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O
n a sunny October morning, the line of 
homeless people waiting to get into the 
Bill Graham Civic Auditorium wraps 

around the corner. Mayor Gavin Newsom walks 
along it, talking with those who have gathered  
here because they heard about the bimonthly 
event called Homeless Connect taking place 
inside. A burly African-American man stands off to 
the side, watching the scene. His name is Barry, he 
says, and last April he was in that line. 

Barry, who grew up in Oakland, has had a 
rough time of it. His mother died when he was 
10; his father, when he was 12. Three years later, 
his oldest brother was shot and killed. By age 
22, he was in prison for robbery. When he was 
released, 20 years later, “I just couldn’t adjust,” 
he says. “You build a philosophy to fit your 
circumstances, to keep you from going insane. 
You say, This cardboard is better than a pent-
house.” He spent eight years on the streets, until 
someone told him about Homeless Connect. On 
April 21—a date he keeps repeating as if it were 
his birthday—he dropped in expecting only to 
get lunch. Instead he was offered a room that 
night at a residential hotel in the Tenderloin, and 

each week since then, his caseworker has shown 
up to help him get medical care, stay sober and 
keep on course. 

“It was the first time since being on this 
earth that I had the feeling that people really 
cared about me,” he says. 

Every two months, Bill Graham Audito-
rium turns into a one-day resource center for the 
homeless, staffed by more than 1,200 volunteers. 
The huge room is lined with temporary stations 
where clients can get medical attention, legal 
advice and assistance filling out SSI disability  
applications. Not everyone who walks into 
Homeless Connect will leave with a permanent 
room like Barry did. Some will simply get a hot 
meal or a bag of groceries and then go back out 
to the streets. Others may get a coveted spot in 
one of the city’s methadone-maintenance pro-
grams to help keep them off illegal opiates. 

As a musician plays guitar on a stage set up 
in the center of the room, the volunteers, clad in 
bright blue T-shirts, walk around asking clients 
what they need. It’s the polar opposite of what 
takes place every day on the streets of SF, where 
most of us pass by the destitute and try to ignore 

them, feeling guilty and helpless. Instead, for 
one day, regular San Franciscans actually  
approach the homeless, smile, talk and usher 
them to stations offering tangible help.

Though it may not instantly solve all of 
someone’s problems, the Homeless Connect 
model does address a roadblock that has typical-
ly stymied efforts to help the homeless: the dif-
ficulty of getting them to the various locations 
where help is available. “The idea of someone 
walking the streets and giving a flier to a person 
with physical and mental problems is insane,” 
Newsom says, adding that a person who is barely 
surviving may, not surprisingly, have a difficult 
time finding her way to bureaucratic offices and 
waiting in lines to fill out long applications. “We 
needed to bring the offices to the streets.” 

And it has begun to make a dent. Since 
Newsom’s first Homeless Connect in 
October 2004, nearly 7,000 of SF’s 
15,000 homeless have received 
assistance. Of those, 646 
have obtained shelter 
or housing with a case 
manager, and nearly 
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1,600 have gotten medical and mental- 
health care. More than 10,000 people have 
volunteered, along with such companies as 
Lenscrafters, which is donating vision care and 
glasses; Sprint and Nextel, which offer free long-
distance phone calls; and Luxor Cabs, which 
gives clients free transportation. 

“What I love about Homeless Connect is 
that it’s about real service, not bureaucracy,” 
says Newsom, who at October’s event courted 
potential donors like PG&E and Providian in 
“the money room,” a small conference room 
inside the auditorium. “There’s no rent here, 
no doctor’s fees, no food costs. Everything is 
donated. Every dollar a company spends is a  
dollar in services.”

Other cities around the nation have taken 
notice. Representatives from NYC, L.A. and 
Chicago have come to see Homeless Connect 

over the past 14 months. The next event, on 
December 8, will be a national one, with 30 
cities, including Philadelphia, Miami, Atlanta, 
Denver and Indianapolis attempting to replicate 
SF’s model. 

