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I
t’s late on a Friday night, and 
things have been fairly quiet for San 
Luis Obispo Police Department Sgt. 
Trevor Shalhoob. 
Cal Poly’s Week of Welcome is 

hitting its final stretch, and while the 
bars are swamped with college students, 
the dark, quiet section of neighborhood 
he’s patrolling is calm and nearly silent.
 His radio crackles to life. Someone calls 
to report a woman near the downtown area 
screaming loudly in public. No threats or 
physical violence. She’s just screaming at 
the top of her lungs. He can hear her in the 
background of the transmission. 
 Shalhoob says that he and many of 
the department’s officers know her. She’s 
a transient with a mental illness. When 
she is on her medication, he said, she is 
reasonable and willing to speak with 
officers. But when she isn’t, she sometimes 
screams at people or even objects. It usually 
frightens passersby and they end up calling 
the police. Still, her many interactions with 
the SLO officers don’t end with her being 
arrested because she isn’t hurting anyone 
or even breaking any laws.
 “People need to understand,” Shalhoob 
says, “it’s not a crime to be mentally ill.”
 The relationship between the homeless 
and law enforcement has long been 
fraught. Officers in departments like 
SLO’s must address the wider public’s 
concerns, both real and perceived, about 
the public health and safety issues raised 
by a large homeless population, while 
respecting the human and constitutional 
rights of individuals who are living on 
the streets. The tension between those 
two goals could be further strained after 
a federal appellate court ruling that may 
impact the city’s laws about sleeping or 
camping in public spaces.  
 While some believe that the SLO 
Police Department is making headway in 
addressing the needs of the population by 
instituting programs and policies to connect 
them with services and support to keep 
them out of jail, others believe that some of 
the city’s ordinances still punish the poor 
and un-housed for simply being homeless.
 The tug of war between the two 
viewpoints isn’t lost on SLO Police Chief 

Deanna Cantrell.  
 “I get emails constantly from both sides 
of this argument,” Cantrell told residents 
at a June 27 forum on homeless issues. 
“That being homeless isn’t criminal and, 
‘You guys are terrible and you’re making 
everything a crime.’ Then I get it from 
the other side. It’s, ‘Why aren’t you doing 
something?’”

The letter of the law
  In cities like SLO, the police are 
usually on the front lines when it comes to 
interacting with the homeless population. 
At the forum, Cantrell said that her 
department regularly fields calls from the 
public about homeless individuals, even 
when they aren’t doing anything that 
might be considered a crime.
 “It’s not illegal to be dirty. It’s not illegal 
to have mental illness. It’s not illegal to 
talk to yourself. It’s not illegal to talk to 
inanimate objects. It’s not illegal for groups 
of homeless people to hang out with each 
other,” she said. “But the police department 
gets called for all those things.”
 Cantrell outlined the department’s 
efforts to assist the homeless population. 
That includes the use of its Community 
Action Team (CAT), a pair of officers who 
regularly work with the city’s homeless, 
focusing on outreach and helping direct 
them to services that might help them. 
The department is also in the process of 
hiring a mental health professional who 
will be embedded with the CAT officers as 
part of a one-year pilot program.
  “Our goal is really to get them into 
services first,” Cantrell said. “Secondary 
to that is enforcement.”
 Enforcement, of course, is still always 
on the table. When it comes to the city’s 
chronically homeless population, the 
most common enforcement occurs from 

