how poverty impacted her interpersonal relationships.  

“So like, my dad, he knew my 

mom, up in a very very very toxic 

environment and he knew that so he 

knew if he had kids with her he will 

have to try to get her and them 

away….”
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This participant shares a clear understanding of the connection of poverty to intergenerational trauma.   

 “My mom  is system based but also, you know... - In her community - Yes. It’s like all those things that we talked about that day, my mom lived it. So like molestation, drugs, having to work at 10 years old, being the youngest, being the oldest, you know that was her life.”

Many women throughout the interview and survey process spoke of similar challenging childhood experiences. 
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Today, social scientists refer to this lived reality as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2025). ACEs explicitly  refer to stressful or traumatic events that occur during childhood 
typically before 18 years of age. The term originated in 1998 from a study that demonstrated that childhood trauma or 
ACEs is associated with neurological developmental delay and adult chronic health and mental health issues  (Felliti 
et al., 1998; Vishwanath & Maxwell, 2023). 

One participant who was struggling with housing insecurity shared how she was able to see similar harmful coping 
mechanisms present themselves in children of mothers going through the same extremes of poverty.

“Yeah they have 
similar experiences 
with their children, 
like almost identical 
sometimes I see these 
mothers going through 
the exact same stuff I 
was going through.”
She continues by sharing her fear when finding items her daughter was using to hurt herself. However she also 
continues to explain the comfort brought to her by  knowing other housing insecure women were also experiencing 
similar challenges with their children. These challenges stopped being rare and became a pattern surfacing in other 
children experiencing poverty. 
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“My daughter became a cutter, “My daughter became a cutter, 
and all these other little and all these other little 
girls were cutters. And I was girls were cutters. And I was 
like, ’Oh my god.’ You know, like, ’Oh my god.’ You know, 
we’re, as parents finding we’re, as parents finding 
blades in the weirdest places, blades in the weirdest places, 
you know, they hide them you know, they hide them 
and stuff like that. I’m just and stuff like that. I’m just 
like, you know, it’s kind of like, you know, it’s kind of 
comforting ‘cause you’re not comforting ‘cause you’re not 
alone. I mean I wouldn’t wish alone. I mean I wouldn’t wish 
that on anybody but you can that on anybody but you can 
relate to me you know what’s relate to me you know what’s 
going on because your your going on because your your 
child is doing the same stuff child is doing the same stuff 
you know stuff like that.’”you know stuff like that.’”
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Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are not individual or familial failures. Rather, they are a reflection of 
“economic hardship, unstable housing, and lack of access to healthcare” produced by structural conditions and 
inequities that cannot be isolated as solely family dysfunction (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 
2019). When families are economically struggling to ensure basic needs are met, mental and physical health 
resources are often unaffordable, unattainable, or insufficient. When Adverse Childhood Experiences are assessed 
only at the household level, this broader context is missed. Interpersonal violence and instability are real, but they are 
shaped by the conditions families are navigating. Accounting for lineage and intergenerational stress strengthens 
how ACEs are understood and supports responses that address root causes rather than misplacing responsibility 
(Hughes & Tucker, 2018).

Research in epigenetics shows that prolonged exposure to trauma and stress can influence biological stress 
responses and that these effects may be transmitted across generations (Yehuda et al.; DeGruy). Frameworks 
such as Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome describe how historical and racialized trauma continues to shape health, 
behavior, and survival strategies today. Dr. Uché Blackstock has emphasized that health outcomes and stress 
responses cannot be understood apart from the long-term effects of racism, segregation, and unequal access to 
care, which shape bodies and communities over time. Her work reinforces that what is often treated as individual 
vulnerability is better understood as the cumulative impact of chronic, racialized stress embedded in social and 
institutional environments (Blackstock, 2022). Throughout the interview sessions women frequently spoke of growing 
up within households where family members and themselves experienced mental health challenges.
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While growing up, many women surveyed lived with someone who had depression, struggled with their mental 
health , or attempted suicide. Of the women surveyed 52% shared that they lived with someone with a mental health 
condition. During their first 18 years of life, 58% of surveyed women described behavior of their parents, caregivers, 
or other adults in their household as emotionally and physically abusive and at times threatening to the point of fear. 

Respondents of the survey and those involved in the  interview process understood mental health within their families 
also impacted how their care providers were able to actually provide care to them. Some women described their care 
providers as individuals who themselves were experiencing and going through mental health crises. One participant 
described seeing her father, an ex-veteran, unable to communicate with family members while wielding a weapon 
and this incident is described as happening more than once. 

“Yeah, because my 
mother is a scary 
woman, my mom was 
very abusive to my 
other siblings and 
just a very abusive 
woman” 
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”My mom needed the ”My mom needed the 
same mental health same mental health 
assistance.”assistance.”
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Concurrently families and their caregivers were reported as having very little access to effective mental health care. 
Women spoke of needing and wanting treatment for themselves and their family members. This particular participant 
was actively asking for mental health services while identifying their mother’s need for services. This participant also 
explicitly identifies the lack of community based mental health services. 

“I was asking for mental health assistance at 14 and nothing, 
that shit don’t exist. My mom needed the same mental health 
assistance.”

The following  participant’s story, however, reflects the documented pattern of Black girls being aggressively 
medicated at young ages: 
 
“As a child you know, they put me on a lot of medicine, lithium, 
trileptal because I had depression, bipolar, he [physician] 
diagnosed me with that when I was 12. But that’s something I 
wanted to study because I’m like how can you put that much 
medicine inside of a child, my brain’s not developed, I’m going 
through traumatic experiences…”

 Her concern mirrors national data showing a two- to three-fold rise in psychotropic prescribing for children in the 
1990s, including lithium and other mood stabilizers (Zito et al., 2003). Black feminist scholars note that Black women’s 
trauma is routinely misinterpreted as pathology, resulting in over-treatment rather than care (Roberts, 1997). 

When mental health treatment was received, Black families often faced the risk of being penalized, surveilled, or even 
separated. As one participant shared: 

“Well, my mom is in and out of state mental hospital and I was 
in emergency foster care through the state and then the state 
said my mom, the last time that she went, I think I was like five, 
decided that they weren’t going to allow her to have me and I 
guess she signed the rights over to my grandpa and grandma a 
long time ago.” 

Family separation at such a young age is a well-documented adverse childhood experience. Losing a primary 
attachment figure,especially through state intervention, can lead to long-term difficulties with emotional regulation, 
heightened stress responses, and challenges forming stable relationships. Black feminist scholars have shown that 
Black women are disproportionately punished when seeking mental health support, with child welfare and psychiatric 
systems working together to police and separate families rather than provide care (Roberts, 1997).

“I do want to say it was closer to PTSD and the reason I say 
that is because eventually he came out of it. But, my mom used to 
say that he would make her nervous and she would take me to 
my grandparents when he would sit on the couch and just click 
his gun. It’s like he was still trying to settle whatever happened 
in Vietnam. “
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Engineered Uncertainty 
Understanding how a woman enters into housing insecurity or homelessness requires a narrative change that refuses 
the conceptual framing of “behavioral dysfunction” or “bad choices.” Though interviewed women did speak of a 
process of destabilization occurring immediately before experiencing houselessness or entering the community of 
Skid Row, this cycle of confusion was caused by an external force.  This external destabilization suggests that the 
confusion was produced by unreliable systems, structures, institutions, and relationships that present themselves 
as legitimate yet were positioned to exploit women’s vulnerability.This process functions as a form of administrative 
gaslighting—a bureaucratic environment in which institutional failure is reframed as individual deficiency. Women 
are told housing exists, that services are available, that help is coming, yet the promised outcomes repeatedly fail 
to materialize. The result is not confusion created by women themselves, but confusion produced by systems that 
operate through fragmentation, delay and misalignment.

For example, one participant described several moments when housing appeared secure, whether through websites 
advertising available units or through interpersonal relationships. Yet when the woman arrived expecting the housing 
they were promised, it was not available, and their money and resources were lost.

“So, um, so I had gone through a series of experiences when I moved 
from the East coast to the West coast…And pretty much, I sent my first 
month, last month, security deposit through a Craigslist post. And when 
I arrived in town, it was a scam. “

She continues on by sharing that she took what money she had left and rented a space at a hostel. She 
acknowledges that she is struggling but has “faith” that things will turn out and even after she was “scammed” she 
looks to still “enjoy” life.

“So then I had to stay in a hostel when I only had so much money with me 
because I’m just like I’m walking on faith you know. And which was, I still 
got to adventure and enjoy myself.”
She then shares the series of events where people she had chosen to confide exploit her trust and steal her money.

“But then you know I started to like go through a series of experiences 
where I ended up in my first, or one of my earlier positions in California, 
and you know, I opened up my heart to the lady. She’s like you could 
stay in the back of my house. She stole my first $2,000 check, I was then 
scammed again and robbed again. So she told me I had to move out and 
she told me that I broke her toilet which didn’t make sense….”

Her stories have continual losses but also continual networking and strategizing to find housing so that she can enjoy 
her life. She eventually makes connection to the Union Rescue Mission and moves to Skid Row.



29

 I opened up my heart  I opened up my heart 
to the lady. She’s to the lady. She’s 
like you could stay in like you could stay in 
the back of my house. the back of my house. 
She stole my first She stole my first 
$2,000 check$2,000 check, I was , I was 
then scammed again then scammed again 
and robbed again. and robbed again. 
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 “Anyways, I experienced that. I called my friend… and 
she called her uncles, her church friends, her friends of 
friends, and pretty much she eventually found a lady 
named Sheila Young, who was the program director, 
I believe, at Rescue, Union Rescue Mission,..And she 
explained have [Me] go to union rescue mission before 
12pm because they don’t accept people or residence 
after that time…”
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Women are not describing themselves as confused, unsure of their life trajectory, or uncertain about their 
identity. Rather, the situations unfolding around them created states of disbelief and confusion because what 
they were told would happen, or what was supposed to be available to them, did not materialize. This type of 
interpersonal misalignment disrupts trust in community networks but when it shows up in institutions meant to 
keep people housed it can exacerbate mistrust, harm, and danger for women. 

This misalignment is not accidental. As Patricia Hill Collins and Dorothy Roberts argue, institutions, systems, 
and people that claim to offer protection and opportunity often produce harm through controlling narratives and 
administrative practices that obscure responsibility, requiring women to trust systems that withhold information and 
later recast institutional failure as personal deficiency. (Collins, 2000; Roberts, 2002). Identifying this misalignment is 
important because it is what produces disbelief, shock, and destabilization. 

In 2024, public audits and media investigations intensified scrutiny of LAHSA’s governance, transparency, and 
financial oversight, raising serious questions about its capacity to coordinate regional homelessness services 
(Associated Press, 2024). This instability is not procedural—it is lived. Women describe inconsistent case 
management, delayed placements, lost paperwork, and eligibility rules that shift without notice. Case managers, often 
overwhelmed by caseloads and administrative demands, fall short on follow-up and sustained engagement; bias—
implicit or explicit—shapes who receives attention and who is quietly deprioritized. When oversight structures are 
under review, systems slow and grow even more bureaucratically defensive, lengthening wait times and narrowing 
accountability. The institutional disorder at the top cascades downward, reinforcing the misalignment women 
describe: promises made, access withheld, and responsibility diffused.

The dominant narrative suggests that women who live in or arrive at Skid Row come already “unstable.” However, 
it is the systems they engage with that discriminate against them and, in some cases, steal from them, that are the 
true source of destabilization. The following narratives reveal distinct and interconnected challenges of how external, 
unforeseen disruptions can transform into systematic failures, illustrating how events can rapidly destabilize women’s 
lives. 
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“ I was not aware that I 
had section 8 Um, I, but 
before he get to evicting 
me, he cut my utilities and 
I called the Department of 
Housing. So Department of 
Housing sent me a letter 
and they said that I was 
in section 8, for, since 
June 24, 2021. And then I 
was not aware. But that 
section 8 stay with the 
house. So they evicted me, 

One participant, for example, describes the injustices she experienced from her landlord: 
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I don’t have a voucher, 
because that section 8 
stays with the property. 
So they put me in that 
program. but they never 
told me, so the program 
they put me over there. 
And they, they never 
mention to me, so I find 
out after the housing 
department told me that 
I was in section 8 at the 
time that I got evicted.”
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Another participants experience demonstrates that a lack of transparency and administrative oversight by housing 

authorities leads to evictions. 
She further explains that the new protocols enacted at her place of employment  destabilized the work environment 
and further exacerbated the trauma of living through a  pandemic that had already claimed hundreds of thousands of 

”It didn’t really 
get as stressful 
until COVID hit and 
there was so much 
resistance to change 
and protocol, and 
that was with the 
higher ups and with 
the people who were 
being asked to submit 
to all these different 
changes. And the 
follow through was 
just horrible… staff 
changes, and I just 
said I just can’t do 
this anymore. ”

“I’ve been here 
for a year and 
five months. I 
came May 5th 
of 2023. 2023. 
Yeah. I… let 
me see…I came 
here because 
I… had been 
evicted, I had an 
apartment, I was 
working a job 
and then COVID 
came…”
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lives. 
She continues by explaining how she applied for and was a recipient of the COVID rental release program that 
helped for a while. As she attempted to figure out her next step the rental assistance program ended and like many 
people throughout LA County she was evicted and became houseless (Roy., 2020).  

“So a friend of mine told me about a program where they 
would, because of the COVID situation, take care of the rent, 
so I participated in that. So it gave me some relief for a while 
but, it didn’t last that long. I mean I didn’t take advantage 
of it right away. So, by the time I was ready to like figure out 
something else, that the program ended before I was ready to 
figure out something else, the program was done. And I mean 
the apartment– the landlords need their money and I didn’t 
have it to give them so, I came here.”- P3

The emotional and physical impact of COVID-19 pandemic is rarely acknowledged and the consequential impact of 
the pandemic on employment and housing stability never reached enough significance among policymakers. Many 
people ended up  houseless as a result of global pandemic and not as a result of poor planning or decision making 
(Roy, 2020). 

Women, in many cases, were holding out and not moving forward in their lives because they were searching for a 
place to live that would respect their wishes and who they were as people—their identity. The “cycle of confusion” 
captures this struggle: the difficulty of finding a place to settle where one does not have to compromise any part of 
themselves.
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 “okay so before I 
moved to Puerto Rico 
mm-hmm I was looking 
into unincorporated 
communities in 
sovereignty like I want us 
to start my paperwork 
on denouncing myself. 
So I was researching in 
Skid Row because Skid 
Row is an unincorporated 
community. So that’s 
what I knew of Skid Row 
from like a few articles 
that I read….”P18  

Another participant, for example, described looking for a space that was self-organized and “sovereign,”

 “I went back home.  
And I’m like, I start 
admitting my situation 
[mental health condition] 
and she [participants 
mother] said you are 
not, and I say I can’t 
do this, I can’t stay 
here and allow you to 
tell me what I am not 
feeling and what I am 
not going through. That 
I have been denied all 
my life. So I said, “Next 
thing to do is gotta go 
downtown.” So that’s 
what I did.”

In a separate example, another woman sought a home that would accept her mental health needs and allow her to 
receive treatment without judgment
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These experiences highlight how destabilizing it becomes when places referred to as “home” ultimately do not 
welcome the whole person as they identify. The confusion arises not from within the women but from the contradiction 
between what “home” promises and what it actually demands. 

