
State of Emergency on Homelessness:  Is it Possible and What Can it Achieve? 
 
Among the recent media and advocacy efforts to highlight the plight and sheer volume of California’s 
population of people living on the streets, one effort progressing through the California legislature is 
pressuring Governor Brown to declare a state of emergency on homelessness.  Other states and various 
cities throughout the country have made similar declarations, but what does it mean for the Governor of 
California to take this action?   
 
On June 14, 2016, LA County Supervisors began advocating for the California Assembly and Senate to 
introduce resolutions urging Governor Brown to declare a state of emergency in California on 
homelessness.  The Assembly responded with House Resolution No. 56, which passed June 30, 2016, 
calling on the Governor to make such a declaration.  In August, advocates pivot to the Senate in hopes 
that it will introduce and pass its own resolution calling on the Governor to take action.  In anticipation 
of this of what’s to come, we put together a (hopefully) helpful dialogue on states of emergency in 
California. 
 
How can the Governor declare a state of emergency? 
In California, for Governor Brown to declare a state of emergency, he must first determine whether a 
state of emergency exists, as that term is defined in California law (discussed below).  Second, one of 
following must occur:  either the Governor is requested to make such a declaration by a city mayor or 
the chairperson of a county board of supervisors or the Governor decides that local authorities cannot 
cope with the emergency at hand. 
 
If either of those situations occur, the Governor must issue a proclamation in writing declaring the state 
of emergency and immediately file it with the office of the Secretary of State. 
 
What counts as a condition justifying a state of emergency in California? 
California law defines a state of emergency, quite technically, in Government Code section 8558(b). The 
important part of the definition is that a state of emergency is a disaster or something of extreme 
danger to the safety of people caused by listed conditions.  These conditions include: air pollution, fire, 
flood, storm, epidemic, riot, drought, sudden and severe energy shortage, plant or animal infestation or 
disease, the Governor’s warning of an earthquake or volcanic prediction, or an earthquake, or other 
conditions. 
 
How can “homelessness” fit within the definition of a “state of emergency” in California? 
Even though “homelessness” is not specifically listed as a “condition,” it may fit within the “other 
conditions” option highlighted at the end of the preceding paragraph.  The part of the definition that 
refers to “other conditions” is sometimes referred to as a catch-all, meaning it can be used to include 
many more types of disasters not listed as causes of states of emergency.  The “other conditions” phrase 
is further broken down within the Government code, as something likely to be beyond the control of the 
services, personnel, equipment, and facilities of any single county or city and requires assistance from 
the state emergency services organization. 
 
A person advocating for Governor Brown to declare a state of emergency on homelessness would start 
from the premise that homelessness is an “other condition” beyond the control of the capacity of any 
single city or county that requires state emergency assistance.  A strong argument will dive further into 
why a single county or city cannot control homelessness and will loop back to the first part of the 
definition, explaining why homelessness poses extreme danger to the safety of people.   

http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201520160HR56&search_keywords=homeless
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&sectionNum=8558


 
What happens when the Governor declares a state of emergency? 
When a state of emergency is declared, Governor Brown has complete authority over all state agencies 
and the right to use police power to help resolve the emergency.  This means the Governor can issue 
temporary orders and regulations he thinks are necessary to help resolve the emergency, including 
accessing emergency funds and redistributing state personnel to work on the issue.   
 
The Governor must terminate the state of emergency at the earliest possible date, which will end the 
Governor’s ability to use his expanded authority to address the emergency.  When it comes to 
homelessness, an end to the emergency might be when homelessness has reached “functional zero,” 
perhaps meaning that anyone in California who needs housing can access it in 30 days. 
 
Why is the legislature passing resolutions to urge the Governor to declare a state of emergency? 
The legislature does not have the power to declare a state of emergency, that authority rests only with 
the Governor.  The legislature has the power to pass resolutions, which are measures for stating policies 
and expressing the views of the House.  Resolutions require a majority vote.  When the Assembly passed 
H.R. 56 urging Governor Brown to declare a state of emergency on homelessness, it was expressing its 
opinion that homelessness is beyond the control of local authority and requires state emergency 
assistance.  These resolutions are intended to send a message to the Governor that California is in a 
state of emergency in regard to homelessness and that immediate action is needed. 
 
What would the Governor’s declaration of a state of emergency on homelessness achieve? 
The impact of a declaration of a state of emergency on homelessness will vary depending how much the 
Governor will use his augmented authority.  At the very least, a declaration will raise the profile of and 
create more urgency around California’s homelessness crisis, gleaning state and national attention.  
Having attention drawn to our homelessness challenge can be a very useful tool to set the stage for 
strategic advocacy that includes specific solutions, such as greater resources to stem the crisis.  In other 
words, Governor Brown could use this declaration to access emergency state funding to house people 
living on the streets, redirect state employees to assist local efforts around homelessness, or create local 
crisis response teams. These changes and any number of actions, may result in some reduction of the 
number of people living on our streets.  At the same time, we must consider whether immediate 
spending of emergency dollars may negatively impact our ability to secure the longer term financing and 
system change solutions needed to truly address California’s homelessness crisis.  Overall, the size of the 
impact will depend on the types and number of actions the Governor chooses to take. 
 
What’s next for the state of emergency on homelessness in California? 
With the California Assembly having passed a resolution urging the Governor to move forward with a 
declaration, attention will shift to the Senate to see if it will coordinate an effort to garner the votes 
needed to pass its own resolution. Keep up with Housing California’s Capitol Reporter and follow us on 
Twitter (@HousingCA) for important updates. 
 
Does  your organization want to sign-on to a letter asking the Senate to pass a resolution urging the 
Governor to declare a state of emergency on homelessness?  Complete this authorization form and 
email it to homelessinitiative@lacounty.gov or fax it to (213) 687-1158. 
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