“Homeless Connect was actually selfish 
on my part,” Newsom says a few days later in 
his office. “It was a way for me to get out there 
and walk the streets. I am attacked on this issue 
almost daily by people who ask what I’m doing 
about it. Now I can say, ‘Wait a second—what 
are you going to do to help?’ Now I have a portal, 
a place to send people, something that I know is 
having a meaningful impact.”

L
ooking at the political process is a lot like 
looking at your hand under a microscope. 
From just a slight distance, the hand 

seems solid and simple. But as you zoom in, the 

details multiply exponentially, forming a chaotic 
landscape of cells, follicles and bacteria that 
quickly become unrecognizable.

Likewise, when Newsom says he’s got a 
10-year plan for ending chronic homelessness in 
SF—something he initiated almost immediately 
upon being sworn in two years ago this Janu-
ary—don’t mistake this plan for a single, solid 
idea the mayor dreamed up one day. Rather, it 
is the result of 85 meetings in which 37 commit-
tee members and about 800 attendees from all 
walks of city life hashed out their solutions to 
homelessness. Newsom’s main input, the Care 
Not Cash initiative, was passed by voters in 
2002 but stalled in appeals courts for two years 
before passing legal muster. The 10-year plan 
replaces another plan that Newsom worked on 
while still on the Board of Supervisors. In short, 
the entire endeavor is an ever-changing snapshot 
of myriad details, endless compromises and 
shifting results on all sides. 

Newsom likens his job as executive in 
charge of the process to captaining a ship. 
“But it’s a giant ship; it’s not a speedboat,” he 
explains. “It takes about 20 minutes and a mile 
to make one simple turn.”

The basis of the new 10-year strategy is that 
the Continuum of Care plan the city had been 
using for almost two decades—which moves a 
person from temporary shelter to transitional 
housing to permanent homes while attempting 

to stabilize him along the way—isn’t working. 
In its place, Newsom is pushing the “housing 
first” or “supportive housing” model, which puts 
a person into permanent housing immediately, 
with on-site social workers who provide counsel-
ing and support. The goal is to house SF’s 3,000 
or so “chronic” homeless (roughly defined as 
those who have been sleeping outdoors or in 
shelters for more than a year). To do so, the city 
converts vacant or nearly vacant privately owned 
residential hotels into supportive housing units. 
Since the plan took effect last year, nearly 1,600 
people have been placed in permanent sup-
portive housing, and 95 percent of them have 
remained inside. 

It might sound expensive to house a person 
permanently with on-site support staff in a resi-
dential hotel. Budget analyses, however, show 
that cycling just one person in and out of tempo-

rary shelters, through the county jail (where 90 
percent of the chronic homeless end up at least 
once a month) and through the city’s emergency 
rooms costs SF about $61,000 a year. Keep-
ing each person housed in a staffed supportive 
facility, on the other hand, costs $16,000. The 
hope is that by putting the chronically homeless 
into relatively economical supportive housing, 
money will be freed up to address the more 
general homeless population of about 15,000: 
poor families, seniors, women and their children 
fleeing domestic violence and single adults 
who are going through a temporary housing 
crisis. (Services for such people include eviction 
prevention, domestic-violence shelters, veterans’ 
services and job-training programs.) 

Meanwhile, the $400 per month that many 
of the homeless were receiving from the county 
has been replaced, under Care Not Cash, by a 
room, utilities, food and about $60 a month. 
Since the program began in May 2004, about 
1,400 homeless have been offered housing, and 
about 1,000 have taken it. 

Though critics accused Newsom of callous-
ness when he brought the Care Not Cash initia-
tive to referendum as a supervisor in 2002, he’s 
unapologetic. A liberal Democrat by anyone’s 
definition—or anyone living outside the Bay 
Area, at least—Newsom says, “My ideology 
has been shattered by my pragmatism on this 
issue. I don’t idealize the problem. People say 

        MY IDEOLOGY HAS BEEN SHATTERED 
                   BY MY PRAGMATISM ON THE 

HOMELESSNESS ISSUE. I DON’T
           IDEALIZE THE PROBLEM.