Women also understood themselves to be strong and competent, capable of moving through life challenges. Before 
transitioning into houselessness, there is often a moment of disbelief, disbelief that their lives could be so suddenly 
upended, or that situations could become so confusing despite their own clarity and motivation. This becomes 
apparent, as the participant describes, the way women do not give up but instead find any avenue and all motivation 

 “I ended up going back to, came from Texas here, ended up 
going to Sacramento, then happened to turn around and 
come back here and it’s a, I’m being very vague because my 
children are sitting here, but it was a very deep situation 
that occurred that transpired from the time I left Texas and 
came here, to Sacramento, then back here. So it’s just not, 
it’s already something I’ve prayed over and usually when I’ve 
prayed about something I’ve given something to God I don’t 
like to go back and reopen it and rehash it and talk about it 
again, because all those old feelings and emotions come back 
up again. So I’ve already dealt with that. But yeah, it was a 
deep situation and even, even the circumstances surrounding 
that was confusing for me, ‘cause I couldn’t understand how 
I got there, I couldn’t even believe that I was in that place 
and just have to work through it. Can’t give up. Can’t be so 
confused that I’m just so…devastated that I can’t make any 
effort to  move forward. I have to move forward. I have to 
work through it and I have to keep going.”

to move forward.
Women experience confusion not because they lack direction, but because they are navigating a predatory and 
gaslighting system that weaponizes their vulnerability. They are searching for a home that does not require shrinking, 
hiding, or betraying themselves, yet the systems they encounter make that search dangerous, confusing, and 
destabilizing. What may appear from the outside as chaotic behavior is often a deliberate survival strategy within a 
violent and contradictory environment. Women are not stalled or confused, they are intentionally surviving in a system 
that punishes need, preys on vulnerability, and presents unsafe or exploitative options as “help.” These patterns and 
behaviors compound over time, eventually becoming a systemic response that creates a cycle.  Punitive responses 
and actions become repetitive and eventually trap women in loops of abandonment, confusion, and survival instead 
of creating pathways that lead to stability. 
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Structural Violence Structural Violence 
Against WomenAgainst Women
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Throughout the interview and focus group process women disclosed many incidents of violence occurring in their 
lives prior to coming to Skid Row. In fact these acts of violence contributed to growing  instability in their lives, making 
them even more vulnerable to housing insecurity or homelessness. Black feminist scholars have long argued that 
violence against women, particularly Black women and other marginalized women must be understood as structurally 
produced by intertwining systems of racism, patriarchy, poverty, and policing (Collective, 2017). For example, racism 
limits access to public resources such as housing, healthcare, and protection; patriarchy normalizes male control 
and gendered violence; poverty can force women into unsafe relationships or environments.  As an undocumented 
women described, her experience with homelessness was caused by her landlord who was stealing rent money from 
her and when confronted, he raped and evicted her:
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“So, after he [her husband] disappeared “So, after he [her husband] disappeared 
I get evicted. But before I get evicted I get evicted. But before I get evicted 
the landlord was… I was getting to that the landlord was… I was getting to that 
place through a program, and they never place through a program, and they never 
told me that I was having like a Section told me that I was having like a Section 
8, and he was collecting section 8 and 8, and he was collecting section 8 and 
he was collecting regular rent from us, he was collecting regular rent from us, 
and for like almost three years. When and for like almost three years. When 
I find out, he raped me, he put me in the I find out, he raped me, he put me in the 
street with all my family. And then like street with all my family. And then like 
I started having issues with my family I started having issues with my family 
cause my kids started to… I was lying cause my kids started to… I was lying 
to them that I was not paying the rent to them that I was not paying the rent 
or I was stealing the money from them, or I was stealing the money from them, 
but I was not like that. This guy like he but I was not like that. This guy like he 
was collecting like sex in the end, right? was collecting like sex in the end, right? 
So after that, I become homeless and I So after that, I become homeless and I 
started coming to the women’s center and started coming to the women’s center and 
I have been like in the streets...” P12I have been like in the streets...” P12
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Knowing a woman who has experienced sexual and physical violence throughout their life is not uncommon. In fact 
nearly half of all women (45.1%) living in the United States have experienced sexual violence (Leemis et al., 2025). 
At the interpersonal level, women often experience sexual and physical violence by men who are a part  of their 
everyday lives including intimate partners, employers, landlords, and law enforcement. Experiences of coercion, 
exploitation, and forced sexual labor are commonly reported incidents, particularly for women whose access to 
housing, income, or safety is already limited. These incidents of violence not only contribute to housing insecurity 
but psychologically impact women and their extended families. As one womandescribes, she had been building a 
mentorship with a man who she thought was spiritual mentor but this mentor used her trust to rape her. Below she 
describes her actions taken to stop the rape but never the less it was rape. 

“So it was that 
process [meditation] 
and when he was trying 
to insert himself inside 
of me, I don’t even 
know if he did it or 
not. Because I was still 
trying to come out of 
that space. And when 
he did, I guess that’s 
when I came back. And 
I was like get off of 
me, I was in a peaceful 
space. So it took a 
long while for me to 
actually realize that I 
was raped.”- P18

Institutional violence enhances this harm to Black and brown women. For women who spent time in prisons, 
jails, psychiatric facilities, hospitals, foster care systems, or mandated treatment programs - this resulted in loss 
of resources and community relationships. When released from these systems women find that their housing 
placements have been terminated, their belongings discarded, their documents lost, and their social networks 
disrupted. Ruth Wilson Gilmore describes this process as organized abandonment, wherein the state withdraws the 
conditions necessary for survival while expanding systems of punishment and control (Gilmore, 2007).

“Came down 
here and they 
gave me an 
apartment 
on 7th Street 
first, but I 
went to jail 
and lost it.”
- P19
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Women spoke about navigating systems seeking help, serving time in penitentiaries, and confronting aggressors that 
were attempting to harm them. When women sought support from public institutions or served time after arrest they, 
however, returned to living conditions that were destabilized by their lack of presence, often losing resources such as 
housing and family relationships that were already difficult to obtain or highly strained.  
 
One participant describes how her need to receive psychiatric in-patient  treatment resulted in her losing her place 
in line to receive rental support. Understanding how these systems intersect helps us understand that Black women 
and women of color in particular experience violence differently than white women or Black men because their 
identity sits at the intersection of multiple oppressions. Because of this lack of intersectional analysis women of color 
and Black women are intentionally excluded from systems that chose to not understand overlapping identities. 

Understanding how these systems intersect helps us understand that Black women and women of color in particular 
experience violence differently than white women or Black men because their identity sits at the intersection 
of multiple oppressions. Because of this lack of intersectional analysis women of color and Black women are 
intentionally excluded from systems that chose to not understand overlapping identities.

“And so I came downtown got help, got what I needed because 
I couldn’t afford to get my own place and I did sign up for 
Sammy, for section 8 and I am still on that list. I have went to 
the mental, I got sick and I went back they had already given 
out vouchers for signing you up for the section 8 …” - P17
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Transition: Homelessness Industrial Complex
Imagine being lost at sea and the paddle that they’re leading you to land with is an illusion. That’s the homelessness 
industrial complex (Perez, 2025). Nonprofit organizations, government agencies, law enforcement and other entities 
benefiting from homelessness because it improves their bank accounts; creating a system where homelessness is 
sustained not demolished.  

The persistence of homelessness in Los Angeles cannot be understood solely as a failure of policy design; it must 
also be examined as an economic system. Billions of public dollars now circulate through nonprofit organizations, 
contractors, shelters, security services, and government agencies tasked with managing homelessness. The overall 
funding architecture rewards program expansion, service provision, and administrative growth rather than permanent 
housing outcomes. Homelessness becomes a sustained condition rather than a crisis to be resolved. Programs 
expand, contracts multiply, and new initiatives are launched, yet the number of people remaining unhoused remains 
largely unchanged. Survey data reinforces this: respondents reported years of engagement with services without 
housing outcomes, cycling through shelters, programs, and temporary placements while remaining unhoused. This 
hallmark of the homeless industrial complex—perpetual management without resolution— embodies what Saidiya 
Hartman describes as the violence and reproduction of domination under the guise of care (Hartman, 1997).
 
Data collected for this report makes it clear that most women are not newly unhoused, nor are they disconnected 
from services. What women describe with their words, the data confirms with precision: this system does not resolve 
homelessness—it perpetuates and manages it. Across the Los Angeles Continuum of Care, LAHSA estimates 22,411 
women and girls experienced homelessness in February 2025 (about 10,429 sheltered and 11,982 unsheltered), 
underscoring a countywide gendered crisis that Skid Row is forced to absorb and make visible (LAHSA, 2025). 

Among women aged 30–49, nearly half (49%) reported being without a home of their own for three years or more. 
For women aged 50 and older, that number rises to 55%. These are not transitional periods. They are prolonged 
conditions of instability that stretch across adulthood, health changes, caregiving responsibilities, and survival itself.

43% of women aged 30–49, reported 43% of women aged 30–49, reported 
currently living houseless—on the currently living houseless—on the 
street, in vehicles, or in similarly street, in vehicles, or in similarly 
unstable conditionsunstable conditions

19% were in transitional settings such 19% were in transitional settings such 
as interim housing, hotels, or SROs. as interim housing, hotels, or SROs. 
  
Only 21% reported being in stable Only 21% reported being in stable 
housing.  housing.  
For women aged 50+: 35% currently For women aged 50+: 35% currently 
houseless, 23% in transitional housing, houseless, 23% in transitional housing, 
and just 27% in stable housing.  and just 27% in stable housing.  
  
Among transwomen and gender expansive Among transwomen and gender expansive 
people, the burden of housing insecurity people, the burden of housing insecurity 
is even greater, with 72% of survey is even greater, with 72% of survey 
participants struggling with chronic participants struggling with chronic 
homelessness.homelessness.
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As one woman reflected:

This is what abolitionist geographer Ruth Wilson Gilmore names “organized abandonment”: the systematic 
withdrawal of housing and care, paired with the expectation that people will endure crisis indefinitely (Gilmore, 2007). 
Current housing status data underscores this reality. Approximately 43% of women aged 30–49, reported currently 
living houseless—on the street, in vehicles, or in similarly unstable conditions. Another 19% were in transitional 
settings such as interim housing, hotels, or SROs. Only 21% reported being in stable housing. For women aged 
50+, the pattern holds: 35% currently houseless, 23% in transitional housing, and just 27% in stable housing. Among 
transwomen and gender expansive people, the burden of housing insecurity is even greater, with 72% of survey 
participants struggling with chronic homelessness. These numbers tell a hard truth: even after years inside the 
system, most women are still not housed. 

“I slept in front “I slept in front 
of the homeless of the homeless 
health care for two health care for two 
nights trying to get nights trying to get 
housing… housing… 
I was out here for I was out here for 
seven years.”seven years.”
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“You can get a 
plate. You can get a 
shower. But as far 
as getting housing 

exclusively, it’s 
gonna take longer… 

they don’t call 
you.”

Women spoke openly about the emotional toll of this endless waiting:

What is offered is not stability but suspension: a life lived in constant motion, constant adaptation, constant precarity—
where survival is normalized and stability is made unreachable. When women were asked about the biggest 
barriers to accessing stable housing, their answers overwhelmingly pointed to structural conditions. While navigating 
homelessness in Skid Row, Women are forced to depend on shelters, like the Union Rescue Mission or Weingart for 
their basic needs and personal safety. These shelters offer them a bed or room under the guise of helping women 
“get back on their feet” but are actually only profiting off their poverty. In practice, this support is often extremely 
conditional and governed by rigid rules, constant surveillance, and punitive regulations that infantilize and criminalize 
unhoused women rather than empower them. Leading to women in skid row opting out of shelters so they can 
maintain their autonomy. “
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As one resident states:

“I experienced that in “I experienced that in 
Union Rescue Mission, Union Rescue Mission, 
eat this food, and I eat this food, and I 
almost felt like they almost felt like they 
wanted people to get wanted people to get 
depressed. It was depressed. It was 
almost like they were almost like they were 
building a farm for building a farm for 
people to lay down.people to lay down.
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They don’t want you They don’t want you 
to walk. They want you to walk. They want you 
to smoke cigarettes. to smoke cigarettes. 
They don’t want you They don’t want you 
to eat a salad  They to eat a salad  They 
want you to just kind want you to just kind 
of like...endure pain.”of like...endure pain.”
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This results in unhoused women feeling unsupported and neglected when they need care the most. To understand 
the barriers women face in securing stable housing, it is important to first explain how the shelter-to-housing system 
typically operates. A young woman or adult woman often enters the system while unhoused, actively searching for 
a shelter placement as an initial step toward stability. Locating an available bed can take anywhere from a single 
night to several days or even weeks, depending on shelter capacity and eligibility requirements. Women in Skid Row 
who are waiting for shelter are experiencing heightened anxiety, chronic stress, and worsening mental, emotional, 
psychological, physical, and spiritual health. Many report that the system shows little concern for their overall well-
being and does not handle their lives or stability with care. Women also expressed frustration with the shelter system’s 
inability to provide timely placement. These delays and lack of responsiveness lead some women to reject the shelter 
system altogether and seek alternative, nontraditional forms of housing.



51

For women with children, the impact is even more devastating. There are extremely limited family-centered resources 
in the Skid Row area, with Union Rescue Mission being one of the only options. As a result, many parents decline 
participation in the shelter system to avoid surveillance and the risk of Child Protective Services involvement. To 
remain with their children, some choose to live in tents or RVs rather than enter a system they fear could separate 
their families. Women repeatedly described the housing system as a maze—one that requires constant self-
advocacy, navigation across untrained, overwhelmed or apathetic case managers, and endless compliance without 
results.
Securing a shelter placement does not equate to immediate access to permanent housing. In many cases, women 
remain in shelters for six months to a year or longer before being offered transitional or permanent housing(which 
highlights the lack of housing availability), with timelines heavily influenced by income status and program rules. 
While women are often told that having a job will expedite their housing placement, this is frequently not the reality. 
Employment can trigger additional scrutiny, including extensive documentation requirements, income verification, 
and retroactive employment histories, which can significantly delay progress.

“It’s like a maze, and it should 
not be a maze because this is 
where they’re choosing to pour 
all their money… But to get that 
help, it’s almost impossible.”
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“That money was given to 

provide housing… and yet I 

cannot walk and sit down 

with a case manager and get 

housing that day, that month, 

six months from now, or a year 

from now. I’m still homeless.”

Securing a shelter placement does not equate to immediate access to permanent housing. In many cases, women 
remain in shelters for six months to a year or longer before being offered transitional or permanent housing(which 
highlights the lack of housing availability), with timelines heavily influenced by income status and program rules. 
While women are often told that having a job will expedite their housing placement, this is frequently not the reality. 
Employment can trigger additional scrutiny, including extensive documentation requirements, income verification, 
and retroactive employment histories, which can significantly delay progress. 

As a result, the burden of navigating the housing process falls disproportionately on the individual seeking 
housing. Women are expected to complete extensive paperwork, track documentation, and repeatedly advocate 
for themselves, while receiving limited guidance or proactive support from agencies with access to resources. 
Information about housing pathways is often unclear or inconsistently communicated, creating further barriers. Some 
other barriers to obtaining and maintaining housing include past evictions, criminal records, bad credit, and staff 
abuse of authority. Let’s take a closer look at Staff abuse of authority which is very prevalent in Shelters like the URM. 
An example of this barrier is when staff dismiss or escalate moments of vulnerability, treating requests for help as 
behavioral problems rather than signs of need. Or if we go deeper, staff can be the main deciding factor in whether 
you get housing or not and how fast you get housed. 
 
This dynamic can discourage women from pursuing employment altogether, as earning income may complicate 
or slow their housing process. For some, relying on government assistance such as SSI becomes a more viable 
option than seeking work, simply to avoid prolonged delays or disqualification. While this may not be recognized as 
a systemic issue by those outside the process, it has significant consequences, reinforcing dependency and limiting 
economic mobility rather than supporting long-term stability.
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Another critical component of the housing crisis is 
the severe lack of availability and affordability. In 
Downtown Los Angeles, the cost of living has reached 
destabilizing levels, particularly given the poor quality 
of much of the existing housing stock. Many single-
room occupancy (SRO) units and studio apartments 
are dilapidated, outdated, and have not been 
renovated in decades, yet they are routinely offered to 
people who are already economically marginalized or 
in poverty.

Even for housed residents, many women in this 
report expressed that affordability is increasingly out 
of reach. Many Americans are forced to work two or 
three jobs simply to cover rent—often without enough 
income left to pay for groceries, utilities, transportation, 
or other basic necessities required to sustain daily 
life. When rent alone consumes the majority of one’s 
income, stability becomes fragile at best.

Viewed through the lens of someone experiencing 
homelessness—perhaps working, yet still unable 

to secure or maintain housing—the implications 
are devastating. It signals that employment alone is 
no longer a pathway to stability, dignity, or safety. 
Instead, it reflects a housing system that is structurally 
inaccessible, one that punishes poverty and leaves 
people trapped in cycles of uncertainty with little 
opportunity to recover or move forward.

Among women aged 30–49: 50% cited housing 
being unaffordable; 34% cited a lack of available 
housing; 22% cited discrimination and; 44% cited 
unemployment, with another 26% identifying 
underemployment. Among women aged 50+: 
56% cited unaffordable housing; 38% cited lack of 
availability and; 33% cited discrimination. 

These findings directly challenge dominant narratives 
that frame homelessness as a problem of motivation or 
compliance. Women are not failing to access housing 
because they are unwilling—they are being priced 
out, locked out, and excluded. .

Among women aged 30–49: 
50% cited housing being unaffordable
34% cited a lack of available housing
 22% cited discrimination 
44% cited unemployment
26% identifying underemployment. 

56% cited unaffordable 
housing
38% cited lack of availability
 33% cited discrimination.

Among women aged 50+: 
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RAND Data On Unhoused Youth:RAND Data On Unhoused Youth:
•	•	 63% unemployment with the average median income at $45063% unemployment with the average median income at $450
•	•	 31% were on general relief31% were on general relief
•	•	 59% on food assistance59% on food assistance
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These findings directly challenge These findings directly challenge 
dominant narratives that frame dominant narratives that frame 
homelessness as a problem of homelessness as a problem of 
motivation or compliance. Women motivation or compliance. Women 
are not failing to access housing are not failing to access housing 
because they are unwilling—they are because they are unwilling—they are 
being priced out, locked out, and being priced out, locked out, and 
excluded.  excluded.  

Younger Women (18-28)
Younger women are entering homelessness earlier in life and often remain unhoused for extended periods before 
reaching adulthood. Their experiences reveal how housing instability, foster care involvement, family separation, and 
economic exclusion are reproducing homelessness across generations rather than interrupting it. 

During the survey we were only able to survey  five younger women between the ages of 18-29. Though this was 
an extremely small number to build generalizations from, we still felt it necessary to tell the story of these younger 
women. At the time of this survey, all five of these women were houseless and with only one placed into interim 
housing. 

To put our data into context we did a comparative analysis to a  RAND study that surveyed 399 young (male and 
female) people experiencing homelessness (18-24yrs.) (Hunter et al., 2024).  The RAND report separated out this 
age group by those who had a history of foster care and those who were never placed in foster care. Of those youth 
in foster care 57% reported being houseless for more than six months and of those who did not experience foster 
care, 50% reported the same amount of time experiencing homelessness (Hunter et al., 2024). In a slightly consistent 
manner, of the five women DWAC surveyed, four women had spent at least one year unhoused and the other woman 
had been houseless for at least six months. Four of these younger women had a history of being houseless before 
the age of 18.  

More importantly all five of DWAC interviewees reported unaffordable and unavailable housing and unemployment 
as the cause of homelessness. Overall in our report, as previously noted, 84% of the total women surveyed by DWAC 
reported the same lack of available and affordable housing as contributing factors toward homelessness. This of 
course was exacerbated by these 65% of these same women  reporting underemployment and unemployment. 
According to the RAND report, younger adults reported 63% unemployment with the average median income at 
$450; while 31% were on general relief, and 59% on food assistance (Hunter et al., 2024).

