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ROOT CAUSE

• Homelessness is 

closely connected to 

declines in physical

and mental health.

• Homeless persons 

experience high rates 

of health problems, 

such as HIV infection, 

alcohol and drug

abuse, mental illness, 

tuberculosis, and 

other conditions. POVERTY



2018: Most people experiencing 

homelessness 

1. New York 

2. LA 

3. Seattle area 

4. San Diego area 

5. San Jose area (D.C. was 5th in 2017)      





HOMELESS POPULATION
OVER 610,000, 2018

*California has 12% of U.S. population and 24% of U.S. homeless 



WHAT DOES PUBLIC HEALTH HAVE 
TO DO WITH HOMELESSNESS?

▪ Homeless individuals are at risk for many 

diseases because of:

▪ Limited access to sanitation and hygiene

▪ Barriers to medical care

▪ Increased exposures to infectious 

diseases and inability to self-isolate   

when ill (e.g., TB, hepatitis A)



WHAT DOES PUBLIC HEALTH HAVE 
TO DO WITH HOMELESSNESS?

▪ Impacted by environmental-related factors:

▪ Extreme temperatures (e.g., heat & cold)

▪ Disasters (e.g., fires)

▪ Limited access to optimal nutrition or physical 

activity 

▪ Health needs of homeless children may not be 

addressed (e.g., behind on vaccinations)



POPULATION-SPECIFIC CHALLENGES

▪ Lack of transportation

▪ Communication with the 

population is difficult

▪ Difficult to reach for outreach and 

interview

▪ Low vaccination rates among 

adults for CDC indications (e.g., 

hepatitis A) 



NEEDS OF THE HOMELESS 

Survival

MASLOW'S 

HIERARCHY OF NEEDS 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs is a description of the needs that motivate human behavior. 





AT RISK FOR ILLNESS



MURINE TYPHUS
LOS ANGELES, FEBRUARY 2019

▪ Acute febrile illness caused by Rickettsia typhi, is distributed 

worldwide. 

▪ Mainly transmitted by fleas of rodents, associated with cities and ports 

where urban rats (Rattus rattus and Rattus norvegicus) are abundant. 

▪ In the US, cases are concentrated in TX and CA.

▪ Contrary to the classic rat-flea-rat cycle,                                                                             

most important reservoirs of infection                                                                               

in these areas are opossums and cats. 

▪ Cat flea, Ctenocephalides felis,                                                                           

has been identified as principal vector. 

Photo: CDC



PUBLIC HEALTH CONCERNS
SAN DIEGO, APRIL 2018
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WOUND BOTULISM

▪ 6 cases of wound 

botulism San Diego 

County in the Spring 

2018, including one 

death

▪ Cases are linked to the 

use of black tar heroin



SEATTLE, WASHINGTON
FEB/MARCH 2018
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OUTBREAKS AMONG HOMELESS IN SEATTLE AND ALASKA

▪ Group A streptococcus

▪ Shigella

▪ Bartonella Quintana (Trench fever due to body louse)



592 

70%
Hospitalized

20
Deaths

Outbreak 
related cases

Data updated 02/19/19

34% - Homeless & Illicit Drug Use
15% - Homeless Only
13% - Illicit Drug Use Only

28% - Neither

9% - Unknown (no record or interview)

HEPATITIS A OUTBREAK 
STATISTICS



HEPATITIS A EPI CURVE
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3/8/17

Outbreak

Determined

Prepared by County of San Diego, Health & Human Services Agency, Public Health Services, Epidemiology & Immunization Services, 02/19/19

10/19/18

Outbreak

Declared Over

9/1/17

Local Health

Emergency 

Declared

10/13/17

CA State of

Emergency 

Declared

1/23/18

Local Health

Emergency 

Ended



Map prepared on 4/10/19 using data from state department of health websites 

and software on: http://diymaps.net/

* 2 separate outbreaks
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▪ Over 209,000 vaccinations via: 

▪ Public Health Centers

▪ Medical institutions

▪ Jails during intake and to inmates

▪ Substance use disorder treatment 

programs

▪ Homeless service providers

▪ Emergency Departments

▪ Behavioral Health System

▪ Law Enforcement/Paramedics

▪ Internal partners

Enhanced 
Approaches

New 
Approaches

CAMPAIGN TO VACCINATE



HOW INFECTIONS CAN BE  SPREAD? 

Close person-to-
person contact 
with an infected 

person 

Touching objects 
or eating food that 
an infected person 

has handled

Use of recreational 
drugs, whether 
injected or not

Sexual contact 
with someone who 

has is infection



COMMON STRATEGIC APPROACH

▪ Treatment/Vaccinate

▪ Sanitize/Hygiene

▪ Educate



PHS staff member with 

“Hepatitis  A prevention 

kits” for distribution to 

raise awareness among 

homeless about hepatitis.