There are, it’s been estimated, 15,000 
homeless people in SF, 3,000 of 
whom are considered “chronic,” 

meaning they’ve lived on the streets 
or in shelters for more than a year 

or have had four or more periods of 
homelessness within three years.

The city spends $200 million annually 
on serving the homeless, 63 percent 

of which is devoted to the chronically 
homeless, about half of whom have 
mental disorders and 70 percent of 

whom are heavy alcohol and/or  
drug users.

At any given time, 40 percent of the 
county-jail population is homeless.

Twenty percent of visits to the city’s 
ERs are by the chronically homeless, 

and nearly all patients brought to 
hospitals for psychiatric evaluations 

are homeless as well. 

The 10-year San Francisco Plan 
to Abolish Chronic Homelessness 

focuses on 1) immediate, supportive 
housing for the chronically homeless; 

2) assigning case managers who 
establish a relationship with each 

homeless client and keep track of him 
or her; 3) reuniting the homeless with 

their families when requested;  
4) helping the disabled homeless 

apply for and receive SSI and Medi-
Cal/Medicare benefits, which could 

save the city up to $30 million a year.

TO VOLUNTEER FOR 
HOMELESS CONNECT: 

WWW.PROJECTHOMELESSCONNECT.COM 
TO VIEW THE 10-YEAR PLAN: 
SFGOV.ORG/SITE/PLANNING 
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Care Not Cash is a more paternalistic model. I 
recognize that, and it’s valid. But I don’t see it as 
a criticism. To me the jury’s in on this housing-
first model. It works.”

But Paul Boden, who directed the Coalition 
on Homelessness for 17 years and is himself for-
merly homeless, argues that Care Not Cash is no 
more than Newsom’s attempt to make his own 
personal mark on the problem, like every mayor 
before him. “We had a voluntary modified pay-
ment plan long before Care Not Cash,” Boden 
says. “People signed up for housing and had 
cash deducted from their checks. Hundreds of 
people were on the waiting list.” The difference, 
he explains, is that the Modified Payments Pro-
gram was open to all homeless people, including 
those on Social Security and veterans’ benefits, 
not just those on the county welfare rolls. Since 
SF government can control county money but 

not federal money like SSI, it focused Care Not 
Cash on county-welfare recipients. As a result, 
Boden says, many homeless no longer had access 
to the limited supply of rooms. “Newsom and 
his guys ran a brutal campaign to get Care Not 
Cash passed,” he says. “None of the service pro-
viders supported it, because it pitted one group 
of poor people against the other.”

It’s a dichotomy that comes up regularly 
in discussions about Newsom, and everyone 
seems to have an opinion: Is he a get-it-done 
trailblazer or a political climber? Some of his less 
predictable actions have surprised critics who 
initially had him pegged as merely an ambitious 

entrepreneur with strong social and financial 
ties to the Gettys and other powerful elites. 
During his first year in office, Newsom broke 
out of that mold when he rebelled against state 
law by marrying gay couples in City Hall, walked 
the picket line with hotel workers and became a 
frequent visitor to troubled neighborhoods like 
Bayview–Hunters Point. 

Newsom seems to have hit on a formula 
that works. Speak your mind, make the hard 
budgetary choices (he eliminated 1,500 city jobs 
and reduced SF’s payroll by $78 million), don’t 
try to please everyone—but show up. Show up 
at the benefits office on Mission, show up in the 
Tenderloin, show up at the picket line. Get to 
know the hardest-hit people. Some politicians 
avoid it. Some use it as a photo op. But you can’t 
fake compassion, and you can’t fake the easy 
rapport Newsom fosters with people. On an 

intuitive level, people seem to feel that he cares.
Those close to him say that’s because of his 

late mother, Tessa Thomas Newsom. Contrary 
to the silver-spoon image many have of the 
Newsom family, money was tight. His parents 
divorced when Gavin was only two, and Tessa 
worked three jobs and took in foster children 
to make ends meet. Gavin’s father, while a 
respected judge and childhood friend of oil heir 
Gordon Getty, wasn’t wealthy. Gavin went to 
public high school in Marin and got scholar-
ships and student loans to attend Santa Clara 
University. Tessa instilled in her son a driving 
work ethic and a lifelong conviction to give 

back to the community. Though Getty money 
helped Newsom launch PlumpJack Group—the 
business he started at age 24 and that now owns 
12 Northern California restaurants, shops and 
resorts—Newsom, now 38, maintains that his 
own hard work built the business.