Looking at our DWAC survey  three younger women received government subsidies. One younger woman was a sex 
worker, four reported receiving money from friends and family and working other odd jobs. During the last 12 months 
all five reported a time when they went without eating because they did not have money and all reported they were 
experiencing hunger at that time. All these five women reported that they had gone at least one day without eating 
because they did not have money. Young adults deserve more care and opportunities to be safe, housed, and fed. 
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Women living in Skid Row are often forced to navigate between substandard housing and no housing at all. Even 
when women secure housing, it is often unstable and unsafe. Among women aged 30–49 who responded to 
questions about landlord behavior: 48% reported landlords refusing to make repairs; 31% reported harassment; 
23% reported unauthorized entry and; 17% reported having belongings removed. 

These practices actively destabilize housing and push women back into homelessness. One woman described 
being forcibly removed after paying rent, threatened by armed security, and left on the street with her belongings:
“They get a kick out of kicking people out when you least expect it… now I’m crying in the middle 
of Skid Row with nowhere to go.”

This statement exemplifies how structural violence and sudden, retaliatory eviction strips women of stability 
and inflicts emotional harm, leaving them humiliated and destabilized. Beyond the immediate loss of shelter, 
these experiences produce a deeper form of alienation and dehumanization. Women described being treated 
not as tenants or residents with rights, but as disposable occupants whose presence could be revoked at any 
moment. The removal of belongings, unauthorized entry into private space, and refusal to complete basic repairs 
communicates a clear message: that their safety, dignity, and well-being are not worthy of protection. In these 
moments, housing ceases to function as a site of stability and instead becomes another arena where women 
must defend their basic humanity.

The absence of care within these encounters is striking. Women often reported that when they attempted to 
assert their rights—requesting repairs, questioning illegal eviction practices, or asking for basic respect—they 
were met with intimidation, retaliation, or indifference. Landlords, property managers, and security personnel 
wield significant power over people already living on the margins, and that power is frequently exercised without 
accountability. The result is a housing environment where women learn that speaking up may lead to further 
punishment rather than protection.

These dynamics reproduce a constant sense of precarity. Even when women manage to secure a room 
or apartment, the threat of sudden displacement lingers. Housing becomes conditional, fragile, and easily 
withdrawn. Rather than functioning as a pathway out of homelessness, substandard and exploitative housing 
arrangements often act as a revolving door—pushing women back into homelessness through instability, 
harassment, and neglect. For many women in Skid Row, the question is not simply how to obtain housing, but 
how to find housing where they are treated as human beings worthy of safety, privacy, and care. Until those 
conditions exist, housing insecurity will continue to be reproduced not only by economic scarcity but by everyday 
practices of exclusion and disregard.  

Among women aged 30–49 who experienced poor living conditions—such as mold, pests, lack of kitchens, or 
unsafe environments—only 43% reported those conditions to an authority. Among women aged 50+, just 39% 
did. The reasons women gave for not reporting are as telling as the numbers themselves: fear of retaliation, lack 
of knowledge about the process, lack of support from caseworkers, and a belief that nothing would change.

As one woman shared:

“Nobody believes me. I’ve been vocal.”
Another explained why silence felt safer than advocacy:
“I didn’t want to cause problems… I was grateful for housing.”
This is not apathy. It is survival under coercive conditions—what scholars of the nonprofit and housing systems 
describe as gratitude enforced by precarity (Smith, 2008). Women are unhoused for years at a time, cycling 
through temporary and unsafe options, blocked by cost, scarcity, and discrimination and, afraid to report harm 
for fear of losing what little they have. Data in this report reveals a system that does not lack information, funding, 
or engagement. It lacks commitment to permanence and dignity. Homelessness for women in Skid Row is not 
a personal failure—it is a documented policy outcome. If policy produced this reality, then policy—rooted in 
housing as a human right, accountability, and women’s self-determination—can be transformed to end it.

Navigating Housing
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Homelessness for women in Skid Row is not a personal failure—it is a documented policy outcome. 
If policy produced this reality, then policy—rooted in housing as a human right, accountability, and 
women’s self-determination—can be transformed to end it.

“Just because 
someone is homeless 
does not mean they 
are worthless.”

As one woman said plainly:
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During Time in Skid Row: During Time in Skid Row: 
Reasons for Arriving Reasons for Arriving 
and Staying in Skid Rowand Staying in Skid Row
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Women do not come to or stay in Skid Row because something is wrong with them, which can be easily 
misconstrued and attributed to the stigma associated with living in Skid Row. In reality, women come and stay 
because the system targets, criminalizes, and abandons them, directly challenging the misconceptions provides 
a more layered reality. Arriving in Skid Row represents the culmination of multiple displacements—evictions, family 
conflict, system contact, and economic instability—occurring over time. Yet arrival also intersects with forms of 
relational survival. In contrast to neighborhoods that exclude or police them, Skid Row offers social networks, mutual 
care, and a degree of belonging that women describe as essential for survival.
Understanding this distinction is critical. Women are not choosing homelessness; they are choosing the relational 
environments that allow them to survive within it. Skid Row’s margins offer belonging, identity, and survival networks 
that other communities deny. One participant shared her experience: 

“For me, I think it’s important 
because...Part of the reason why 
I feel like I’m here is because I 
haven’t figured out how to take 
care of me first. So, all of those 
dynamics, part of the reason why 
[VOICE SHAKING] I think it’s taking 
me so long to focus on because 
I am always focusing on making 
sure everybody else around me is 
okay.”

This quote from acknowledges that being in Skid Row is not only restricted to external circumstances but also 
extends to internal struggles, such as the ability to prioritize self-care. It also highlights the dynamics of self-
preservation, and boundaries can be compromised to support others, exposing another layer of vulnerability. The 
experience of women who arrive and stay in Skid Row is complex, intertwining with multiple, relational factors such as 
interpersonal, psychological, and systemic failures. 
 
Many women’s arrival and decisions to remain in Skid Row are often intertwined with seeking housing, medical care, 
safety, and stability. 
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“I didn’t choose Skid 
Row. My caseworker 
told me The Cecil was 
accepting the section 8 
vouchers. So I didn’t 
choose it; she chose it 
for me and she had me 
got off the street.” 
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Yet women also describe arriving and staying because Skid Row offers what other spaces refuse them: the ability to 
maintain family cohesion, live according to their identity, and receive forms of everyday kindness generated through 
collective struggle that appeared to be missing in their prior neighborhoods. While Skid Row is often portrayed 
only as chaotic or unsafe, women speak of an undercurrent that feels like home or a path to home. As a participant 
describes in the quote below, she chose to stay in Skid Row to be closer to her daughter who was in a residential 
facility. She goes as far as asking her children to choose between staying in Skid Row and struggling through 
homelessness or going home. Their response to stay and fight for their sister is an example of why women stay in 
Skid Row. 
 
“Even though that was a round-trip ticket I couldn’t leave. I 
would rather be homeless here and struggle and build myself 
back up for my daughter…I’m not gonna be able to do it right 
away, but I know I’m gonna do it. I’m gonna get us out of that 
situation, but I need you guys [her children] to know I need to 
know if you’re gonna stick it out with me, if that’s something 
you’re willing to do?” They said “mom we’ve been spending our 
whole lives with you. My sister, didn’t get nothing but one year 
with you, and she needs you too. So we’re gonna be here with 
you through all of it. We don’t wanna go home, we wanna see her 
too” (crying). And when they said that, it pushed me even more. It 
pushed me even more to fight for my child”
 
Women do not simply “end up” in Skid Row. They are pushed, evicted from unstable housing, denied access to 
public systems, and policed out of other neighborhoods. Their arrival reflects the long arc of structural abandonment 
rather than individual choice or personal failure. As one woman put it, “Growing up low income does a lot.” Her 
reflection shows how arrival in Skid Row is often the continuation of a life shaped by racialized poverty, restricted 
opportunity, and systemic neglect across generations. Skid Row becomes a place where women can exist as a poor 
person and find a pocket to rest and recuperate. Below she continues to elaborate how they navigated Skid Row and 
found shelters and organizations to help her on her journey to reclaim her daughter. She even describes finding a 
safer place in front of Downtown Women’s Center where rest and recuperation were better accessible.

 “there is a list that I had for shelters and places, 
organizations that helped with homeless services and I stumbled 
upon the Downtown Women’s Center one morning and me and my 
children went there and I saw that they were able to pitch tents 
and things”
 
As another participant describes, her mothers struggle with substance use led her to move away from her family and 
seek shelter at the “Weigngart” in Skid Row. Dominant views around substance use attribute use among poor people 
of color as a moral choice and not one that is better explained by lack of resources and criminalization. 
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“ I heard her mention it in passing. 
But she was deep into her addiction 
at that time. So I don’t think she 
was… not only was she deep into 
her addiction, my grandparents 
had a room for her. So she had a 
place to stay, but she couldn’t do 
the drugs she wanted to do in my 
grandparents house so she would 
leave. And she mentioned something 
about Weingart but I don’t… she 
wasn’t staying in Weingart at that 
time. ” 
 
 
“Well, I knew about Skid Row  
because I had people that was down 
here from my neighborhood.”  

Skid Row became a place where displaced Black families, neighbors, and family networks regrouped, survived, and 
cared for one another when the rest of the city shut them out.Family dynamics, identity, and personal histories also 
influence women’s movement into Skid Row. Some leave homes where their identities or behaviors were constrained; 
others are pushed out by addiction, domestic conflict, or moral restrictions in religious or family settings. 

These forces did not disperse people; they funneled them.
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Even as women describe generational trauma, poverty, violence, and criminalization, they also articulate their 
resilience, strategy, and agency. They speak not only of hardship but of their own survival practices — protecting 
their children, building community networks, sharing resources, and learning how to navigate institutions that routinely 
fail them. In Skid Row, these histories and strategies are not hidden or punished but recognized. Women reclaim 
their narratives by insisting that their presence in Skid Row is not a story of brokenness, but of endurance, community 
care, and refusal to disappear in the face of systemic neglect.

“So I was like it’s time for me to- I gotta go. 
And plus, like I want to live in LA, I don’t 
wanna live here. So three days after that, I 
ended up leaving um… so I usually say that 
my mom kicked me out because I was LGBT, you 
know I was queer. And that was kind of what I 
felt...”

As one woman remembered about her relative:
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“So I was like it’s time for me to- I gotta go. 
And plus, like I want to live in LA, I don’t 
wanna live here. So three days after that, I 
ended up leaving um… so I usually say that 
my mom kicked me out because I was LGBT, you 
know I was queer. And that was kind of what I 
felt...”
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“But when we come down here, 
strangers, people in wheelchairs, 
people laying on the ground, they’re 
talking to my kids, they’re saying 
“you know what, you are a smart 
girl.” Strangers, we don’t even 
know, talking to her, encouraging 
him and loving on them. And I can’t 
help but think they love that, they 
love that. And everybody does, 
everybody wants to be accepted, 
right? feel down here and I said, 
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“well, you know, I maybe these 
people are more humble too because 
of the situation they’re in. The 
circumstances that they’re in. 
They’re looking for a friend. They’re 
looking to give encouragement 
as well as receive encouragement. 
They’re looking to give love just as 
well as they’re looking to receive 
love. And so maybe they’re a little 
bit more needy down here. Maybe they 
feel like they need us. And that... 
That brings a lot of joy to my kids”
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Learning to Live in Skid RowLearning to Live in Skid Row
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“I was scared. 
I was definitely scared. 
… I needed to have a 
shelter, and this is a 
place that people told 
me, and I didn’t realize 
it was 

Skid Row
at first.” 

Although women build safety nets—Skid Row remains a place shaped 
by wholesale abandonment. Disinvestment is on full display, and without 
safe housing women can feel deeply vulnerable and exposed, because 
in the absence of stable shelter, they are.
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For those who did not grow up in the area, when 
asked about their first time in Skid Row, fear and 
being scared were commonly shared emotions 
amongst the participants. Beyond the general 
apprehension of arriving at a new or unfamiliar place, 
women were fearful about the uncertain conditions 
of their safety and shelter, and how vulnerable they 
were to other individuals, harsh weather conditions 
from living outside, and the persistent presence of 
law enforcement. Women described being fearful 
for their personal safety, mothers were fearful for 
their children’s safety, and participants specifically 
mentioned the lack of security from living in tents and 
the ability to access housing in the future.  

This fear was amplified by the stress of living with 
the constant noise and chaos of life on the streets, 
weighing heavily on the physical and mental well-
being of Skid Row residents. For many women,  
Skid Row felt like the opposite of a “laid back type 

“I used to do laundry at Top Laundromat near the 7/11, so 
I would see people in passing. But it would make me nervous 
because at the time my hair [was] blonde and black and 
brown, and I felt like my hair was very fiery and very 
noticeable, and I didn’t like that attention. And I also 
had piercings, I’m not a narcissist; I wasn’t the center of 
attention (laughs), but it’s like I stuck out, you know. So 
I felt like I had to be mindful, you know. I realized I can’t 
wear shorts–like if I was, because I was working out at 
Planet Fitness and just taking walks, because you know, I’m 
in the big city. And I’m a telecommuter, so I’m learning where 
everything is. But you know, I experienced unconsensual sex, 
I experienced sweet people.”

of place.” One participant described how she would 
always “hear the sirens going off, [...] see the police 
going that way and then going this way, [...] see the 
helicopter in the sky, and then there’s like all these 
people everywhere … it’s a lot going on.” Rarely, if 
seldom at all, did women mention any case managers, 
service providers, or programs in connection to 
their first impressions or experiences at Skid Row–
reflecting the lack of services and resources available 
for women who find themselves in Skid Row. The 
constant stress and chaos of living in and navigating 
the streets of Skid Row never went away for these 
women. The lack of institutional policies and service 
programs designed to serve housing-insecure women 
placed the burden of living and surviving the day-
to-day on individuals, and women were driven to 
establish their own communities and mechanisms  
to survive. 
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After their initial impressions of and experiences in Skid Row, women described learning to adjust how they carried 
themselves in everyday life–modifying clothing choices, routines, and social behaviors in response to unwanted 
attention and to remain inconspicuous in public spaces. The experiences recounted by the participant point to an 
ongoing, embodied negotiation of visibility, in which the responsibility for safety, security, and comfort is placed on 
individual women, requiring them to change their daily behaviors and lifestyles in response to gendered experiences, 
amid the absence of institutional protections that might otherwise support their safety and autonomy. Instead of only 
being a  deficit- or risk-focused account of Skid Row, such tactics emphasized the daily resilience, resourcefulness, 
and strengths of the women in Skid Row. Similarily, despite only having ever visited Skid Row, the experiences of 
another participant experiences of navigating Skid Row reflected their determination for survival, while simultaneously 
recognizing and adapting to the burdens of social isolation.
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“Scary. But I wasn’t 
afraid. I had to do 
what I had to do. I 
had never been in this 
environment. Born and 
raised. Never been 
to Skid Row. Come 
downtown shopping 
all the time but never 

Over time, women develop complex strategies to survive the conditions of Skid Row and learn how to navigate 
institutional barriers. What might appear from the outside as disorder or dysfunction often reflects sophisticated 
survival skills developed under extreme constraint. Survival in Skid Row is not evidence of failure. It is evidence of 
adaptation within conditions that would destabilize almost anyone.
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into it. And back in the 
day, it’s not like this. 
Figueroa and all that 
was Hill Street and 
Hope Street. It wasn’t 
urban camping. So, 
but... It’s kind of leery, 
but I had to do what I 
have to do. I–Stay  
to myself.”
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Organized Abandonment, Unmet Needs, and 
Women’s Health in Skid Row

Women describe their journey as a cumulative form 
of exclusion and abandonment, an experience of 
events that accumulate and intensify during their 
time in Skid Row. These shared experiences are 
characterized by invisibilization,surveillance, and 
acts of omission, shaped by interactions that can be 
seen as transactional within the institution and among 
individuals. Being hyper-invisibilized is congruent with 
the concept of organized abandonment, meaning the 
Los Angeles city, county, and California state officials 
have chosen not to substantially invest in the Skid Row 
community (Gilmore, 2007). 

“When I went to the Women’s Center 
and talk to them they also told 
me about the Weingart but that’s 
the only place that they said that 
had any availability but, I just…the 
Weingart, the filth, and when I say 
filth I just mean the dust is layered 
on the walls, and they just don’t… 
it’s just not a clean environment. 
When I went to go take a look, one 
bathroom was not working, another 
one was the only one on the floor, it 
was just a mess.”

This lack of investment inherently allows the decades-
old infrastructure within Skid Row to continue to 
deteriorate. Infrastructure meant to support women’s 
access to clean water, nutritious food, and physical 
and mental health services is non-existent. Without 
these investments, women are forced to engage in 
survival strategies to obtain the basic necessities for 
living, often falling short of the direly needed access 
to basic needs like nutritious food and water that 
ultimately exacerbates mental and physical health 
conditions.  
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Systemic Health Neglect
Women living in Skid Row face significant structural  
barriers that impede access to basic human 
necessities such as food, water, and hygiene 
essentials. Women in Skid Row are unable to meet 
basic human needs, such as access to food and 
water. Almost two out of every three women (64%) 
reported worrying that they would not have enough 
food. 62% of the women cited that, due to a lack of 
money or other resources, they are unable to access 
healthy, nutritious food. Hunger has become the norm, 
pervasively acknowledged but not openly discussed. 
Food deprivation is a daily struggle that 71% reported 
eating only a few kinds of food over the last 12 
months, 68% had to skip meals, and 66% ate less 
than they felt they should. More than six in ten women 
(62%) reported that they or their family ran out of food 
entirely, and nearly three-quarters (72%) experienced 
hunger but did not eat. In addition, access to water 
further highlights how basic resources in Skid Row are 
inadequate.

