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How Business Districts 
Target Homeless People

The first major study of California’s Business Improvement 
Districts shows that they are increasingly targeting homeless 
people and excluding them from public spaces.
Conducted by Berkeley Law’s Policy Advocacy Clinic on behalf 
of the Western Regional Advocacy Project, the study details 
how BIDs have proliferated with little oversight, sometimes 
violate California law, and infringe on homeless people’s legal 
rights.
A popular urban revitalization tool, BIDs are public-private 
financing entities that serve the interests of business and 
property owners. Usually located in downtown areas with a 
heavy business concentration, California BIDs collect and 
spend hundreds of millions of dollars annually—some of which 
comes from taxpayers through publicly owned property.
“Like other urban renewal efforts, BIDs were supposed to help fill the government 
resource and service void,” says clinic Faculty Director Jeffrey Selbin. “But 
researchers and policymakers have paid little attention to the rise of BIDs and their 
actual influence on municipal and state affairs.”
The study found that BIDs use their expanded power and resources to advocate for 
policies and engage in policing practices aimed at driving homeless people out of 
their districts. That includes efforts to enact, preserve, and bolster laws that punish 
activities such as sitting, resting, and sleeping that homeless people need to do in 
public.
“This groundbreaking study is a much needed resource since the state does not 
even bother to track BIDs, how much money they spend, from what sources, and 
for what purposes,” Western Regional Advocacy Project Executive Director Paul 
Boden said in a statement. He added that BIDs seek “to erase from cities any sign 
of vast inequality while at the same time perpetuating it.”
The study was released today at coordinated press conferences in San Francisco, 
Los Angeles, Denver, Sacramento, and Portland.

Growing, unchecked power 
Funded by local property assessments, BIDs have expanded dramatically since 
1994, when the California State Legislature loosened public oversight. That allowed 
cities to contract the management of BIDs to private nonprofits and expanded their 
authority to raise and spend property assessment revenue.
The study notes how that legislative action triggered a spike in California’s 
anti-homeless ordinances, as BIDs pressed state and local lawmakers to criminalize 
homelessness. These districts also routinely use their own private security and work 
closely with local police to enforce anti-homeless laws and otherwise exile 
homeless people from their boundaries.
“BIDs are spending millions of dollars in property tax revenue to transform city 
centers in a way that harms the state’s most vulnerable residents, yet your average 
Californian likely has no idea what a BID is,” laments study researcher Joshua 
Epstein ’17. “As our team’s understanding of BIDs deepened, we were struck as 
much by their power as the hiddenness of the infrastructure behind it.”
Berkeley Law and public policy students surveyed roughly 200 BIDs in California’s 
69 largest cities. They also conducted in-depth case studies of 11 BIDs in Berkeley, 
Chico, Los Angeles, Oakland, Sacramento, San Diego, and San Francisco—
scrutinizing public records, surveying homeless people, and interviewing BID 
officials.

“The most disturbing information we found was the level of public money that BIDs 
receive through assessments,” says Shelby Nacino ’18, who spent two years 
working on the study.
Noting that San Francisco’s Civic Center Community Benefit District obtains more 
than half its assessment revenue from publicly-owned properties, she adds,“This 
means that taxpayer funds are being used to support the priorities of those 
property owners and business owners who established the BID.”

Wide-ranging harms 
The study found that BIDs negatively affect homeless people in three main ways:

•They advocate for a legal framework that stigmatizes homeless people by backing 
laws that punish them for engaging in unavoidable, life-sustaining behaviors and 
by opposing civil rights legislation that would decriminalize such activities.

•They enforce anti-homeless laws by deploying private security forces and 
collaborating with police departments (“although at times, BID law ‘enforcement’ 
appears untethered from actual law and more resembles harassment,” Epstein 
says).

•Although BIDs often trumpet their efforts to connect homeless people with 
services, some have sought to push shelters and service providers out of their 
boundaries, and homeless people often experience their interactions with BID 
employees as another form of surveillance and harassment.