That’s easy to believe when you watch 
Newsom in action. He spends close to every 
waking hour on the job. When asked what his 
typical day looks like, he drags a binder across 
his desk and begins a five-minute recitation of 
the previous day’s schedule, which included 23 
meetings and six events at night. “I got to bed 
about one, woke up first thing because I had to 
get out to Riordan High School this morning …” 
and he segues into the current day’s schedule: 
20 meetings (including every department head, 
the police chief, the district attorney, the police 
officers’ association and the prime minister of 

Greece) and seven evening events. 
“I’m not complaining, but in the midst of 

all of that, I’ve got to somehow get work done,” 
he says. “None of that is actually focusing on 
homelessness or potholes or cleaning the streets, 
and God knows that by three o’clock there’ll 
have been an attempted suicide or someone 
who’s gotten hit by a car, and [reporters want] a 
comment and they’re not leaving until you come 
out. It’s a tough job, and then your Saturday is a 
banquet, and Sunday is a parade in Chinatown, 
and then you’re supposed to be married. You’re 
supposed to be happy. You’re supposed to have 
time to read books.” 

”

“I’M NOT GOING TO SOLVE HOMELESSNESS; THE BOARD OF SUPERVISORS CAN’T SOLVE CHRONIC HOMELESSNESS,” SAYS MAYOR GAVIN NEWSOM, SEEN HERE AT OCTOBER’S 
HOMELESS CONNECT EVENT AT THE BILL GRAHAM CIVIC AUDITORIUM. “EVERYBODY NEEDS TO PARTICIPATE. THAT’S WHAT HOMELESS CONNECT IS ALL ABOUT.”
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His pending divorce (to NYC-based Court 
TV analyst Kimberly Guilfoyle Newsom) 
hangs in the air for a few seconds, and then he 
describes the 16 books he just read and the sec-
tions he needs to reread in order to be prepared 
for policy meetings.

N
ewsom is an extremely media-friendly 
mayor. Reporters hang out in his office. 
They follow him around on his unend-

ing appointments, meetings, flag-hangings,  
luncheons and speeches. His press team is 
always nearby, including press secretary Peter 
Ragone, a harried political veteran who’s worked 
for Gray Davis and Al Gore. “After the Gray 
Davis recall and the 2004 reelection of Bush, I 
thought the world was coming to an end,” says 
Ragone. “I had actually volunteered on Gavin’s 
campaign. Then they asked me to be his press 
secretary. I’ve worked for so many people at 
the end of their political careers. It’s great to be 
working for someone who’s at the beginning.”

Newsom’s triple-booked schedule tinges his 
easy confidence with vulnerability, as if wearing 
down his defenses over the course of the day. As 
a result, it doesn’t take long to dodge the usual 
talking points that politicians mechanically spit 
out and get him to open up about the behind-
the-scenes wrangling that’s part of his job.

“I’ll tell you, with the homeless thing I’m 
trying to fight a system that is so well en-

trenched, it’s not easy,” he says. “A lot of CBOs 
[community-based organizations, of which 
San Francisco has more than 1,000 serving the 
homeless] and nonprofits that use the Con-
tinuum of Care model have been getting federal 
money for 25 years, and every year they want 
more. And here I am trying to cut their budget 
by 30 percent and redirect it toward hous-
ing. But they want to keep that money; that’s 
their livelihood. I tried to move millions of 
federal dollars away for more housing, but I got 
enormous blowback from the community and 
ultimately the Board of Supervisors, so I had to 
compromise, and there were millions of dollars 
in compromise. I’m upset about it, but I had to 
deal with reality. I just have to keep moving this 
thing in the direction I want, little by little.