While 45% are not worried about having access 
to clean water, more than half of the respondents 
(55%) expressed concerns and uncertainty about 
having access to clean water in the past year. These 
conditions of infrastructural instability and unmet public 
health needs account for hyperinvisibilization, as the 
scarcity of basic resources demonstrates incessant 
food insecurity, and the lack of nutrition is a prevalent 
issue that further renders invisibility in everyday life in 
Skid Row. The survey data demonstrate that invisibility 
transforms into hyperinvisibilization, not because no 
one notices the scarcity of resources, but deprivation 
becomes normalized. Institutional support fails to treat 
it as an urgent crisis that requires long-term structural 
solutions that necessitate continuous and stable 
intervention.  

Almost two out of 
every three women 
(64%) reported 
worrying that they 
would not have 
enough food. 

More than six in 
ten women (62%) 
reported that they 
or their family ran 
out of food entirely, 
and nearly three-
quarters (72%) 
experienced hunger 
but did not eat.
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Barriers to Care and Poor Health Outcomes
The survey data reflect that the health crises women 
in Skid Row experience are layered and cumulative. 
Chronic illness, disability, aging, and prolonged 
housing instability interact over time, deepening 
vulnerability while limiting access to care. Women in 
Skid Row consistently self-report that there are high 
incidents of chronic disease, health and mental health 
challenges, and disabling conditions, reflecting the 
compounded impacts of poverty, medical racism, and 
structured ableism. Of the 143 women who completed 
the survey, 55% of women described their health as 
fair to poor. When asked whetheromen were asked if 
a doctor or health care provider ever told them if they 
had a chronic condition, and women self-reported the 
following: prevalence of chronic conditions such as  
asthma (34%), high blood pressure (31%), diabetes 
(18%), heart disease (14%), high cholesterol (16%), 
and cancer (11%).
 
Of the 55% of women who self- reported poor to 
fair health, 45% of those women are 50 years of 
age and older. Nearly half (49%) identified as Black 
community and 27% from the Latine, community. 
Ultimately, meaning a substantial portion of women 
living in poor to fair health are older Black women. 
The hyperinvisibility of women experiencing these 
conditions is also evident in the survey results. Of 
these women experiencing poor health, 42% often felt 
isolated from others, and 36% stated that they had 
no one to support them. Of this subpopulation, 74% 
also identified as being disabled or having a chronic 
health condition. This disability also resulted in 62% 
of women being unable to fully participate in work, 
school, housework, and other activities. This pattern 
reflects broader national trends. Nearly half of people 
experiencing homelessness live with some form of 
disability—approximately 2.5 times the rate of the 
general U.S. population (19.8%) (Henry et al., 2022). 
Lastly, of all women who reported poor to fair health 
47% of these women were currently houseless, with 
60% experiencing houselessness for three or more 
years. For many women in Skid Row, disability is not 
only a health status but also a reflection of structural 
barriers and systemic neglect. In this context, 
homelessness itself becomes both a cause and 
consequence of disability.
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Nearly half of people experiencing homelessness live with Nearly half of people experiencing homelessness live with 
some form of disability—approximately 2.5 times the rate of the general some form of disability—approximately 2.5 times the rate of the general 
U.S. population (19.8%) U.S. population (19.8%) 

PRevalence Of Chronic ConditionsPRevalence Of Chronic Conditions
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The survey data reflect that the health crises that 
women in Skid Row experience are compounded. 
They are dealing with serious health issues that pile 
up and further worsen over time. It illustrates the 
tensions between invisibility and visibility through 
surveillance. Hyperinvisibilization is reinforced 
because while  illness in Skid Row is widespread and 
clearly visible, it fails to generate immediate attention 
without a sustained institutional response, especially 
for marginalized groups like older Black women, who 
are often ignored. This woman explains how she was 
being denied access to treatment for HIV. 

Such experiences highlight how ableism within 
healthcare systems can restrict access to life-saving 

“Because I tried to get to the 
county before. And like I was, 
I was like really sad because 
they denied medical treatment. 
They deny my medical 
treatment….You know, even 
like my medical treatment, you 
know, like I say, I was with… 
that they’re supposed to 
protecting people with HIV.” 

treatment, especially for those who are poor, disabled, 
and unhoused. Social isolation and unmet basic 
needs and disability accommodations further extend 
invisibility, as suffering occurs outside formal systems 
of care Meanwhile, women in Skid Row become 
visible through surveillance due to perceived risk. 
It transforms to hypersurveillance when involuntary 
psychiatric holds are prevalent, which are frequently 
met with negative assumptions, dismissal, and 
neglect. 

Women with Disabilities and mental health conditions 
are often subjected to intense scrutiny to determine 
eligibility for services and regulate individuals’ 
behavior. However, this focus often comes at the 
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expense of addressing women’s everyday health 
needs. 

In 2024, California voters approved Proposition 
1, expanding bond funding for behavioral health 
beds and supportive housing while restructuring 
state mental health funds (Associated Press, 2024). 
The measure deepens a policy trend that ties 
homelessness to psychiatric infrastructure. Women 
in Skid Row warn that framing street homelessness 
primarily as untreated mental illness obscures its 
economic and gendered drivers. Behavioral health 
expansion in this context, risks strengthening systems 
of containment.

Women’s healthcare requires them to be physically 
present and compliant to access short-term services 

“you never get out and 
say, “excuse me, are 
you okay? You need any 
assistance? Why are 
you acting that way?” 
You don’t ask that, it’s 
just assumed that you 
are under the influence. 
Some of them. And I think 
that’s not cool.”

that are mostly in outreach settings, mobile  and 
community health clinics, where women are closely 
monitored but only receive temporary help, and 
hospital-based care is rare. As a result, they remain 
highly visible for surveillance, yet remain excluded 
from consistent, ongoing care. This supports 
the assumption that the reluctance of unhoused 
participants to help themselves, often seen as ‘service 
non-compliance,’ is simplistic and unfairly shifts the 
burden that goes beyond their control (Martino, Dej & 
Sanders, 2025).  It illustrates a system that constrains 
and forces women to constant supervision without 
genuine care and support. 
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Denied Care: Trans and Gender Expansive Health Realities
For transwomen and gender expansive people, 
survey data suggests that they are even more 
vulnerable in regards to unmet basic needs and poor 
health outcomes while living in Skid Row. Nearly half 
(48%) of trans and gender expansive participants 
were in poor health and 66.6% were disabled. The 
standard of one’s health is speculative as it is based 
on lived experiences and access basic human needs, 
therefore the response those in good health is not 
accurate especially when women in Skid Row report 
chronic conditions such as asthma (34%), high blood 
pressure (31%), diabetes (18%), heart disease (14%), 
high cholesterol (16%), and cancer (11%) and 55% of 
overall survey participants have struggled to access 
clean water in the past year. The standard in which 
transwomen living in Skid Row measure their health 
and well being does not meet the minimum standard 
of  housed individuals with access to basic human 
needs. 

With  68% of survey participants experiencing food 
insecurity it is apparent that many transwomen and 
queer people living in Skid Row are unable to meet 
their nutritional needs. This is especially difficult as 
transwomen on hormone replacement therapy (HRT) 
and other forms of gender-affirming treatments are 
undergoing a second puberty and need additional 
food to aid with hormonal and bodily changes. 
Additionally since 56.7% transwomen living in skid 
row experience discrimination or harassment from 
shelter staff and 96.2% experience discrimination from 
clinicians it is inconceivable that transwomen and  
gender expansive people living in skid row have equal 
and equitable opportunities to address their needs for 
permanent housing and necessary medical care. 
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Nearly half (48%)Nearly half (48%) of trans and gender expansive  of trans and gender expansive 
participants were in poor health and 66.6% participants were in poor health and 66.6% 
were disabled.were disabled.

55%55%  of overall survey participants have 
struggled to access clean water in the past year. 

56.7% 56.7% transwomen living in skid row experience transwomen living in skid row experience 
discrimination or harassment from shelter staffdiscrimination or harassment from shelter staff

96.2% experience discrimination from cliniciansexperience discrimination from clinicians
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Aging Without Care: Health Realities for Older Women / or / Societal Elder Abuse 
and Women in Skid Row
Older women in Skid Row face unique challenges with many experiencing multiple health burdens and disabilities. 
71% of older women surveyed reported that they had a disability. 63% self reported that they had poor or fair 
health. Furthermore, many of these women reported that a health professional had previously told them that they 
had: high blood pressure (41%),  asthma (35%), diabetes (33%), high cholesterol (25%), and cancer (20%). 
Health conditions, the daily experiences of pain or discomfort these can cause, and unstable access to medication 
contribute to coping strategies related to substance use, relying on over the counter medications to “self-
medicate.” For example, in our focus groups with older women, when older women were asked how they coped 
with health issues, they stated: “Vicodin- getting high that’s self medication- they 
won’t give you … unless you have identification but they stole that … 
can’t get anything that’s where it is at the moment.” 

The challenge of accessing proper care and maintaining medications is further compounded when faced with 
housing insecurity. Frequent tent sweeps and theft among older women living on the streets contribute to a frustrating 
and exhausting cycle: women’ s belongings are stolen and they must recuperate medication that is critical to treating 
health issues. 

women reported that a health professional had previously told them that they had:
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“My living situation, it is 
what it is, I’m tired of the 
city taking my stuff all the 
time. my clothes, everything, 
my medication, everything, 
everything. Every two weeks, 
every other week my stuff is 
being taken…if its not the city 
then its other people around 
me. I’m so tired of having to 
replace thing after thing after 
thing after thing.”

While elder abuse is often framed as an interpersonal problem, caused by family members or caregivers’ neglect, 
older women in Skid Row face societal elder abuse through what the state fails to prevent. This is produced through 
chronic neglect, criminalization, medical dismissal and wholesale abandonment - the systemic withdrawal of care 
paired with the expansion of punitive governance (Wilson Gilmore). Older women in Skid Row live with conditions 
that simultaneously position them as invisible and hyper-controlled. They are expected to survive prolonged 
homelessness, declining health and cognitive changes with minimal support while being subjected to policing and 
displacement.
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“Skid Row is no place for a woman. 
Right? Okay, it's very. It's it's 
hard. But yeah it's not that. It's 
not about the place. It's about the 
situation. It's about situation that 
you have to be constantly working 
to survive... You have to, you know, 
constantly thinking, what? How am I 
going to get through this? How am 
I going to get on this list? How am 
I going to get this done so I can at 
least get some stable housing. It's a 
constant thing and it's a situation 
that you're in that you don't know. 
You don't see you don't see no light 
at the end of the tunnel. You know 
that actually happens because 
Women in Skid Row are aging on the streets under extreme stress. The onset of poor health is a leading risk factor 
for homelessness among older women and is often exacerbated by the conditions associated with being unhoused 
(Urban Institute, 2025). Exposure to the chronic stress, violence, and trauma of being unhoused takes a physical and 
psychological toll, including the acceleration of cognitive decline among aging women (Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, 2024; Ra et al., 2021; Khor, 2024). Yet untreated mental health conditions and cognitive impairment 
are rarely identified or supported in humane ways. 
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housing is a problem in everybody, 
and the growing number of women 
becoming homeless in this situation 
is higher than any other groups 
and women with children…and it's 
not your fault you're here and but 
people treat you like, okay, you on 
Skid Row, what you do, how you mess 
up so bad. And that's not what it is. 
A place where toxic inequality is this 
this economy that we're living now in 
the United States is creating us and 
it's not giving us a choice. We don't 
have a choice in this this is what we 
have to try to survive. We have to 
work every day in Skid Row to try 
to survive.”
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“you're the least of anybody's 
priority now. So if you don't make 
yourself that priority, you can fall 
victim of it…a lot of if your trauma 
is not on front street for people to 
see they're not very willing to help 
you and I've experienced that from 
people in positions of power and in 
control of resources”

Instead, confusion, memory loss or disorientation are often regarded as non-compliance, substance use or 
aggression.  
 
“Things seem to be getting more difficult, being here in Skid Row as you're 
getting older and if they do, why, it might seem obvious. But can you tell 
me the obvious?”   
 
In Skid Row, elder abuse looks like repeated displacement and denial of housing, sweeps, theft of disposal of 
medications and assistive devices and the constant threat of arrest. These conditions meet widely accepted 
definitions of neglect, abuse and exploitation - yet they are normalized when the victim is poor, Black and unhoused. 
Prevention is a fallacy when reporting has neither a process and is ignored. Older women consistently describe fear 
of retaliation if they speak.
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“I hate the Sanitation Department... What they [unhoused 
person] have is all they have, and when it's street 
cleaning…they take your whole tent because you didn't 
put it behind the line like you could have moved it.. the 
police have come over and let them just take all of their 
stuff and dump it in the dump truck. I think that is just 
so rude…like they have no feelings for it…when they come 
and just dump your whole stuff in the trash, that's what 
's harmful. I cannot stand them more than the police. The 
police well, there are some good ones and some bad ones 
but sanitation all of them are a-holes, yeah.”
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“It wasn’t even your day for “It wasn’t even your day for 
cleaning. They just came. They cleaning. They just came. They 
didn’t even come for their day, didn’t even come for their day, 
they usually said they put them they usually said they put them 
on Wednesday. They put them on on Wednesday. They put them on 
Wednesday, but in her case they Wednesday, but in her case they 
came on Tuesday and took all of came on Tuesday and took all of 
her stuff… Brand new stuff. They her stuff… Brand new stuff. They 
got that.”got that.”

Older women are cited for behaviors directly linked to their survival, disability or cognitive impairment including, going 
to the bathroom on the street, loitering, failure to comply or other minor infractions. Arresting older women functions 
as elder abuse when it denies women housing placements and continuity of care. In Skid Row women report being 
dismissed, misdiagnosed or ignored by healthcare providers and symptoms are often attributed to substance use 
or just getting old. For Black and brown women, ageism compounds racial bias resulting in delayed or denied care, 
unmanaged pain and untreated chronic conditions. 
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“They will kick you out for “They will kick you out for 
behaviors that they don't agree behaviors that they don't agree 
with which I mean definitely, you want with which I mean definitely, you want 
to be grateful for the opportunities to be grateful for the opportunities 
to stay where they where they're to stay where they where they're 
offering. At the same time, if you offering. At the same time, if you 
get in a disagreement with somebody get in a disagreement with somebody 
that they favor, you can be kicked that they favor, you can be kicked 
out. That person can say you said out. That person can say you said 
something that you didn't actually something that you didn't actually 
do. So the behaviors that are like I do. So the behaviors that are like I 
wanna say colonized. But you have wanna say colonized. But you have 
to be mindful like you were saying. to be mindful like you were saying. 
Keep it moving. Keep your mouth shut Keep it moving. Keep your mouth shut 
you know.” you know.” 

Adult Protective Services carry a statutory responsibility to protect older and dependent adults from abuse, neglect 
and exploitation including harm produced through institutional failure, particularly when harm is predictable and 
ongoing. The City of Los Angeles bears direct responsibility for the conditions facing older women in Skid Row 
through its policies, practices and sustained failures of prevention. When a municipality knowingly maintains 
conditions that predictably result in harm, deterioration and premature death, that failure constitutes more than 
neglect; it creates legal vulnerability. Courts have consistently held that deliberate indifference to known risks, 
particularly where the state exercises control over public space, services and enforcement can give rise to liability. 
(Jones . City of Los Angeles, 2006; Framer v. Brennan, 1994; Kneipp v. Tedder, 1996)  
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“You can get a plate. You can 
get a shower. But as far as 
getting housing exclusively, 
it’s gonna take longer than 
and even in shelters you have 
to wait all day. And then 
they say, oh, well…. to get a 
shelter… You have to go. Sit, 
wait to be called, and then 
they don’t call you. I know 
it’s older, lady. She’s like 70. 
It took her like 3 months just 
to get shelter bed. That’s like 
ridiculous.” 

Despite great challenges for older women living on the streets, accessing shelter housing, let alone stable housing is 
a frustrating process: 
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“the midnight 
mission. They made 
their women sleep 
in the  courtyard 
outside and then 
they kick them out at 
4:30 in the morning. 
Why would you do 
that? That’s not even 
safe. Yeah, it’s still 
dark outside at 4:30, 
and not that it’s 
already not creepy… 
it’s really creepy at 
4:30”

Upon seeking housing, organizations often have specific requirements and the individuals working there are subject 
to their own biases about who should get housing, contributing to discrimination based on who is perceived as 
“deserving.”
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“They want a certain 
profile person, profile 
to come in there, you 
know…have a walker. 
Oh, yeah, I experienced 
all that I was applying 
for senior citizen 
places all over the 
place...They want 

As one focus group participant stated: 
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certain profile people 
in there, and you 
could tell you, senior 
citizens… (inaudible) 
we may not look like 
senior but we are 
seniors… a lot of hate 
going on…” 
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Social Isolation and Social Connectedness
While older women are subjected to deplorable 
treatment in Skid Row, they also seek strategies to 
make life in Skid Row more tolerable. Maintaining 
social connections with other women, sharing 
information, and providing direct support is a key 
strategy for older women in Skid Row. For instance, 
one focus group participant demonstrated the value 
of having  friends in Skid Row when it comes to safety: 
“Being in that tent, being in the area where I’m at, it’s 
safe somewhat. But you never when something come 
by…and then you want to stab you or beat you up or 
whatever. So prayer is number one and having friends 
come over daily, you know. I got to have my little group 
too, okay?”