They contain water, non-

alcohol hand sanitizer, 

cleaning wipes, clinic 

location information, HAV 

Fact sheet, and plastic 

bags. 

SANITATION & HYGIENE EFFORTS



Handwashing station being used in downtown San 

Diego on 9/2/18 (Photo: San Diego Union Tribune) 22

SANITATION & HYGIENE EFFORTS



SANITATION

Photo: San Diego Union Tribune

Photo courtesy of CoSD LUEG



GUIDELINES FROM THE COUNTY  DEPT. OF ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH

DEH DISINFECTION GUIDELINES

CREATED TO ASSIST RESTAURANTS WITH DISINFECTION GUIDANCE,
IT IS A HELPFUL GUIDE FOR ANYONE WITH A PUBLIC RESTROOM



Sanitation Procedures, 
Public Right-of-Ways

▪ Outdoor Sanitation 

▪ Sanitation of streets 

occurred during local 

emergency primarily  in 

downtown City of San 

Diego 



City contractor cleaning a street in downtown San 

Diego on 9/11/18 (Photo: San Diego Union Tribune) 26



IMPACT

HOMELESS (HEALTHY)

▪ Ensure homeless individuals 

maintain good health 

▪ Garbage

▪ Feces/Urination

▪ Crime

ENVIRONMENT (SAFE)

▪ Ensure public environments 

are kept clean and safe

▪ Feces/Urination

▪ Fire

▪ Hazardous Materials 

(Batteries or Oil)

COMMUNITY (THRIVING)

▪ Ensure the community  

continues to thrive by 

supporting business friendly 

environments and keeping 

communities safe and clean

▪ Business

▪ Fire

▪ Crime



SANITATION

IMPROVE ABILITY FOR HOMELESS TO MAINTAIN HYGIENE 

Photo credit: San Diego Union Tribune

Photo credit: San Diego Union Tribune



ACCESS TO HYGIENE

211 San Diego

Photo by Catherine Blaser, CoSD



▪ Multiple County Departments 
▪ Healthcare partners: Local medical providers, federally qualified 

health centers, and related organizations (e.g., Hospital Association, 
Medical Society and Medial Foundation)

▪ Local homeless service and behavioral health providers and related 
organizations, including Regional Task Force on Homeless

▪ Local municipalities: 18 cities and unincorporated areas
▪ Other local partners, including but not limited to local restaurant 

association, food and beverage association, faith-based organizations, 
food banks and pantries, hotel motel association, farmers market and 
agricultural growers, chamber of commerce, Board of Pharmacy, 
Caltrans, MTS

▪ State partners, including but not limited to California Department of 
Public Health, California Emergency Medical Services Authority

▪ Federal partners, including Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, and Housing and Urban Development

ADDRESS HOMELESS NEEDS 
THROUGH PARTNERSHIPS



BEST PRACTICES 

▪ Bridge Shelters

▪ Alpha Project:  Capacity 350 (Individuals)

▪ Father Joe’s Village:  Capacity 150 (Families)

▪ Veterans Village of San Diego:  Capacity 200 (Veterans)



BEST PRACTICES 

SAFE PARKING PROGRAMS

▪ Capacity

▪ Sanitation Standards

▪ Bathroom, Shower, and Handwashing  

▪ Trash Reciprocals 

▪ Disposal Resources for Hazardous Materials 

▪ Batteries

▪ Oil

▪ Solid Waste

▪ Safety Standards

▪ Onsite Security

▪ Resources and Access to Social Services



BEST PRACTICE

KRESGE EMERGING PUBLIC HEALTH LEADERS INITIATIVE 

Goal #3:  Develop a process to collaborate and coordinate efforts between public 

health and city municipalities.

▪ Develop a mechanism to enhance collaboration and coordination between city 

municipalities and local health department for public health emergencies, threats, and 

concerns. (Emergency Preparedness)

▪ Develop a Policy, Systems, and Environmental framework to enhance collaboration 

and coordination between city municipalities and local health department to promote 

population health. (City Planners)

▪ Educate municipal partners on relevant public health issues and provide city profiles 

for each municipality.

▪ Develop systems mapping for prioritized topics identified by municipalities.

▪ Develop MOA with the 18 municipalities and unincorporated areas.



BECOMING A CHIEF HEALTH 
STRATEGIST



SYSTEMS CHANGE COLLECTIVE IMPACT

▪ Through collective impact with collaborative 

actions, we can develop further policies, best 

practices, and programs to address sanitation 

efforts for persons who are homeless.  



THANK YOU 

Wilma J. Wooten, M.D., M.P.H.
Wilma.wooten@sdcounty.ca.gov

(619) 542-4181
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