“Now, here’s their argument: Who am I to 
say I have the answers when they’ve been on the 
front lines of this problem for 25 years? So they 
have a powerful bully pulpit. They’ve been in the 
trenches, and I’m just a politician.” 

“That’s a bunch of crap,” counters Boden. 
“Nobody’s arguing with the housing-first model. 
The problem was that, in order to fund it, you 
had to cut services to the ‘non-chronic’ popula-
tion—who are mostly women and children, as 
opposed to single adult men. The CBOs didn’t 
come out for their own programs’ sake; they 
came out for the sake of the family services that 
were being cut. Believe me, there is no money in 
the homeless-service-provider business. You’re 
lucky if you’re making $10 an hour.

“This is all just rearranging deck chairs on 
the Titanic,” Boden concludes. “Here’s the real 
problem: The federal government no longer 
builds affordable housing for poor people. It’s all 
right there in the Housing and Urban Devel-
opment budget. In 1979, the federal govern-
ment was spending $31 billion a year on public 
housing. By 1983, that number was down to $8 
billion a year. That’s exactly when this problem 
exploded.” Boden argues that the real solution 
would be a public-education campaign demand-
ing that the state and federal governments put 
back the money they pillaged from housing 
programs over the last two decades, instead of 
each mayor attempting to make his own per-
sonal mark on the issue. “Art Agnos was on the 
cover of magazines as the mayor that was going 
to solve homelessness with multiservice centers. 
Frank Jordan was on TV every other week with 
his Matrix program. Now Gavin’s going to do 
it with Homeless Connect and Care Not Cash. 
Politics rules the day.”

Newsom is keenly aware of how critics like 
Boden view him. “I never have a problem with 
people’s criticism,” he says. “Only when they 
allege corruption, when they say I’m in it only 
because someone wrote me a check five years 

Gavin on…

The Shelters
“I’ve come to the intense desire to shut 
down our shelters. Five years ago, I never 
thought I’d be where I am on this issue. 
Naïvely, I walked in saying shelters were 
the answer. [They] warehouse people, get 
them out of sight and out of mind, but 
[they’re] not going to solve homelessness. 
And the cost benefit isn’t there. We’re 
spending more money for temporary 
solutions. In a perfect world, we’d have one 
emergency shelter for 150 to 200 people.”

The Cash
“Let’s be frank. No other city in America 
hands out cash like we do. We’d be naïve 
to think that hasn’t had a significant impact 
in terms of people coming here from other 
counties or even other states. Of course 
it does. Anyone who suggests otherwise 
is misleading people, or just doesn’t 
spend the time down at the Mission Street 
[county benefits] office to see what’s going 
on and who’s coming in.”

The Criticism
“Some of my greatest critics think I’m just 
an empty suit and I don’t care about these 
things. But I’m reasonably obsessed with 
policy. I can tell you an enormous amount 
about what they’re doing on homelessness 
in every city in America.”

The Power
“As a supervisor, I interacted with the 
mayor for several years, and I still didn’t 
realize the impact you could have, the 
ability to make a difference and change 
people’s lives. It’s much more substantive 
than a governor or senator or even 
president, because it’s at the ground level.”

The Future
“I see what everybody else sees; I’m not 
oblivious to it. I see the people sleeping 
on the street, I see the broken playground, 
I see the potholes. But I can’t blame the 
mayor! And it was great to blame the 
mayor. I loved blaming Agnos, or Jordan, 
or Feinstein. I can’t wait for the next mayor, 
so it can be their fault again.”

The Thrill
“Something extraordinary happens  
every day. I don’t want to be Clintonian 
about it, but just last night, I went to the 
Mission Language and Vocational School  
to give a proclamation, and I thought  
I’d just leave after that because I had 
several more events to do. Instead I 
get there and I listen to this immigrant 
woman tell her life story. Everybody’s 
sitting there crying, and I have chills, and 
I’m thinking, I am the luckiest guy in the 
world. I can’t believe I’m involved in this, 
and she somehow thinks I had something 
to do with helping her. I’m on cloud nine. 
Outside of being mayor, when would I ever 
experience something like that?” 