Nevertheless, protective and positive social 
connections with other women can be challenging 
to build and maintain amidst the instability of all 
aspects of life in Skid Row.This is reflected in survey 
responses, where nearly two-thirds (64%) of older 
women reported that they often or sometimes felt they 
had no one to turn to for support, a similar rate for 
women between the ages of 30-50 (61%). 
In focus groups, women expressed the desire to have 
close social connections which they could rely on for 
support, but also noted the difficulty in maintaining 
these connections. 
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“This is the time that 
I need people I can 
lean and shoulder, 
like not far as a 
mentor, but somebody 
close to him. But 
every time I get that 
close, somebody 
always end up going 
somewhere else.”

When asked to describe what sources of support they desired the most, one woman responded: 
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Death and Dying in Skid Row

AVG Age Of Death

Houselessness, particularly among older people, 
increases mortality risks, as a result of multiple causes 
ranging from adverse environmental conditions to 
circulatory and respiratory diseases. Data from the 
Los Angeles County Department of Medical Examiner 
Corner between 2014-2018 showed that “male deaths 
outnumbered female deaths, but the percentage of 
homeless women who died increased faster than 
that of men. And although Black people make up 
fewer than one-tenth of the county’s population, 
they accounted for nearly a quarter of the homeless 
deaths”. Stress, a lack of healthy food and prolonged 
exposure to the elements all contribute to premature  
death. In Los Angeles County, the average age of 
death for houseless women is 48 compared to 83 for 
housed women in California. 

Many women reported losing access to essential 
case management services upon entering transitional 
housing or shelters. Over half of women aged 
30-49 and 45% of women 50 or older no longer 
received case management support after joining 
these programs. They also lost access to basic 
necessities such as food and toiletries. Inadequate 
support infrastructures, both inside and outside 
emergency response systems, left many women 
feeling abandoned. Support programs often fail to 
help, leaving women isolated, in precarious situations, 
and facing greater health risks. These conditions also 
contribute to the  increase in mortality rates among 
unhoused women, as reported in the collected data.
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Shelter Systems in Practice

Local shelters are also complicit in this exclusion and abandonment of women living in Skid Row. Daily survival in 
Skid Row is often marked by acts of omission, where these local shelters mirror a selective space in which access to 
and services for housing, counseling, childcare, and mental health support can be conditional. Participants shared 
that the program criteria reflect a rigid, selective process that can be seen as a test of endurance rather than a 
site of refuge. It pushes people to get used to inconveniences marked by long queues and debilitating conditions. 
The limited and fragmented access to services enacts a form of hyperinvisibilization since the feeling of being cast 
outside the formal care system is actively reinforced. 

“I’m just waiting waiting waiting 
waiting. I’m tired of waiting”

“I feel like if I am asking for something over and over and I am waiting 
hours and hours and days and days and months, it’s like, I don’t think 
you really wanna help me, you know. But this other person they’ve been in 
contact with you for two weeks, and they already have a housing plan set 
up.”

It also extends to interactions with case managers that are described as distant or selective, with the burden of 
securing positive outcomes placed solely on the individual. Access to meaningful support, such as childcare or 
advocacy are dependent on institutional commitment but on the discretion of specific individuals within the system, 
including sympathetic case managers, judges, or officers. This individualized, transactional structure leaves women 
feeling discounted and responsible for navigating an opaque bureaucratic process that heightens a sense of 
abandonment by systems ostensibly designed to help. 

“They’re judging them for being homeless, moving for, you know, there 
needs to be caring hands out there and not just, uh, somebody to put 
people in into a little section like this down here in Skid Row and expand 
out the housing and, you know, um into put people where if they’re not on 
drugs or alcohol or whatever, if they come from a different background, 
put them in where they fit in more than um trying to keep the port in one, 
one area”. 

The lack of institutional guidance forces women to rely on word-of-mouth networks for survival knowledge. They 
learned to recognize that deliberately gatekeeping essential information leads to a constant sense of insecurity, and 
to acknowledge that they are left to figure it out on their own. They are pushed to constantly negotiate, perform, or 
compete just to receive basic support or safety. Training for survival goes beyond having access to housing, basic 
food, and health services. It involves developing a keen instinct for navigating a complex system through experience 
and observation, and being copwise (Stuart, 2016).
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Women’s experiences in Skid Row reveal an endemic crisis that cannot be reduced to simplistic notions of individual 
hardship. The failure to meet fundamental human needs, such as food, water, healthcare, wellness, and shelter, 
extends to three core patterns: hyperinvisibilization, which captures how suffering is normalized and rendered 
invisible. Hypersurveillance refers to behavior being monitored and controlled, yet offering no long-term or genuine 
care or support. Lastly, acts of omission reflect how institutions neglect to provide meaningful support or to be 
proactive in responding to urgent requests.

“He was like, “oh, no I’m gonna push 
this for you really hard and you’re 
gonna be out here. And I’m like, 
okay, he called a supervisor, which 
was the number I had and she was 
like, “oh yeah, [Name], you know, I 
was just trying to reach out. It’s 
just a matter of waiting, you know, 
there’s nothing we can do right 
now because we have a place that a 
bunch of families are in that is being 
remodeled or under maintenance, 
so we have to house those people 
before we can bring in new people, so 
it’s just a matter of waiting” - P6
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State-Sanctioned and Gendered Violence in Skid Row
Poverty is not an individual failure, it is a structurally 
produced condition shaped by gender, race, caregiving, 
and state power. Black feminist scholars have long 
argued that systems of domination—racism, patriarchy, 
capitalism, and the carceral state—do not operate 
independently, but intersect to shape lived experiences 
(Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 2000). Through this lens, 
the feminization of poverty and the criminalization of 
women are not parallel dynamics. Together, these 
mutually reinforcing systems produce economic 
precarity, surveillance, punishment, and exclusion, 
disproportionately targeting Black women, mothers, queer 
and trans women, sex workers, migrants and women 
navigating trauma, mental health challenges, and housing 
instability.

The concept of the feminization of poverty names a reality 
that has been extensively documented yet routinely 
minimized in policy responses: women, especially single 
mothers and women of color, are disproportionately 
represented among the poor due to gendered labor 
markets, wage inequality, unpaid caregiving, and social 
policies that fail to account for care work as labor (Pearce, 
1978; Edin & Lein, 1997; HUD, 2023). Poverty, in this 
framing, is not simply a lack of income but a condition 
produced by systems that extract care while withholding 
material support.

This framework insists that women’s testimony is not 
anecdotal—it is evidence. It recognizes lived experience, 
collective narrative, and pattern recognition as legitimate 
forms of knowledge production, particularly when official 
data obscures or sanitizes harm. Through this lens, the 
findings of this report must be understood not as isolated 
failures, but as predictable outcomes of a system that 
feminizes poverty and criminalizes women’s survival. 
The stories in the next section demonstrate that women 
experiencing poverty are routinely mischaracterized as 
irresponsible or deviant, despite their efforts to survive, 
secure work, care for children, and stabilize their lives. 
Women in Skid Row make clear that these are not 
individual moral failings, but structural outcomes of 
exclusion and criminalization. Without this framework, 
policy responses risk reproducing harm; with it, pathways 
toward accountability, dignity, and justice become visible. 
To illustrate these patterns, the next section presents 
women’s own accounts of how systemic exclusion and 
criminalization shape their daily lives.
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Patterns of Policing, Criminalization, and Survival in Skid Row

Criminalization in Skid Row is not limited to arrests 
or citations. It is embodied carcerality that attaches 
the presumption of guilt to women’s very existence 
(Friedman & Hitchens, 2023). Blackness, poverty, 
gender, sexuality, disability, and migration status 
are treated as evidence of criminality. This unfolds 
through police stops, harassment, and violence, 
but also through shelters, service providers, and 
institutions that surveil and punish under the guise 
of care. Programs like the Los Angeles Police 
Department’s (LAPD) Data-Informed Community 
Focused Policing (DICFP) and its “Neighborhood 
Engagement Areas”/SARA zones label whole blocks 
of Skid Row as “problem areas,” justifying constant 
patrols, surveillance cameras, and targeted arrests. 
In one short SARA (Scanning, Analysis, Response, 
Assessment) period in 2021, LAPD recorded 50 
arrests on a few blocks of Skid Row. These arrests do 
not produce safety but heighten women’s vulnerability. 
For Black mothers, this includes family policing 
through the Department of Children and Family 
Services (DCFS), where children are kidnapped under 

the presumption of neglect rooted in anti-Blackness 
and poverty. For trans women and sex workers, it 
means vice stings, sexual violence, and constant 
policing of survival.

TThe criminalization of women in Skid Row is 
deeply informed by Los Angeles’ longer history of 
carceral policies targeting Black communities in 
neighborhoods like South Central, which rapidly 
expanded and intensified policing, surveillance, and 
incarceration measures across the city. From the War 
on Crime and Drugs to the inseparable legacy of 
Broken Windows policing, Los Angeles’ carceral state 
has created a landscape of experimentation where 
bodies continue to be dispossessed, criminalized, 
and surveilled for simply surviving the very conditions 
these policies produce. Under Broken Windows 
policing—a pseudoscientific practice imported and 
aggressively operationalized under former LAPD Chief 
William Bratton and embedded in LAPD practice 
since the launch of the Safer Cities Initiative in 2005—
poverty was reframed as “disorder,” transforming 
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everyday survival into a condition through which 
domestic warfare against racialized bodies was 
justified (Gurusami & Kurwa, 2021). In Skid Row, this 
meant that every action, and even inaction, became 
suspicious: standing, sitting, resting, walking with 
children, congregating for safety, or simply existing in 
public space. Women, particularly Black women, were 
uniquely targeted within this framework. Single women 
of a certain age, mothers without housing, children 
playing or running, and people engaged in informal 
survival economies were cast as evidence of social 
decay rather than as people navigating abandonment 
by the state. Broken Windows did not reduce harm; it 
created a permanent state of threat in which women 
were presumed guilty before any law was broken. 
This logic of presumed criminality has also deeply 
informed the ways surveillance measures continue 
to expand across Los Angeles, particularly through 
the use of aerial surveillance technologies. The 
LAPD reports that it operates “the largest municipal 
airborne law-enforcement program in the world,” with 
approximately 17 helicopters used to monitor, track, 
and document racialized poverty across Skid Row, 
South Central, and similar neighborhoods (Witt, 2023). 
Today’s “data-informed” policing programs like DICFP 
and SARA, including intensified aerial surveillance 

measures, are not departures from this history but its 
technological evolution; translating the same logic 
of suspicion into maps, metrics, and patrol patterns 
that continue to criminalize gender, poverty, and 
Blackness as conditions of disorder. 

For women in Skid Row, criminalization is daily life. 
It is banishment through sweeps and displacement, 
containment through police occupation, blight through 
organized neglect, extraction through fines and 
surveillance, and elimination through incarceration 
and premature death. LAPD claims its violence 
can be measured in statistics, but force is present 
every moment women live under the threat of being 
searched, displaced, or disappeared. These stories 
uplift the many forms of police violence that go 
“missing” in our conceptual understandings of how 
policing is enforced against Black women and women 
of color (Gonzales, 2025; Ritchie, 2017). Safety 
cannot be achieved with more violence. The collateral 
consequences of investing in additional patrols, 
increased surveillance, and family separation are far 
greater. Abolition asks us to confront the deeper logic 
at work: criminalization is not a policy failure but part of 
a system that continually reproduces harm.
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Concentration of Policing, Violence, and Arrest

To better understand the concentration of policing 
within Skid Row, this report uses LAPD arrest records 
of women in Skid Row from 2020–2025, not because 
data tells us something we do not already know, but 
because policing relies on data to legitimize harm. 
Arrest data is one of the primary ways the state 
operationalizes criminalization; turning presence 
into “activity,” survival into “offense,” and gendered 
vulnerability into threat. But rather than allowing 
these numbers to speak the language of the police, 
we deliberately reworked how they are seen. By 
layering arrest records onto a community-made 
map developed by women in Skid Row and pairing 
them with accessible visualizations, we subvert the 
ways the state weaponizes data.  Grounded in Black 
Feminism, this approach does not seek to prove that 
policing is violent. It affirms what women already 
know: criminalization functions as a daily condition of 
life, and data itself is a technology through which this 
violence is produced, managed, and made to appear 
inevitable.

Centering the community map was essential. In an 
all-day workshop organized during the summer of 
2025, women led a community walk through Skid 
Row, documenting their everyday realities with photos, 
interviews, and recordings. Committed to capturing 
how they navigate survival under constant policing 
and structural neglect, they collectively told a story of 
resilience and agency. By tracing significant points of 
arrests, women mapped what the city never records: 
where police harass and harm, where surveillance is 
concentrated, where sanitation is weaponized, and 
where safety is built collectively through mutual care, 
food sharing, art, and informal networks of protection. 
When LAPD arrest points were layered on top of this 
map, the story became unmistakable. Policing clusters 
precisely where women are forced to survive in public 
and where the community has already stepped in to fill 
the gaps left by state abandonment. What the police 
label as “hot spots” are not sites of danger, they are 
sites of visibility. Arrests function to make the ground 
beneath women’s feet temporary, to push people out 
through tickets, charges, and repeated contact that 
amount to forced self-deportation from public space.
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The arrest data confirms this pattern. Between 2020 and 2024, LAPD arrested women in Skid Row 1,428 times. Of 
those arrests, 861 targeted Black women and 333 targeted Latina women, confirming that Black women bear the 
brunt of policing in this neighborhood. Nearly half of all arrests were classified as felonies, a category often shaped 
by officer discretion rather than actual harm. Hundreds were labeled as “Aggravated” or “Other” assault, a pattern 
that aligns with the criminalization of self-defense and survival in conditions of constant threat. Arrests for loitering, 
soliciting, and weapons possession map directly onto everyday acts of living without shelter: resting, engaging in sex 
work, or carrying items for protection when the city refuses to provide safety. When read alongside the community 
map, these arrests are revealed not as responses to crime, but as tools of control, used to banish, contain, and 
discipline women whose very existence has been framed as disorder. What emerges is not a picture of public safety, 
but of a policing system that manufactures violence and then records it as data.

Over half of surveyed women (50.8%) reported interactions with police or enforcement agents. Legal scholars and 
sociologists have documented how poverty governance relies on policing, administrative sanctions, and coercive 
compliance—particularly for unhoused women and mothers (Wacquant, 2009; Gustafson, 2011). Women in this 
report described not only police encounters, but what Black feminists identify as moral regulation—the everyday 
policing of women’s bodies and behavior by institutions and the public alike, (Collins, 1990; Ritchie, 2012). This 
form of policing is deeply gendered and racialized. As Collins (2000) argues, controlling images and respectability 
narratives function to justify exclusion and punishment while obscuring structural causes. Research consistently 
shows that public narratives of homelessness rely on tropes of addiction, irresponsibility, and moral failure, despite 
evidence that housing instability is most often triggered by structural shocks such as job loss, previous incarceration, 
domestic violence, medical crises, and unaffordable housing (Desmond & Kimbro, 2015). The criminalization of 
women becomes most visible at points of institutional contact—shelters, security, police, hospitals—where care is 
replaced with force.

Community-gathered data in this report deepen this picture. In focus groups, women consistently described high-
surveillance zones near the Weingart Center and Union Rescue Mission as areas where police presence heightened, 
rather than reduced, their exposure to harm. Women articulated how surveillance has created conditions in which 
harassment, stops, and arrests become routine and expected, both inside and near shelters. These spaces were 
understood as sites where state power is most concentrated, and where the overlap of policing, service provision, 
and institutional control blurs any distinction between “care” and punishment. At the same time, women described 
how shelters function as spectacle sites where suffering becomes visible yet remains unaddressed (Hartman, 1997). 
Moments of crisis, such as mental health breakdowns, violence, and medical emergencies, unfold in public view, 
often drawing police attention without producing meaningful care or intervention. One participant shared: 
 
“A woman had just given birth and threw her newborn out the window…
The woman was found bleeding on the floor and the baby had been thrown 
out by the time police came around. People suffer a lot from mental 
health in the shelters… I don’t know what happened to her afterwards… I 
just remember seeing a lot of cops outside her room...”

