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San Francisco’s homeless population is uniquely chronic 
and suffering from drug addiction 
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Drug and alcohol abuse data are frequently self-
reported and likely underrepresent actual rates and 

may actually be much higher. 

For example, at the Billie Holiday Center, a reentry 
center which serves the formerly incarcerated in San 
Francisco, 93% of clients struggled with addiction.

31% 29% 37% 41%
42% 52%

“Chronic” homelessness refers to individuals who have a 
disabling condition and have been homeless for more than one 
year, or at least 12 months over four times in three years.

25%35%
San Francisco National average

Percent of 
homeless 

population 
which is chronic

Percent of 
homeless 

population 
which is abusing 
drugs or alcohol

52% 26%
This number is climbing rapidly, with the raw number of 
individuals with substance use disorder (“SUD”)  up 20% since 
2019, and up by 102% since 2011.

Drug Treatment 
Enrollment 
Decreased 10 Days to Get Into Treatment

10,273 6,440
2015 2022
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Impact of Public Policy:  Harm reduction, theft, and 
homelessness are intertwined in an uninterrupted cycle

Source: Primary interview with Gina McDonald, describing the cycle her daughter faced living on the streets

1 A homeless addict comes to the 
Tenderloin open air drug market

2 They are provided with “harm reduction” 
such as a tent, food, and clean drug 
paraphernalia, enabling them to stay 

addicted and live next to their drug dealer 

3 They can easily steal goods under $950 
and sell them to fund their addiction

INTERRUPTION OPPORTUNITY: individual 
is arrested and brought to jail where they can 

have brief moment of clarity. As of June 
2023, people will be given the option of 

treatment instead of jail time after their 2nd 
arrest. However, given the low 

consequences for crime or drug use, and 
infrequency of arrests, the efficacy of this 

interruption point is diminishing.

INTERRUPTION OPPORTUNITY: individual 
overdoses or faces other medical emergency 
and is brought to the hospital for treatment.

From the ER or from jail, the 
individual is sent to a detox 

bed. However, given the 
extreme shortage of publicly 
funded detox beds, they are 

usually put on the waitlist and 
sent away with a slip of paper, 

and have a 1-3 day wait. 

Without anywhere else to go 
during their wait period, the 

individual returns to the streets 
back to Square 1.

1
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Dr. Drew Pinsky



San Francisco and Fatal Overdoses 
• 2018-2022:  SF Monthly OD rate was 8.8 

per 100,000 (3x national average)
• 2022:  69% of the Fatal OD’s contained 

Fentanyl

• Fatalities between 1/1/2020-3/31/2023
• COVID: 1,187
• Drug OD: 2,274

9



Recommendations

• Revise San Francisco’s Public Health Policies to be more inclusive of options that 
address the needs of ALL San Franciscans including abstinence-based, faith-
based, and culturally specific programs.

• Equal investment for recovery and residential treatment options.
• Wage Parity Between Government Employees and Non-Profit Staff.
• Every city funded outreach team should include a recovery advocate, and all 

team members should be trained on how to connect people to treatment. 
• Fund a Stabilization Center, a pre-treatment program.
• Remove all barriers to drug treatment.  Those seeking treatment should have 

direct access to all city funded services.
• Fully fund Drug Treatment on Demand.
• Fund a therapeutic community in the jail to begin to teach people how to live and 

connect clients to community programs.
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Change is Possible!
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