 YOU TRY 
THINGS, 

YOU MAKE 
MISTAKES, YOU 

LEARN FROM 
THEM. THE 

PROBLEM WITH 
POLITICS IS NO 

ONE IS WILLING 
TO MAKE 

MISTAKES. 
THEY ARE 

TOO WORRIED 
ABOUT THEIR 

NEXT STEP.

“
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ago. I didn’t get into politics to make money. 
Let me assure you, it’s exactly the opposite.” 
Here he pauses, perhaps so one could do the 
math wherein a multimillionaire CEO leaves 
his successful business in order to become 
the $167,000-a-year mayor of San Francisco, 
promising to solve a problem every one of his 
predecessors has failed at. 

“I’m doing it because I love this city and I 
think there’s a better way,” he says. “Care Not 
Cash is hardly perfect. If it doesn’t work, I’ll ad-
just it. I was a big apologist for the Continuum 
of Care, and now I’m saying it’s not working. 
People say, ‘Well, didn’t you promote it?’ Yes, I 
did, but times have changed. I make some good 
decisions and some bad ones. I’m the first to say 
I don’t know how to be mayor. I looked around 
everywhere for the binder on that. I’m making  
it up as I go along. You try things, you make  
mistakes, you learn from them. The prob-
lem with politics is no one is willing to make 
mistakes. They are too worried about their next 
step, getting to the next level.”

So what makes him any different? Isn’t he 
worried about getting to the next level? His 
skeptics, and even some of his fans, are quick 
to point out that the mayor’s office is only the 
launching pad for Newsom’s statewide or even 
national political career. In response, he in turn 
points out the risks he’s taken that prove he’s 
acting on conviction: “SF politics has always 
been west side versus east side. I won on the 
west side, the Catholic-based homeowners, and 
that gay-marriage stuff attacked the core values 
of that base. As for the other side … I’ll never be 

good enough on the other side. There will always 
be someone more pure than me. I’m the guy 
who cut cash to poor people. These are precari-
ous positions even within the city, never mind 
outside, where gay marriage became the biggest 
imaginable strike against me.” 

The guesswork as to his motivations may 
not be worth it. It’s impossible to know what’s 
really in someone’s heart. You can only watch his 
actions, compare them to his words and in this 
case—since he is our employee, after all—keep 
track of his results. But after spending many 
hours following Newsom around, watching him 
interact with everyone from prime ministers to 
homeless heroin addicts, I see a picture of him 

start to emerge that explains his popularity with 
both the media and the citizens he serves. On a 
basic level, Newsom portrays a type that we all 
know well: the tall, broad-shouldered, handsome 
frat boy. Except for one all-important differ-
ence, which is that the stereotype of frat boys 
is that they’re arrogant jerks, and he isn’t one. 
Not even close. In fact, he tends to be a bit of a 
goof, giving himself the thumbs-down in public, 
making silly faces, fist-hitting instead of shaking 
hands. But these antics aren’t genuine social 
awkwardness; rather, they seem to be attempts 
by the most charismatic person in the room to 
connect with the others, whom he rightly intuits 
may be intimidated. 

In a city built on the bedrocks of entrepre-
neurship and progressivism, Newsom is nothing 
more than the quintessential San Franciscan: at 
once a soft-hearted Democrat and ambitious 
businessman, walking the line between his ideals 
and his reality every day.

 “I don’t need a political career to make 
my life complete,” he muses. “I have a life and 
a business I can fall back on that I love. But as 
long as I can be myself, I’d love to stay in poli-
tics. Ever since we did gay marriage, I’ve been 
liberated. You know what? It was so exhilarating 
to go through that process and be honest, with 
yourself and with everybody else, in a public way. 
That’s what I want to be.”  x

        I DIDN’T 
              GET INTO

    POLITICS TO MAKE MONEY. LET ME ASSURE 
 YOU, IT’S EXACTLY THE OPPOSITE.

“
”

HOW DOES THE MAYOR FEEL ABOUT BEING IN POLITICS? “IT’S BLISSFUL,” HE SAYS. “I CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE.”