Among its recommendations, the study urges lawmakers to rein in BID assessment 
and spending authority by banning anti-homeless advocacy and policing and 
ending taxpayer funding. Other proposals include increased oversight and 
regulation of BIDs by city governments, and disestablishing BIDs that unlawfully 
harm the homeless.
The report concludes by calling on BIDs themselves to work toward solutions 
instead of trying to exclude homeless people from their districts.
“Property and business owners might see area sweeps and policing of homeless 
folks as conducive to their goals of having ‘cleaner’ and ‘safer’ streets,” Nacino 
says. “These actions harm those homeless people and other vulnerable residents 
who are directly targeted as the problem, and don’t provide long-term housing or 
other social services resources. Rather, they condemn the very existence of certain 
people in public spaces when these people have nowhere else to go.”

Andrew Cohen
law.berkeley.edu

The Muir Report: 
A Capitalist Love Story.   

 One month ago, Kapernick was the toast of the Left, 
campaigning against  police killings of black men,  hated by 

Trump and his minions and marginalized by the press as a hack. 
One multi-million dollar advertising contract from Nike later, Trump loves Kap 
because he rents to Nike and is assured their business success will translate 
into higher rent, the press loves him because it reenforces the Horatio Alger 
story,  Nike loves him because he's boosted sales. The minions love him 
because he's rich, and buying a pair of over-priced sneakers might translate 
into their getting laid. Madison Avenue loves him 
because every time we see a black man shot by the 
police, we don't think injustice, we think SNEAKERS.
The apologists claim it will give him a higher 
profile to get his point across, After all, nothing 
happens in America unless there is a product 
involved.  You can't lose weight by simply not eating, 
you must buy a month's supply of food from Jenny 
Craig. You can't exercise by taking a walk, you must 
buy a machine that monitors your every calorie.    
Take something, which starts, with the highest of 
intentions, and turn it into a way to sell products. 
 Use any sort of goodwill to further your monetary 
ambitions.  Everyone is happy except the  children 
who are earning 25 cents an hour, making the shoes, 
and  the  people being shot dead, while more 
consumers know about it and do nothing.  Be an 
advertising hero, get your face on a billboard, 
donate 50 G's to a charitable organization, after 
you've raked in millions, It's the American way. 

Business got us into this mess, business will get us out.  If you 
have a pothole on your street, don't call the Department of Public Works, call 
Domino's pizza, they will fill that hole and bring you a pepperoni with extra 
cheese too.  What's next, calling Google to stop air pollution?  

"Idle No More"  took to the streets of San Francisco, 
shedding light on Governor Brown's climate summit.  While Moonbeam extolled 
his virtues as a climate saver, they pointed out, this climate pirate has approved 
more new fracking sites and oil wells in the state of California than any other 
Governor before him, not to mention, his sister Kathleen sits on a board of 
Vulture Capitalists who profited mightily from these excesses. There are only 
two states in the country that don't have an oil extraction tax, Louisiana and 
California. Bring on the tar sands...

And while all this went on, Chris Hedges 
attacked the very foundation of Capitalism, in a 
Berkeley church at 15 dollars a head,  plus book 
sales.   Johnny Carson used to say, "When you 
need a laugh just say UNDERWEAR." The mostly 
gray haired audience sat with rapt attention 
while Mr. Hedges worked the crowd by uttering 
his version of underwear:  key words, socialism, 
Bernie, homeless, reparations and sharing 
economy. Each word elicited hearty applause 
from a crowd eager to display their leftist 
credentials. We all nodded knowingly at each 
other, some even standing  and thrusting a 
clenched fist into the air, before we all filed out 
of the Church, filled with self righteousness, past 
a dozen beggars, who slid  back into the 
darkness, without as much as a grunion to show, 
in their extended hands.  

There is no hope.
-Muir Walker
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