The participant’s account of this incident resonated deeply with many women during other focus groups and 
workshops. Several participants recalled when news of the incident circulated in the community and described the 
profound emotional impact it had. Many of them expressed deep concern for the mother and the conditions that may 
have brought her to such a moment. Others also drew connections to the broader structural realities women face, 
noting how environments marked by overcrowding, untreated mental health needs, and institutional neglect produce 
conditions where crises escalate without support. Throughout conversations with women, shelters were frequently 
described as environments where danger, instability, and trauma accumulate. Women emphasized that police 
presence in these spaces does little to prevent harm. However, women’s vulnerability to violence, trauma, or distress 
is routinely used to justify increased police presence, or even arrest, despite the fact that this presence fails to prevent 
harm.
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Narratives of “public safety” and “protection” have consistently been used to expand surveillance and enforcement 
in Skid Row, yet women described these interventions as disconnected from what actually happens. Women in 
Skid Row are significantly vulnerable to gender-based violence, including domestic violence, sexual assault, and 
in several cases, death. These conditions are made worse by structural neglect, lack of safe housing, and limited 
access to meaningful protection. Many shared experiences of calling for help during moments of immediate danger 
only to have officers arrive hours later, if at all, or to dismiss the harm once they did arrive at the scene. Others 
expressed deep concern about the lack of protection for women, even when violence was visible and ongoing. One 
participant described witnessing a situation in which a woman was being sexually assaulted in a tent while officers 
nearby failed to intervene:
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“They have you in the tent “They have you in the tent 
screaming.They [cops] see you. They screaming.They [cops] see you. They 
are supposed to stop. Stop and are supposed to stop. Stop and 
see what the problem is…That ain’t see what the problem is…That ain’t 
right rolling up your window!” right rolling up your window!” 
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“Un trabajador social que me visita entonces me dijo, no ahi “Un trabajador social que me visita entonces me dijo, no ahi 
esperate porque yo dije…vine a levantar un reporte por um no esperate porque yo dije…vine a levantar un reporte por um no 
me acuerdo…porque me habían rompido la carpa?.. Mmm no se, el me acuerdo…porque me habían rompido la carpa?.. Mmm no se, el 
chiste es que ahí esperamos. Dice ahí esperate, te voy a llevar chiste es que ahí esperamos. Dice ahí esperate, te voy a llevar 
comida. Ya llegó, me regaló una carpeta. Pero, a ella no le dijo comida. Ya llegó, me regaló una carpeta. Pero, a ella no le dijo 
nada, es más le dije llega y acuéstate. Yo no dormí para estarla nada, es más le dije llega y acuéstate. Yo no dormí para estarla 
cuidando. Acuéstate aquí, que te valga me dice, No te pueden cuidando. Acuéstate aquí, que te valga me dice, No te pueden 
decir nada. Tu sabes que no hay otro lugar más mejor osea decir nada. Tu sabes que no hay otro lugar más mejor osea 
a no correr peligro. Donde más corremos peligro?...Ellos [la a no correr peligro. Donde más corremos peligro?...Ellos [la 
policía] si quieren te pueden meter a la cárcel. Y pues si, “mejor policía] si quieren te pueden meter a la cárcel. Y pues si, “mejor 
acuéstate y duérmete”acuéstate y duérmete”

“A social worker who was visiting me then told me, ”Wait “A social worker who was visiting me then told me, ”Wait 
there,” because I said... I had come to file a report because, there,” because I said... I had come to file a report because, 
um, I don’t remember... because they [neighbors] tore my tent? um, I don’t remember... because they [neighbors] tore my tent? 
Hmm, I don’t know, the point is we waited there. He said, ”Wait Hmm, I don’t know, the point is we waited there. He said, ”Wait 
there, I’m going to bring you food.” He arrived, and he gave me there, I’m going to bring you food.” He arrived, and he gave me 
a carpet. But he didn’t say anything to her [daughter-in-law]; in a carpet. But he didn’t say anything to her [daughter-in-law]; in 
fact, I told her, ”Come in and lie down.” I didn’t sleep so I could fact, I told her, ”Come in and lie down.” I didn’t sleep so I could 
be watching over her. ”Lie down here, don’t worry about it,” she be watching over her. ”Lie down here, don’t worry about it,” she 
told me. ”They can’t say anything to you. You know there’s no told me. ”They can’t say anything to you. You know there’s no 
better place, I mean, where we’re not in danger.” Where else are better place, I mean, where we’re not in danger.” Where else are 
we in danger?... They [the police] can put you in jail if they want. we in danger?... They [the police] can put you in jail if they want. 
And well, yes, ”it’s better to lie down and go to sleep.”And well, yes, ”it’s better to lie down and go to sleep.”

In these moments, policing does not function as protection but as absence—revealing a system more invested 
in monitoring women than in responding to their safety. This absence of intervention often becomes women’s 
first introduction to Skid Row, shaping their experiences at multiple points in their journey. In the context of the 
experience above, this moment reveals that even in spaces under constant surveillance, harm continues unchecked, 
demonstrating that the presence of law enforcement does not translate into safety for women. The persistence 
of violence in tents underscores the failure of policing as a protective force, instead functioning to monitor and 
control rather than to prevent harm. As participants described, rather than acting as first responders, officers are 
often positioned as passive witnesses to abuse against women, particularly Black women, reinforcing a system 
where violence is seen but not stopped. When asked about these patterns of inadequate protection from gender-
based violence, participants expressed the urgency of developing their own practices of survival to navigate these 
experiences upon arrival. One participant shared a strategy of survival she had to co-create with her daughter-
in-law after being abruptly evicted shortly after arriving in the United States. She described how they set up an 
encampment:

TranslationTranslation
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Here, the participant reflects on how setting up an encampment with her daughter-in-law made her feel safer 
because she was not alone. As part of their strategy to protect one another from potential sexual and physical 
violence, she chose to stay awake through the night so she could keep watch over both of them. Many women spoke 
about how lack of sleep becomes a constant reality, driven by fear for their safety, the loud conditions of shelters, 
and the unpredictability of life on the street. However, participants also described how staying awake is often forcibly 
transformed into a mechanism of survival, not only to protect themselves but also to protect and care for one another. 
In this context, sleeplessness becomes not simply a consequence of instability, but a form of vigilance women must 
adopt to prevent additional vulnerabilities to harm. Despite knowing that setting up an encampment could expose 
them to arrest, these women, along with others, continue to rely on these strategies as necessary forms of protection 
in environments where safety is not guaranteed.
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This gap between the mainstream justification for increased policing and women’s everyday experiences with police 
inaction continued to emerge as an important theme across focus groups. Women described how police presence 
often intensifies only after harm occurs, through arrests, citations, and displacement, rather than intervening to 
prevent violence in the first place. Survivors recounted being ignored when reporting assault, harassment, or threats. 
Others described the barriers they faced when attempting to report harm because of the lack of support available 
to women when completing incident report forms due to issues such as inaccessibility, language barriers, and other 
obstacles. In several other instances, women themselves had become victims of physical and sexual abuse from 
officers. One of the participants recalled a vivid experience she had with a police officer at the age of 19:  

“There is too much aggression “There is too much aggression 
in how they handle me. They have in how they handle me. They have 
taken me to the side of the wall taken me to the side of the wall 
and pulled my pants down. They and pulled my pants down. They 
put my boxer briefs down while put my boxer briefs down while 
they had my hands handcuffed they had my hands handcuffed 
to the wall…The only reason I to the wall…The only reason I 
didn’t get arrested during that didn’t get arrested during that 
arrest search was because they arrest search was because they 
got a call about a shooting…got a call about a shooting…
They threw all my shit and left. They threw all my shit and left. 
I still had my briefs down. I was I still had my briefs down. I was 
19 years old.”19 years old.”
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The use of sexual violence as a specific gendered form of policing has long shaped the ways Black women and 
women of color experience state-sanctioned violence. Grounded within a deeper history of sexual violence used 
as a tool of intimidation and control, dating back to enslavement and the regulation of Black women’s bodies, 
these encounters reveal how gendered violence continues to shape policing practices today (Roberts, 1997). 
The experience of this participant suggests a pattern in which sexual humiliation and invasive searches function 
as mechanisms of power that reinforce women’s vulnerability during police encounters. However, it also disrupts 
dominant narratives around the role of policing. While policing and surveillance measures in Skid Row are 
continuously being justified as a means to bring safety and protection to the community, women’s experiences 
bring truth to the type of encounters they are actually vulnerable to; coercion, neglect, brutality, and sexual abuse. 
This broader silence surrounding the full extent of police violence, particularly when experienced by Black and 
marginalized women, must be addressed (Gonzalez, 2025). These experiences raise critical concerns about the lack 
of acknowledgement of officer-perpetuated abuse and the absence of accountability systems that allow such abuses 
to persist in the first place. When it comes to other forms of physical violence enforced by police, women shared a 
few accounts on everyday encounters with police:

“My friend was pregnant and the “My friend was pregnant and the 
cops threw her to the ground.”cops threw her to the ground.”

“Things can be happening right in “Things can be happening right in 
front of the police and they don’t front of the police and they don’t 
do anything…They don’t listen to do anything…They don’t listen to 
the people. I have seen when they the people. I have seen when they 
have assaulted women…They start have assaulted women…They start 
assaulting them…They are using assaulting them…They are using 
force. Illegal force.” force. Illegal force.” 

The routine use of force in everyday encounters with police has become normalized for some of our participants 
(Ritchie, 2017; Gonzalez, 2025). Women described being beaten, pushed, thrown to the ground, or restrained during 
interactions that did not warrant such escalation. These experiences do not end in the moment force is used; they 
produce lasting fear and deepen distrust of police, shaping whether women feel safe seeking help in future moments 
where their life is in danger. Many expressed that these everyday experiences with police, whether they had 
personally experienced them or witnessed it happening to others, discouraged them from relying on law enforcement 
and forced them to become their own protectors and support systems for one another. Their testimonies expose the 
central contradiction of policing in Skid Row: women’s vulnerability is repeatedly invoked to legitimize more policing, 
yet their safety is never the outcome. What is produced instead is a cycle of neglect, surveillance, and criminalization 
that leaves the conditions of violence intact. These complex dynamics become more visible in the experiences of sex 
workers. 
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Institutional and Institutional and 
Interpersonal Violence Interpersonal Violence 
Against Sex WorkersAgainst Sex Workers
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Sex workers are rendered both hyper-visible and erased. They are hyper-visible as symbols of disorder where they 
are constantly marked by law enforcement and media narratives as “prostitutes,” trafficking victims, or threats to 
neighborhood stability. At the same time, they are erased as community members navigating constrained economic 
conditions, racialized poverty, and systemic abandonment. These controlling images do not operate only at the 
level of representation. They materialize as intensified patrols, normalized surveillance, discretionary stops, and 
enforcement practices that treat women’s visibility as presumptive criminality (Collins, 1990). This dynamic reflects 
broader systems that regulate bodies marked by race, gender, poverty, and visibility in public space (Ritchie, 2017; 
Friedman & Hitchens, 2022).

Women in Skid Row engage in sex work in ways that reflect both agency and structural constraint, including chosen 
labor that deserves dignity, autonomy, and decriminalization, as well as survival strategies produced by housing 
exclusion, economic precarity, and state abandonment. Policing in Skid Row collapses these realities. It operates 
at the level of the body: monitoring where women stand, how they move, how visible they are, and whether they 
are deemed to belong. As the community map shows, the spaces where women gather for survival, mutual aid, 
and informal safety are the same spaces labeled by law enforcement as enforcement “hot spots.” It becomes 
clear that what is being criminalized is not harm, but bodily visibility itself— particularly the visibility of Black women 
whose survival has long been framed as requiring regulation (Ritchie, 2017). This regulation of women’s bodies has 
profound consequences for the lack of urgency surrounding their gendered experiences.
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“...Forget it with rape kits and all of “...Forget it with rape kits and all of 
that stuff. It's just like a complete that stuff. It's just like a complete 
waste of time, because they're waste of time, because they're 
never gonna get to test it, anyway…never gonna get to test it, anyway…
especially women in Skid Row…our especially women in Skid Row…our 
people get murdered in housing. And people get murdered in housing. And 
we've seen this happen multiple times we've seen this happen multiple times 
where women get murdered in housing. where women get murdered in housing. 
And it's okay because they're sex And it's okay because they're sex 
workers. You know, sex worker workers. You know, sex worker 
bodies don't count as actual human bodies don't count as actual human 
beings. And there's this perspective beings. And there's this perspective 
from providers to the entire system, from providers to the entire system, 
to the street that use, especially to the street that use, especially 
sex worker bodies as completely sex worker bodies as completely 
disposable, and need to not respond disposable, and need to not respond 
to rapes of sex workers in any way to rapes of sex workers in any way 
compared to how we've ever been compared to how we've ever been 
structured”structured”

One participant shared:One participant shared:



119

Sex workers living in Skid Row consistently described being targeted for harassment, coercion, and assault by 
clients, strangers, community members, and law enforcement. These forms of violence are rarely investigated and 
often lack meaningful accountability. Drawing on the framework articulated by Andrea Ritchie in Invisible No More, 
this pattern reflects a long-standing racialized logic in which Black women, poor women, and queer and gender-
nonconforming people are constructed as sexually deviant, inherently culpable, and therefore incapable of being 
victims (Ritchie, 2017). Within this logic, harm against sex workers is minimized or rendered invisible, while their own 
survival responses are criminalized (Ritchie, 2007; Goodmark, 2023). Women described reporting sexual assault 
only to be ignored, disbelieved, or threatened with arrest, particularly when the perpetrator was a police officer or 
when their own criminalization was used to undermine their credibility. For queer sex workers, this vulnerability is 
further intensified. Within this framework, sex workers are rendered uniquely vulnerable: exposed to sexual violence 
from multiple actors while systematically denied recognition as victims. Policing does not interrupt this harm; it often 
facilitates it. A few participants shared more about navigating the complexities of deciding whether or not to report 
this violence to the police:

“But moving past that, we don't “But moving past that, we don't 
report to the police because report to the police because 
that's pointless. And it actually that's pointless. And it actually 
ends up harming people more when ends up harming people more when 
we fall through. So we just, you we fall through. So we just, you 
know, I just want them to move know, I just want them to move 
on. Move on to the next town, you on. Move on to the next town, you 
know, like, move on out.”know, like, move on out.”
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“Police don’t want to “Police don’t want to 
do the investigation. do the investigation. 
It's just quicker to be It's just quicker to be 
like, oh, you filed a like, oh, you filed a 
false report and we'll false report and we'll 
just arrest you.”just arrest you.”
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Rather than investigating harm, women shared that police frequently rely on discretion to dismiss reports as false or 
unfounded, transforming survivors into suspects. These examples highlight a common experience amongst sexual 
violence survivors where the legal system denies womens positions as victims, especially for sex workers, but actively 
disciplines them into silence. This exclusion from police protection is what drives many women to look for support 
amongst each other (Gonzalez, 2025). One participant shared: 

“But you know…you got to stick “But you know…you got to stick 
together. I don't care if I don't like you. together. I don't care if I don't like you. 
If you're having a problem with a male, If you're having a problem with a male, 
we have to stick together…If we don't we have to stick together…If we don't 
stick together, then we're done… If you're stick together, then we're done… If you're 
getting help, stick together, we've got getting help, stick together, we've got 
to stick together. All we have is us and to stick together. All we have is us and 
spreading information. You know, spread spreading information. You know, spread 
information. If something happens to me, information. If something happens to me, 
I want to get that to you, so that you I want to get that to you, so that you 
know, if you have to manage them. Look, know, if you have to manage them. Look, 
I need to hear that because I don't wanna I need to hear that because I don't wanna 
have that experience, you know, if I go have that experience, you know, if I go 
through that I don't need to go through through that I don't need to go through 
that, too, you know.”that, too, you know.”

The participant’s statement reveals how women develop collective strategies for safety in response to institutional 
abandonment. Rather than relying on police systems that frequently dismiss or criminalize their experiences, women 
create their own networks of warning, accountability, and care. In this context, “sticking together” becomes a situated 
survival strategy shaped by structural exclusion from formal protections (Jones, 2009). Information-sharing becomes 
a critical tool for survival, allowing women to navigate environments where violence is anticipated but institutional 
support is unreliable. Outside of these experiences, women’s vulnerability to violence does not end with policing in 
public space. For mothers in this report, it extends into the family policing system, where surveillance, punishment, 
and dispossession are enacted through child welfare interventions. 



122

Family Policing and Violence 
Against Mothers in Skid Row
Dorothy Roberts notes that systems like the Department of Child Protective Services (DCSF), function less as 
mechanisms of child protection and more as tools for regulating Black women’s bodies, reproduction, and caregiving 
under the guise of care (Roberts 2022). For women in Skid Row, interactions with DCFS were described as a 
constant threat rather than a source of support. Participants described fearing that seeking help or reporting violence 
could trigger investigations, child removal, or increased surveillance of their parenting. Once in the family policing 
system, many participants described a lack of guidance and support to help them navigate the process and take the 
necessary steps to reunite with their children. One mother shared:

“I would say that we need more “I would say that we need more 
community support services because community support services because 
I kind of felt lost and alone in I kind of felt lost and alone in 
that situation, and without enough that situation, and without enough 
knowledge to navigate the system knowledge to navigate the system 
and do what was necessary in a and do what was necessary in a 
timely manner in order to get my timely manner in order to get my 
kids back or have that opportunity. kids back or have that opportunity. 
It was like a losing battle. I just It was like a losing battle. I just 
was alone in the situation.”was alone in the situation.”
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The participant’s reflection speaks to how the family policing system places the burden of navigation entirely on 
mothers who are already navigating crisis conditions. Mothers are expected to navigate complex legal processes, 
service requirements, and court timelines with little guidance or advocacy. For women experiencing homelessness, 
these expectations are nearly impossible to meet. Without stable housing, transportation, or legal support, reuniting 
with their children can become prolonged or unattainable, reinforcing cycles of family separation rather than family 
stability. Poverty, housing instability, and exposure to violence are then misframed as individual failure, while structural 
abandonment goes unaddressed. As Roberts makes clear, the punishment of mothers for conditions produced 
by inequality is a defining feature of racialized family policing. Across women’s everyday experiences navigating 
motherhood in Skid Row, DCFS emerges not as a protective system, but as another site where Black women are 
disciplined and their families destabilized through state-sanctioned intervention. Despite these systems claiming to 
intervene in the name of child protection, mothers themselves remain responsible for keeping their families safe. As 
women reflected about the ways they survive motherhood, one participant shared:

“I have to protect my children, “I have to protect my children, 
not only myself. So I understand not only myself. So I understand 
what you're saying, especially when what you're saying, especially when 
you are a woman and you have you are a woman and you have 
children, you have to have some children, you have to have some 
sort of protection for ourselves, sort of protection for ourselves, 
for our kids… And now they know for our kids… And now they know 
you're walking alone…And it's even you're walking alone…And it's even 
worse. So I had to walk around with worse. So I had to walk around with 
weapons. I feel like the protection weapons. I feel like the protection 
for women and children should be for women and children should be 
amped up times 10, by now. Because amped up times 10, by now. Because 
the situation is getting a lot worse. the situation is getting a lot worse. 
Over the years it's not getting Over the years it's not getting 
better, it's getting worse. So I have better, it's getting worse. So I have 
to look around.”to look around.”
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This participant expressed the urgent need to protect her children, reflecting the deep fear many mothers share 
regarding their children’s safety. At the same time, her account reveals the real complexities mothers must navigate 
while surviving institutional neglect. In attempting to protect their children, mothers often adopt survival strategies 
that can be misinterpreted through a framework of criminalization. Actions taken to ensure safety, such as carrying 
weapons or remaining hyper-vigilant, emerge from conditions of insecurity rather than deviance. Yet this example 
also uplifts how these same strategies can expose mothers to further policing and surveillance, placing women in 
a precarious position where the very efforts to protect their families can also make them vulnerable to punishment, 
producing an ever-ending web of state-violence.