minor crimes such as public intoxication, 
littering, and illegal lodging, as well 
as citations for violations of the city’s 
municipal code for aggressive panhandling, 
public smoking and urination, and public 
consumption of alcohol or possession of 
open containers of alcohol. 
 Violating some of those ordinances 
can end with a misdemeanor arrest 
in some circumstances, but more 
often, they result in a citation—what 
essentially amounts to a ticket and fine. 
At the forum, Cantrell indicated that 
such citations were only so effective 
in addressing residents’ worries about 
quality of life and public safety concerns 
raised in connection with SLO’s homeless. 
 The homeless who receive such 
citations are often repeat offenders. The 
department’s top 10 offenders in 2017 
where charged with crimes more than 470 
times. The No. 1 offender was cited with 
alcohol violations 45 times in one year.
 “The citations, I’ve got to be honest, 
probably don’t carry much weight ... the 
problem is it’s not a very big stick. It’s a 
toothpick,” she said. 
 Cantrell said that many homeless who 
are cited ignore the tickets, don’t pay fines, 
and fail to show up in court. Those add 
up until the court issues a warrant for 
failure to appear, which can result in an 
arrest and a short jail sentence. It’s not 
the optimal outcome, but Cantrell said 
that time in jail can also be a chance for 
homeless individuals suffering from drug 
or alcohol addiction to get sober, get help 
for mental illness if they need it, and get 
connected with support services they may 
have missed or refused while on the street.
 “Jail works sometimes,” Cantrell told 
residents at the forum. “I know you might 
disagree, but it really does. There’s a 
purpose for it.” 

Criminalization 
concerns
 While Cantrell and the department 
stress that their approach is to get 
chronically homeless individuals in SLO 
help before resorting to citation or arrest, 
Kelsey Zazanis was skeptical.
 In August, Zazanis said she was 
walking near Madonna Plaza when she 
saw two female police officers accost a 
homeless man at a bus shelter. The man 
had a shopping cart filled with trash 
bags. Zazanis said she watched the two 
officers force the man to take the bags 
out of his cart before “forcefully shoving it 
away.” She decided to intervene.
 “I asked them, ‘Why are you harassing 
this man?’” she said. “They said he was 
breaking the law. I asked them what law he 
was breaking, but they couldn’t answer me.”
 Zazanis is one of several co-founders 
of the local chapter of Food Not Bombs, 
a group that feeds homeless individuals 
in Mitchell Park on Sundays. She, 
similar to the group’s other members, is 
concerned that police use the city’s laws 
and ordinances to penalize or harass 
individuals for being homeless. SLO isn’t 
the only city grappling with those concerns. 
A 2015 study by UC Berkley Law School’s 
Public Advocacy Clinic found that 58 
cities in California had enacted as many 
as 500 laws that criminalized activities 
commonly associated with homeless 
individuals. Those included laws governing 
standing, sitting, and resting in public 
places; sleeping, camping, and lodging in 
public areas and vehicles; begging and 
panhandling; and food sharing.  
 According to the same report, SLO has six 
ordinances on the books that could be used 
to penalize individuals for being homeless. 
At least one of those ordinances had to be 
amended after it landed the city and police 
department in court six years ago.
 In 2012, local attorneys Saro Rizzo and 
Stew Jenkins sued the city over a zoning 
ordinance it used to prohibit sleeping in 
vehicles on city streets. Rizzo told New 
Times that they brought the lawsuit 
against the city after reports from their 
clients that the SLOPD, then under the 
leadership of Cantrell’s predecessor, Chief 
Steven Gesell, ramped up enforcement 
of the ordinance, resulting in multiple 
homeless individuals receiving citations 
and having to pay fines. 
 “We heard that the police were doing 
midnight raids, banging on the windows 
of vehicles with their batons and telling 
people to get out of town,” Rizzo said. “I 
said, ‘That’s wrong.’ We questioned the 
constitutionality of the application of the 
law and asked the court to review it.”
 In July of that year, a SLO County 
Superior Court judge sided with Rizzo 
and Jenkins. Stating that—among 
other reasons—the ordinance and the 
enforcement actions by the department 
singled out poor and homeless people for 
harsh treatment, the judge ordered the 
police department to immediately cease 
issuing the citations. The lawsuit ended 
with a settlement agreement. The city 
agreed to revise the overnight camping 
ordinance, limiting prohibited camping 
hours to between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m. and 
enforcing it as a parking citation. The 
city also agreed to put up signage on city 
streets and dismiss any tickets issued 
under the old ordinance that year.
 Rizzo said he was happy with the 
lawsuit’s resolution and felt that the 
police department, now under Cantrell’s 
leadership, was doing a better job of 
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SIGN OF THE TIMES SLO’s homeless population is a fixture of the city. Police say they try to reach out to offer help and services before 
citing and arrest homeless individuals. Still others worry that some of the city’s laws penalize people because they are homeless. 

Is homelessness a crime?