Women’s stories throughout this report also help expand our understanding of additional actors that further 
complicate these types of gendered experiences. One woman described the contradiction at the heart of many 
service systems: 

“When I got to the downtown “When I got to the downtown 
women’s center, it was bittersweet… I women’s center, it was bittersweet… I 
was relieved that we had somewhere was relieved that we had somewhere 
where we could sit and shower where we could sit and shower 
and eat and everything, but they and eat and everything, but they 
couldn’t help me because I had kids.”couldn’t help me because I had kids.”
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Shelter and housing systems are frequently designed around an individual subject—ungendered, unattached, and 
unencumbered by dependents—rendering mothers administratively “too complex” to serve. Scholars have noted 
that women with children are often excluded not because of need, but because family configurations strain program 
capacity and funding models (Desmond, 2016; National Women’s Law Center, 2020). Caregiving becomes grounds 
for exclusion rather than support.
Nearly 7 in 10 surveyed women (68.5%) reported that they have children. This alone challenges dominant narratives 
that frame unhoused women as unattached individuals rather than caregivers navigating family survival under 
extreme constraint. At the same time, women with children consistently reported being excluded from shelter and 
housing options. Survey responses show that women with children were significantly more likely to report barriers 
to placement, longer wait times, fewer placement options, higher rates of program exclusion or outright denial 
due to family size and eligibility restrictions, despite being among the most vulnerable to harm. In practice, the 
system incentivizes separating families, discouraging disclosure, and punishing women for caregiving under crisis 
conditions. Women named this dynamic plainly:

This discrimination is not tied to incapacity, illness, or unwillingness to work. It is tied specifically to motherhood 
and speaks to how state systems regulate and punish Black motherhood in particular, framing it as irresponsible, 
excessive, or burdensome rather than socially necessary (Roberts, 1997; Cooper, 2017). By denying mothers stable 
housing, state systems reproduce conditions that make families more visible to policing, child welfare surveillance, 
and punitive interventions, extending the criminalization of poverty and Black motherhood across multiple institutions 
that claim to provide care.  Rather than interrupting harm, these systems reproduce it across generations, with many 
unhoused people first experiencing homelessness in childhood. These same logics of control extend to the policing 
of gender, sexuality, and bodily autonomy, shaping the violence experienced by trans women and 2SLGBTQIA+ 
individuals across Skid Row.

“There is less opportunity and “There is less opportunity and 
more discrimination with women with more discrimination with women with 
children because it’s easier to place children because it’s easier to place 
one person than it is three or four.”one person than it is three or four.”
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 Violence and Discrimination Against Transwomen and 2SLGBTQIA+ Individuals
Transwomen experience transmisogyny as described in Julia Serano’s novel “Whipping Girl”, which defines 
transmisogyny as not just the expression of transphobia and misogyny, but a unique form of sexism that specifically 
attacks the combination of being trans and feminine that is rooted in the devaluing of femininity (Sernao, Julia.
Whipping Girl.1st Edition, Seal Press, 2007). This devaluation of femininity arises from the patriarchal projection 
of masculinity being superior to femininity and results in those who abandon masculinity to embrace their 
femininity to become targets of harm and ridicule. Strict societal constructs of gender police trans, nonbinary, 
and cis women and which contributes to cissexism and patriarchal structures that seek to perpetuate gender- 
based violence.  

When it comes to trans and gender expansive experiences we must contextualize the prevalent history of colonial 
violence and cultural erasure such as the 1871 Act where the British government criminalized  all hijras, Indian 
third gender individuals, in a lead up to a focused cultural extermination. Historically, we must also acknowledge 
that transwomen  predate biblical entries as they were priestesses of the goddess Inanna in Summerian culture in 
Mesopotamia which is regarded as the “cradle of civilization.” The erasure of trans and gender expansive individuals 
in various cultures, spiritual practices, social structures, and histories is an endeavor by patriarchal , colonial,  
monotheistic nationalist in order to propagate an agenda of narrative control and cultural subjugation.
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The erasure of transpeople is an act that echoes the plights of indigenous and minority populations and 
mirrors historical genocides such as the Trail of Tears, the Congo Free State of 1885, and the Holocaust. 
At the time of writing this, there exists extreme animosity, violence, erasure, political demonization, and scapegoating 
of transgender and 2SLGBTQIA+ individuals. This period of political persecution places queer and transgender 
bodies in danger by jeopardizing their physical safety in addition to accessing much-needed resources such as 
access to permanent affordable housing, work, healthcare, and food. These perils thus create friction in the ability 
to trust in political figures or service providers out of fear and survival. Thus, DWAC intends to continue our outreach 
and collaboration with gender expansive communities in Skid Row to ensure the creation of inclusive pathways to 
well-being, housing, decriminalization, safety, mental health, and opportunities to rise out of poverty.

Transwomen who are not deemed “passible”, meaning they do not fit the socially perceived beauty fetishized 
standards of white heterosexual women, are wrongly persecuted by authorities, men, and often cis hetero women 
indoctrinated to uphold systems of oppression. This acceptable form of gender based violence is not only detrimental 
to the safety and well being of transwomen, but it puts queer, non-binary, intersex, bipoc, and cis women who do not 
fall within the rigid societal ideals of womanhood in danger. This form of violence sets standards and expectations 
of what is tolerable violence against women, especially to cis het men who probe for avenues to demean, devalue, 
belittle, oppress, harm, and harass women. If the definition of women is not approached within a  gender expansive 
and culturally inclusive lens, then we as a society pardon the abuse of women and uphold exceptions for gender 
based violence. The very fact that we as a society approach the experience of trans women as separate from women 
speaks to our societies lack of civility as we devalue women based on stringent eurocentric paradigms that exclude, 
other, and harm feminine identities.
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As transbodies, especially those which carry the 
additional burden of being a person of color, are 
traumatized from interactions with both civilians 
and authorities- this systematically induced  trauma 
perpetuates cycles of poverty, mental health issues, 
and physical harm. A survey  revealed that  45.2% 
of transwomen experienced discrimination by 
community shops based solely on their gender 
expression. Social and institutional acceptable bigotry 
against trans and queer women places all women at 
risk by creating avenues for gender-based bias, hate 
crimes, and violence.
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For transwomen and gender expansive people, survey data suggests that they are even more vulnerable in regards 
to criminalization and discrimination while living in Skid Row. With  36.1% of transwomen and queer people being 
criminalized by police based on their life circumstances, many transwomen and queer people are barred from 
reporting systematic abuse out of fear of repercussions. This leaves transwomen and gender expansive people 
mired in perpetual cycles of poverty, systemic violence, and oppression. This fear is rooted in lived experiences 
ranging from housing to basic healthcare.. As one trans woman puts it,

“When I realize “When I realize 
I have to dress I have to dress 
for the doctor, it for the doctor, it 
puts me outside of puts me outside of 
myself. I didn’t come myself. I didn’t come 
from a time where from a time where 
they were trying to they were trying to 
accommodate you or accommodate you or 
respect you.”respect you.”

The need to blend into a cis-hetero society is an incumbency that prevents transwomen from accessing 
critical mental and physical health resources. It also reveals the copious systemic biases that saturate service 
providers.
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”And it wasn’t just ”And it wasn’t just 
the tenants, it was the the tenants, it was the 
people working there. people working there. 
They did somethings They did somethings 
to me, they made me to me, they made me 
move all my stuff move all my stuff 
out of my apartment out of my apartment 
that I had paid for. that I had paid for. 
Made me move it to the Made me move it to the 
basement, for them to basement, for them to 
steal all my stuff, and steal all my stuff, and 
leave me an apartment leave me an apartment 
with no stove.”with no stove.”
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The service providers such as shelter staff and food distributors are built on cis heteronormative structures that 
exclude and other transwomen and gender expansive people. In a focus group, a transwoman speaks to the 
harassment they endured from building management and/or staff and reveals how this manifested in real time ,
When bias is allowed to seep into public resources it not only places lives at risk, but diminishes trust in governing 
bodies and systems of authority- especially if that authority or governing power criminalizes victims, fails to preserve 
the physical or emotional of an oppressed minority, or refuses to uphold its intended purposes.

Anti-queerness and transmisogyny are so rooted within patriarchal and colonial systems that it is difficult to find safety 
in private spaces such as one’s own home. One transwoman speaks to the experience of being dehumanized within 
her own apartment as a result of transmisogyny, 

”I had a really horrible experience ”I had a really horrible experience 
living in that building. The worst living in that building. The worst 
I’ve ever had in my whole entire I’ve ever had in my whole entire 
life. They were tormenting me, doing life. They were tormenting me, doing 
things no human should do. So I things no human should do. So I 
had a bad experience living in a had a bad experience living in a 
place like that. Not just walking place like that. Not just walking 
past people like that on the street past people like that on the street 
- but can you imagine living with - but can you imagine living with 
people like that? You can’t wash people like that? You can’t wash 
your clothes because they’re gonna your clothes because they’re gonna 
steal all your clothes. Or play steal all your clothes. Or play 
games with your clothes. Doing all games with your clothes. Doing all 
sorts of things, killing my dog, sorts of things, killing my dog, 
they set my apartment on fire. they set my apartment on fire. 
Hoping that I would catch on fire.” Hoping that I would catch on fire.” 
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The discrimination allowed by authority figures sets the precedent for the public. This is makes it especially difficult  
to elevate oneself out of poverty when there is no authority figure, law, safe space, or readily available resource 
necessary to protect victims of transmisogyny or enforce repercussions to individuals who abuse their power, induce 
harm, or force themselves onto transwomen and  gender expansive people.

Transmisogyny is so engrained into our culture that cis het individuals are not only empowered, but emboldened to 
exercise violence and verbal harassment in public spaces knowing they will not face repercussions. This includes 
confined spaces such as public transportation where it is nigh impossible to escape harassment. To exacerbate 
the matter, transwomen and gender expansive people that do not adhere to a colonial standard of gender binaries 
are treated like a social contagion by both the public and law enforcement. In the following account, a transwoman 
shares her experience in being persecuted by police officers for protecting herself from physical and verbal violence:

“I had one incident when I was “I had one incident when I was 
on the train, this guy started on the train, this guy started 
discriminating against me. He discriminating against me. He 
attacked me and I mace’d him. I got attacked me and I mace’d him. I got 
off the train, the police were right off the train, the police were right 
there, he went up to the police and there, he went up to the police and 
told them his side of the story. I told them his side of the story. I 
told them I mace’d him, and they told them I mace’d him, and they 
took me to jail and let him go. I took me to jail and let him go. I 
was like, how am I in the wrong, you was like, how am I in the wrong, you 
discriminated against me. They said discriminated against me. They said 
you not supposed to have mace on you not supposed to have mace on 
your person, because you mace’d him your person, because you mace’d him 
on the train around other people. on the train around other people. 
They said if I was gonna mace him, They said if I was gonna mace him, 
I should’ve done it off the train I should’ve done it off the train 
on the street or something with no on the street or something with no 
other people around.” other people around.” 
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Police and the civil authorities that prioritize policing over access to essential human needs do not respect, 
acknowledge, value, or care to  educate themselves on the unique needs and challenges of transwomen or gender 
expansive people. Therefore the system continues to perpetuate a necessity of self preservation under violent, 
ignorant, and discriminatory social and institutional practices. Contemporary violence against transwomen echoes 
historical violence used to create friction between minority populations as a distraction from the constant systematic 
violence enacted by agents of colonialism. Transmisogyny is a weapon used to decentralize and disenfranchise 
community power. Yet despite the unrelenting violence against trans women of color, there continues to be a 
narrative of trans and queer resistance. Transwomen directing their time and energy to community building are 
reclaiming the power of their stories. Thus transwomen and gender expansive individuals' narratives are symbols of 
hope, pillars of fortitude, and figures that illuminate the tenacity and power of indigenous and minority people in the 
fight for liberation and material change. 
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Mechanisms of Survival
Women in Skid Row have built micro systems of care that 
replace what public infrastructure refuses to provide.  Survival 
is a collective labor under racial capitalism and carceral 
governance. Mechanisms of survival show up in the data as 
patterns—resource-sharing, informal safety networks, strategic 
invisibility, refusal of harmful services, mapping safe spaces and 
danger zones in Skid Row, a “greenbook” of survival. 

They also show up in testimony: the small decisions that 
become life-or-death (where to sleep, how to dress, when to 
speak, who to trust, what to carry, when to disappear). It shows 
up in the battles of resistance in our minds and bodies, the 
struggle for liberation is waged in consciousness and flesh. 
Women refuse to accept narratives that cast us as broken, 
irresponsible, or disposable—when our bodies convulse, when 
our mind shuts down, or explodes, these are acts of protection, 
of rebellion, a claim of agency over our lives. It shows up as 
Chef Bless feeding the block through constant disruption of 
sweeps and state theft, Ebony and Rosy organizing mothers 
to protect one another and speak out against the snatching of 
children, Miss D holding down a safe place for trans women, 
with the community sharing—and guarding—the knowledge of 
where safety actually is. The Women’s Needs Assessment itself 
is a survival mechanism: documentation as protection, testimony 
as evidence, analysis as narrative change.

The arrest data and community mapping also make clear that 
survival itself is what gets policed in Skid Row. When resting, 
protecting oneself, trading labor, or seeking connection 
becomes groups for arrest, women are forced to develop 
strategies to stay alive in conditions designed to endanger them. 
The same actions that keep women safe, like staying awake at 
night to avoid harm, carrying tools for protecting, or leaning on 
informal economies, are the very behaviors the police interpret 
as suspicious or “disorder.” This convergence of criminalization 
and survival reveals the trap women are placed in: to live is to 
be surveilled, and to cope is to be punished. Women described 
a range of mechanisms they rely on to endure daily violence 
and organized abandonment, including sleeplessness to stay 
alert, spiritual and religious grounding, self-advocacy, emotional 
numbing, substance use to manage pain, and isolation to avoid 
harm. Sex work emerged as both a survival strategy and a site 
of intense targeting, where women are criminalized for meeting 
basic needs under conditions of state abandonment. Others 
described carrying self-defense weapons or calling police on 
threats [as acts of last resort]. These strategies reflect resilience 
and refusal to disappear, but they also expose the cruelty of a 
system that forces women to navigate safety through tactics 
that the state then labels criminal. Survival is not the problem, 
policing and state violence is. 
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Community Visions & Solutions

The findings presented in this report are clear 
and consistent. Women in Skid Row are not 
experiencing short-term or episodic homelessness; 
many are facing prolonged and repeated 
displacement. They are not disconnected from 
services; rather, they are often cycling through 
multiple systems without achieving long-term 
housing stability. Compliance requirements, 
documentation barriers, and eligibility thresholds 
frequently delay or prevent access to permanent 
housing, while enforcement and surveillance 
mechanisms have expanded.

Across surveys, interviews, and focus groups, 
women consistently described housing 
instability as structural, enduring, and shaped by 
intersecting factors including racism, sexism and 
gendered violence, financial insecurity, and prior 
system involvement. Participants reported that 
enforcement practices have intensified even as 
access to affordable (to all), permanent housing 
remains an illusion. Health conditions worsen in 
environments marked by sustained economic 
disinvestment, family separation is exacerbated by 
housing precarity, and informal survival strategies 
are frequently met with criminalization.

The following recommendations reflect community-
identified priorities and collective analysis. They 
extend the framework established in the 2020 
Women’s Report and respond to the realities of the 
current landscape. These recommendations are 
directed toward policymakers, housing authorities, 
service providers, and public institutions 
responsible for shaping housing policy, allocating 
resources, and designing programs that affect the 
lives of women in Skid Row.
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Prioritize Permanent, Unconditional Housing Over Transitional 
Warehousing

Protect Skid Row Residents’ Right to Remain in Skid Row

Immediate Eviction Protections and Tenant Safeguards

•	 Shift funding away from prolonged interim and transitional housing models that delay 
stability.

•	 Guarantee direct pathways to permanent housing without compliance-based barriers.
•	 Eliminate sobriety requirements, mental health mandates, or behavioral eligibility screens as 

prerequisites for housing.
•	 End policies that require women to prove “readiness” while remaining unhoused.

•	 Establish a Skid Row Resident Priority Policy for all new and rehabilitated housing built in 
Skid Row, outlining specific plans for women living in Skid Row.

•	 Protect from banishment through development tied to mega-events like the World Cup, 
Super Bowl and Olympics.

•	 Ensure that long-term residents are not replaced by applicants from wealthier neighborhoods 
through preferential scoring systems.

•	 Expand eviction defense funding for women facing removal.
•	 Create automatic right-to-counsel in eviction proceedings.
•	 Establish rapid response protections for women facing landlord harassment, illegal lockouts, 

and utility shutoffs.
•	 Guarantee  enforcement against predatory landlords and SRO operators.

We are not asking to be managed. We just need housing.

Skid Row housing must first serve Skid Row residents.

Housing instability is often triggered by landlord abuse and administrative opacity. 
Prevention must begin there.

Housing as a Non-Negotiable Human Right

Invest in Public Housing and Use Vacant Land
•	 Convert publicly owned vacant lots and underutilized buildings into housing that can be used 

for women and families.
•	 Create a permanent fund to master lease empty residential units for the long-term, 

prioritizing women and families for these units.
•	 Mandate that housing be affordable for people with low income and no income.
•	 Make sure that adaptive reuse policies benefit the housing needs of those who are houseless 

and/or precariously housed.
Public land must serve public survival.
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End the Penalization of Mothers

End Local Ordinances that Criminalize Poverty and Homelessness 

•	 Guarantee shelter and housing placements for entire families—no separation.
•	 Prohibit Child Welfare involvement triggered solely by poverty or housing status.
•	 Increase family-centered housing capacity in and around Skid Row.

•	 Repeal Los Angeles municipal ordinances (LAMC) 41.18 and 56.11, which prohibit basic 
survival activities in public spaces like sitting, sleeping, and storing personal belongings

•	 End encampment sweeps, particularly the act of destroying medication, documents, and 
structure for survival.

Women were clear: “All of us or none of us.” Motherhood must not be treated as a liability.

Criminalizing existence is not a housing strategy.

Invest in Families, Not Systems that Break Them

Decriminalization and Protection from 
State Violence

Redirect Police Expansion Funds Toward Housing and Health
•	 Divest from enforcement models tied to “corridor policing” and SARA (Scanning, Analysis, 

Response, and Assessment) zones that concentrate surveillance in targeted communities.
•	 Reallocate portions of the nearly $3 billion Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) budget 

toward permanent housing production and community-based health services.
•	 Establish a People’s Budget process that includes Skid Row residents in fiscal  

decision-making.

Women named it plainly: give us the money.
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Establish a Women-Centered Public Health Hub in Skid Row

Protect Older Women from Systemic Elder Abuse

•	 Provide trauma-responsive counseling, reproductive health care, disability services, and 
chronic disease management.

•	 Ensure consistent medication access and storage protections.
•	 Integrate culturally competent, gender-expansive care.

•	 Develop a Senior Housing Guarantee for women over 55 experiencing homelessness.
•	 Establish oversight mechanisms to investigate repeated displacement, medication 

destruction, and service neglect.
•	 Require Adult Protective Services to address systemic harms, not only interpersonal ones.

Healthcare cannot remain conditional, fragmented, or surveillance-based.

Allowing elderly women to age and die on sidewalks is institutional violence.

Health Equity, Disability Justice, 
and Dignified Care

Enforce Anti-Discrimination Protections Across All Shelters and 
Housing Programs
•	 Mandate trans-inclusive shelter placements aligned with gender identity.
•	 Establish accountability mechanisms for staff harassment and discrimination.
•	 Guarantee safe access to hormone therapy and gender-affirming care.
Gender-based violence cannot be tolerated within institutions funded in the name of care.

Trans and Gender Expansive Justice
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Simplify Housing Relief Programs

Establish a Skid Row Women’s Oversight Council

Support Informal and Survival Economies Without Criminalization

Mandate Transparent Housing Timelines

•	 Remove excessive documentation burdens.
•	 Develop protocols that allow flexible and unbiased entry into housing relief programs.
•	 End income-related delays that penalize women for working.
•	 Automate rental relief access without requiring constant self-advocacy.

•	 Composed primarily of women currently or formerly living in Skid Row.
•	 Empowered to review funding allocations, housing timelines, and enforcement practices.
•	 Provide binding recommendations to city and county agencies.

•	 End vice operations targeting sex workers.
•	 Provide non-coercive income stabilization programs.
•	 Expand direct cash assistance models.

•	 Publicly track time from program entry to permanent housing placement.
•	 Disaggregate temporary housing data by race, age, disability, and family status.
•	 End the normalization of multi-year homelessness within service systems.

Women should not have to chase systems for survival.

Nothing about us without us.

Poverty is not a crime.

Waiting indefinitely is not a plan.

Economic Stability and Income Support

Accountability and Structural Transparency
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Guarantee Access to Nutritious Food and Clean Water

Shelter operations must meet basic public health and human rights 
standards, funding mechanisms must reinforce—not undermine— 
those expectations.

Ensure Access to Hygiene Infrastructure

•	 Expand permanent food infrastructure beyond charity-based distribution.
•	 Investigate misuse of food contracts and enforce accountability.
•	 Develop publicly funded nutrition programs designed with community input.
•	 Install easy-to-find usable water fountains that are available 24/7. 

•	 Establish enforceable minimum standards for cleanliness, safety, food quality, staffing ratios, 
and grievance procedures across all shelters receiving public funds.

•	 Require routine, independent inspections and publicly available performance reports.
•	 Tie funding to compliance with health, safety, and dignity benchmarks, including access to 

nutritious meals, trauma-informed staff training, and clear accountability mechanisms.
•	 Prohibit the allocation of public funds to facilities that fail to meet basic standards of humane 

treatment.
•	 Develop a community oversight structure that includes current and former shelter residents 

to monitor operations and recommend corrective action.

•	 Provide clean and accessible public restrooms and handwashing across the Skid Row 
immediately. 

•	 Make menstrual hygiene products available in all public restrooms.

Food insecurity is not incidental—it is policy failure.

The trends across this report are unmistakable, women are not asking for expanded management. They are 
asking for structural repair. We do not need more data to prove the crisis exists. We need political will to address 
its root.
Housing is the intervention. Everything else must align with that.

Access to basic hygiene products and spaces should be non-negotiable. 

Food, Water, and Basic Infrastructure

Shelter Operations 
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Methodology /Our Approach
This report is informed by the intimate and powerful stories of women in Skid Row. It is grounded in a Black Feminist 
theoretical framework that validates the everyday experiences and vulnerabilities of women in Skid Row as a 
legitimate and rigorous source of knowledge (Collins 2000). This framework recognizes the expertise, rigor, and 
contributions of women’s various modes of storytelling as collective knowledge production, including oral histories, 
artistic expression, community mapping, and other participatory narrative practices featured throughout the report. 
These forms of storytelling extend beyond traditional academic methods and reflect community-centered ways 
of documenting lived experience, resistance, and survival. In applying a Black Feminist framework, we take a 
community-based participatory action research (CBPAR) approach (CITE) acknowledging Skid Row residents as 
knowledge producers and researchers throughout the entirety of the research process, from research question 
ideation to data analysis and the final report write-up. Led by DWAC and in collaboration with Skid Row residents, 
LA CAN staff, and academic collaborators, data collection and analysis in this report are designed to ensure that 
DWAC’s way of knowing, interpretating, and documenting their own lived experiences remains central to how the 
data is represented and analyzed throughout this study. The next sections explain in detail the methods we used to 
uphold this approach.

Data Collection
Over the course of five months, we used a mixed-methods, convergent design (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Fetters et 
al., 2013) to collect quantitative and qualitative data during the Spring and Summer of 2025. This mixed-methods 
approach examined how quantitative data through surveys documented the pressing needs and challenges of 
women in Skid Row, while qualitative data through interviews and focus groups examined how these needs and 
challenges were connected to women’s broader life experiences before and during their time in Skid Row. Informed 
by the lived expertise of women, many of whom are long-time Skid Row residents ourselves, these different modes 
of data were woven into collective histories authored and interpreted by us, members of DWAC. Organizers who live 
and work within the same conditions being studied. We were not extracting stories; we were entrusted with them, to 
honor, protect, and return in ways that uphold women’s dignity, authorship, and ongoing leadership over this work. As 
bearers of truth and testimony, we understood that each survey was more than data—it was memory, grief, wisdom, 
love and survival spoken aloud. Holding these stories required discipline. We listened without interruption, without 
softening what was hard, and without centering our own emotions in response to women’s pain. Our role was not to 
rescue, interpret, or dramatize. It was to witness with care and to document with accuracy.
Carrying these narratives meant carrying a great responsibility. We were accountable to present women’s 
experiences in a way that honored their clarity and complexity—without infantilizing, without sensationalizing, and 
without diluting. To collect these stories was to sit with the weight of cumulative violence and still remain steady. We 
approached this work as community members accountable to one another, understanding that how we recorded 
and reported these truths would shape how women are seen, understood, believed, and responded to beyond Skid 
Row.
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Surveys
Our survey consisted of six sections: Living in Skid Row, Demographics, Media Technologies in Skid Row, Health & 
Wellbeing, Housing & Pathways to Houselessness, and Criminalization. In total, the survey took around 20 minutes to 
complete with respondents. 

DWAC members helped determine topics included in the survey, proposing questions, and editing language in the 
survey. Once a complete draft of the survey was finished, we piloted the draft with DWAC members. 

Women were eligible to participate if they: (1) self-identify as a woman or 2SLGBTQIA+; (2) were of ages 18 or older; 
(3) were fluent in spoken English or Spanish, and (4) resided in the Skid Row neighborhood of Los Angeles. We did 
not survey women if they were under 18 at the time of the study, did not reside in Skid Row at the time of the study, or 
did not meet other inclusion requirements. 

Individuals were sampled using a clustered, convenience sampling design. First, we selected six locations, identified 
by DWAC members, that were considered safe spaces and common gathering spots for women in Skid Row. 
Women were surveyed in these areas, over the course of one day, between 9am and 1pm. 

These sites included: 	
•	 Hippy Kitchen (821 E 6th Street - 6th / Gladys)
•	 Refresh spot (544 Towne Ave - 6th / Towne)
•	 Sidewalk Project (768 Stanford Ave / 7th / Stanford)
•	 Blue Hollywood Sanctuary (6th / Crocker)
•	 White House (6th / between Wall & San Pedro)
•	 DWC (442 San Pedro - Winston / San Pedro)

Interview and Focus Groups
During the Spring and Summer of 2025, 20 semi-structured interviews and 9 focus groups were conducted at LA 
CAN, focused on major transition events, significant life moments, experiences navigating violence and survival, and 
women’s visions for their personal and Skid Row’s futures. Participants were recruited largely through community 
outreach efforts by DWAC staff and volunteers in neighboring Skid Row intersections, through organized community 
events for women in Skid Row, and through direct outreach to current DWAC members who currently and/or formerly 
resided in Skid Row. At the start of each interview, women were asked to consent to the recording and use of the 
interview to inform this report’s analysis. Each interview session was approximately thirty to sixty minutes. 

While we conducted interviews with women, 9 focus groups were organized simultaneously to gain a deeper 
understanding of the interlocking oppressions that shape how women navigate their community and survival 
(Crenshaw, 1991; Lorde, 1984; Collins, 2019). In recognizing the complexities of the experiences of women in Skid 
Row, sub-groups were created based on specific experiences and identities that women in the community and in 
DWAC wanted to examine more deeply. These subgroups–priority groups identified through DWAC experience and 
history of working in the Skid Row community–include: older women, women involved in sex work, Spanish-speaking 
women who are migrants, 2SLGBTQIA+ women, trans women, and thematic focus groups addressing experiences 
of violence against women and interactions with the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services 
(DCSF). With approximately 8 to 12 women in attendance for each focus group, DWAC staff and volunteers facilitated 
conversations where women were able to share in community. Each focus group session ranged from one and a half 
to two hours, holding a space for meaningful conversations around the gendered and racialized violence, neglect, 
and displacement women are constantly vulnerable to in Skid Row. Recognizing the sensitivity around the practice 
of retelling stories of interpersonal, institutional, and social violence, each focus group and interview session was 
grounded in care and love to help create a safe space for women to reflect on their experiences. All focus groups 
were supported by trauma-informed therapists and trained DWAC staff who were on-site to provide emotional 
support and to guide participants toward available contact lists and resources. For safety and confidentiality, all 
participants were anonymized, and all identifying markers were removed during transcription and analysis. All 
interviews and focus groups were transcribed and coded by DWAC members, volunteers, and collaborators. 
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Mapping Policing in Skid Row
During the summer of 2025, a public records request was made to attain arrest records of arrests made by the Los 
Angeles Police Department between 2020 and 2025 along the Skid Row corridor. The initial request included arrests 
from both men and women, but given the focus of this report, only the arrests of women were analyzed to better 
understand how policing shapes their unique experiences. It is important to note that gender in these records is 
determined and documented by LAPD and is typically limited to binary categories. As a result, these records may 
misrepresent or erase the identities of transgender, nonbinary, and gender-diverse individuals. The arrest records 
included information such as the date and location of arrest, charges filed, and demographic information recorded 
by the department. In collaboration with members of the Stop LAPD Spying Coalition, DWAC staff and members 
organized a full-day participatory mapping workshop. 

During the event, we identified specific intersections where arrests and surveillance were most concentrated based 
on the arrest records obtained, as well as zones identified as “problem areas” by LAPD surveillance technologies, 
including Data-Informed Community Focused Policing (DICFP) and its “Neighborhood Engagement Areas,” also 
known as SARA zones. Using these locations as a starting point, women in Skid Row led a community walk through 
these intersections and created a collaborative, community-generated map reflecting their lived experiences. In 
sharing their stories of these areas, women mapped locations where they were vulnerable to routine police stops, 
harassment, violence, and abuse by law enforcement. The map also identifies “danger zones” where women are 
more vulnerable to gender-based violence, as well as spaces associated with safety, sanitation access, artistic 
expression, and community culture. Through interviews, video documentation, and photography collected during 
the community walk, women shared their own narratives of how they navigate and survive the carceral landscape 
of Skid Row. This participatory mapping process was informed by Black feminist approaches that center the 
lived experiences, spatial knowledge, and collective wisdom of Black women as rigorous sources of knowledge 
and analysis. As a result, women in Skid Row were able to document and interpret the spatial realities of policing, 
violence, care, and survival in their community, producing a counter-map that challenges dominant narratives 
embedded in official policing and surveillance data.
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Data Analysis
 
In honoring our commitment to ensuring that women in Skid Row understood and had ownership of the data 
themselves, DWAC held weekly meetings with its own members, academic researchers, Stop LAPD Spying 
members, Los Angeles Community Action Network staff, and Skid Row residents interested in data analysis. For five 
weeks, we led weekly discussions that introduced and unpacked the motivations and methods of data analysis and 
the types of software used for analysis. By hosting these workshops in Skid Row, we were intentional about making 
these workshops as accessible as possible to ensure full participation from women, so that they could meaningfully 
engage and contextualize the data. Topics ranged from defining data itself to procedures for conducting thematic 
analysis on interviews and what it meant to generate cross-tabulations of surveys. Importantly, we understood that the 
technology-driven “quick fixes”  that often accompany a desire to examine the “data”, yet fail to address underlying 
systemic issues, would not immediately improve Skid Row residents’ quality of life. Instead, the value of these weekly 
sessions lay in both building the practical, research and writing capacity skills of women and in providing safe 
spaces where Skid Row residents, staff members, and academic partners could build trust, a shared language, and 
mutual learning from each other. Prioritizing accessibility, sustained relationship-building and consistent engagement 
with DWAC members and Skid Row women were deliberate methodological choices that reflect the intentional 
integration of community–academic partnerships and further affirm this work as deeply rooted in CBPAR. 

Qualitative and quantitative data were integrated by bringing the two databases together for comparison and analysis 
(Fetters et al., 2013). For the qualitative analysis, we conducted thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) on interview 
and focus group transcripts to better understand the daily experiences of Black, Latinx, and other marginalized 
women with displacement, criminalization, and survival across several intersections that inform their everyday lives. 
The process began with familiarization with data, generating initial codes and refining them, defining and naming 
themes, holding consensus and feedback meetings with community members, and coding the full sample. This 
inductive approach enabled us to identify recurring patterns in how participants described their perceptions without 
preconceived notions of what might emerge. Six coders applied the codes to the interview transcripts in Dedoose 
Version 10.0.59. 

For quantitative analysis, summary statistics were generated for each survey question using RStudio Version 4.4.1. 
Additionally, DWAC members proposed cross tabs and subgroups for which further summary statistics were 
generated. Respondents were subsetted into subgroups of interest to DWAC members and summary statistics of all 
survey questions were generated for these subgroups. These subgroups included: older women (50+), sex workers, 
individuals with a disability, individuals who reported poor or fair mental health, individuals who reported poor health, 
individuals who reported at least one adverse childhood experience, individuals with children, and 2SLGBTQIA+ 
individuals. All summary statistics were provided to members of the writing team to interpret, contextualize, and 
integrate quantitative results with qualitative themes. To support the writing team in navigating survey questions, a 
brief overview of topline findings from the survey was presented to the entire team. 

The data sample in our research is a fraction of the larger group sample (n=41). While the experiences discussed in 
this section focus on transwomen and gender expansive identities, It is critical that readers avoid “othering” trans and 
gender-expansive people by treating their experiences as separate from, rather than interconnected with, those of 
cisgender heterosexual women. 
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Rachel Wells, Ahva, Mya, Sara, Pete White, Hamid Khan, Francois Barr, Andrzej Rutkowsky, Alan Green, Anjali, Clip, 
Whitney, Alisa Orduna, Isra Hamdi, Lillie Lapeyrolerei, Jenny Affan, Cheyenne, Bambou, Seanae Corvi, Kylee Banks, 
Kila Acey, Reanna Holt, Venius, Melissa Phillips, Jazzmun Crayton
 
Lastly, we honor the elders who have fought for decades in Skid Row, the mothers protecting their children under 
surveillance, the trans women maintaining safety networks, the women who have passed away while waiting for 
housing, and the ancestors whose migrations and resistance made our survival possible.
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