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Sharps Rebuke
The city’s needle-disposal method is deemed a success, but will neighbors let it expand beyond the Tenderloin? 

By Jeremy Lybarger  

Conspicuously absent from 
this summer’s tirade against the home-
less — which began with the Chronicle 
and peaked with Mayor Lee’s vow to 
bar the homeless from the city’s Super 
Bowl festivities — are complaints 
about needles on the street. 

We’ve read about poop and urine 
ad nauseam, but kvetching about 
dirty needles, once de rigeur for dec-
lamations about the sorry state of 
our streets, has been absent from the 
public shame crusade. 

� at’s because despite a supposed 
spike in people on the street, there 
are fewer needles. Over the past six 
months, 311 has reported a decrease 
in needle-related complaints, says 
Eileen Loughran of the Department 
of Public Health. She credits the city’s 
sharps container program, whereby 
intravenous drug users can dispose of 
needles in locked steel boxes. � ere 
are 10 such boxes in the city, all but 
four of them in the Tenderloin.

� e needle-disposal program, 
launched in 2009, is a collabora-
tion between DPH and the San 
Francisco AIDS Foundation, 
which is tasked with checking 
the boxes twice a week. Each 
box holds 200 to 300 syringes 
(the largest, at GLIDE, holds a 
thousand). Hollis Cambodia from 
the San Francisco Drugs Users 
Union deems the boxes “100 
percent eff ective,” so 
much so that “dozens 

more” are needed elsewhere in the 
city. 

Despite their eff ectiveness, sharps 
containers aren’t always welcome — 
even in the Tenderloin. To install a 
new container, every neighbor and 
business within 300 feet must ap-
prove. Katie Bouche of the SFAF says 
some neighbors fear that installing a 
box will entice drug users to loiter.

� en there’s the matter of pacing. 
Jennifer Friedenbach, 
executive director 
of the Coalition 
on Homeless-
ness, says her 
organization 
was denied a 
sharps contain-
er on its block 
of Turk Street, 
despite having 
“the enthusias-
tic blessings” of the 
neighbors. According 

to Loughran, the Coalition’s re-
quest was denied because 311 
didn’t support that stretch of 
Turk between Hyde and Larkin 
being a “hotspot” for discarded 
needles (the closest boxes are 
three blocks away).

“Plus, we can’t have four or 
fi ve boxes all going up at once,” 
she adds.

� is month, DPH and the Mayor’s 
Offi  ce of Economic and Workforce 
Development began tallying used 
needles in UN Plaza in Civic Center. 
� ere are no sharps containers there, 
but as a locus of opiate overdoses 
(driven by a surge of fentanyl in the 
city’s heroin market), UN Plaza could 
be the 11th location in the city’s 
sharps container program. 

“A box won’t necessarily solve 
all issues, it’s just one mechanism 
among multiple approaches,” 
Loughran says. 

Needle-exchange programs are 
another mechanism, but after busi-
ness hours, options for disposal are 
scant. And outside of the Tenderloin, 
they’re almost nonexistent. 

“Most people want boxes in the 
TL,” Bouche says, “but would there be 
a diff erent response in other neigh-

borhoods? We just 
don’t know.” 

SUCKA FREE CITYNEWS Old Coyote 
Town
San Francisco’s coyotes 
don’t want anything to do 
with you.

Some know Janet Kessler 
as the Jane Goodall of San Francis-
co’s coyotes. Another apt title might 
be the Mad-Eye Moody of responsi-
ble dog ownership. 

“Vigilance,” she says, a mantra 
she repeats at least four times 
during a brief conversation after 
a coyote attacked and badly hurt 
a 3-year-old Bichon Frise near 
Stern Grove in late August. “[At-
tacks are] totally preventable if 
folks are vigilant.” 

Kessler, 65, has spent the last 
10 years observing and document-
ing the coyotes of San Francisco. 
She regularly posts photographs of 
our wild canine neighbors — there 
are coyotes in every SF park, she 
says — as well as descriptions of 
coyote behavior on her blog, Coy-
oteYipps.com. And as she traverses 
the city’s parks, she educates her 
fellow humans on how to react 
if they have a coyote encounter: 
Leash your dog as soon as you spot 
a coyote, make eye contact, and 
step “menacingly” toward the ani-
mal.  If it doesn’t back off , assume 
the coyote is protecting its pups 
and back away slowly. 

Kessler’s years observing 
urban coyotes have given her 
some insight into human behav-
ior as well: She won’t reveal the 
locations of coyote dens because 
she knows swarms of people will 
come to gawk.

“Coyotes have all become ha-
bituated to human presence and 
are very wary,” she says, but small 
dogs resemble their usual, small 
mammalian prey. � e solution: 
“My god, keep vigilant.” 

Julia Carrie Wong

Burb Warfare 
One pro-development group 
has a novel solution to the Bay 
Area’s housing crisis: Sue the 
suburbs.

By Noah Arroyo

For many, the Bay Area’s 
absurd real estate prices are a simple 
matter of supply and demand. The 
obvious solution — build more 
housing — is stymied by reluctant, 
slow-growth cities. 

But imagine if pro-development 
activists could compel cities to build 
the region out of its housing crisis. 
� e San Francisco Bay Area Renters’ 

Federation (or, woefully, SFBARF) 
thinks it’s possible.

SFBARF alleges that the East Bay 
city of Lafayette recently passed up 
an opportunity to build hundreds of 
apartments priced within reach of 
middle-income earners. SFBARF orga-
nizer Brian Hanlon said that in doing 
so, Lafayette violated state law — and 
isn’t the Bay Area’s only bad actor.

If SFBARF can fi le and win a legal 
case against Lafayette and force the 
city to build the aff ordable housing 
project it rejected, there’s nothing to 
stop SFBARF from sighting its cross-
hairs on other cities.

“Lafayette is the beginning, not 
the end,” said Hanlon, who called this 
legal territory largely unexplored. 
“We’re going to learn a lot of things 

from Lafayette.” 
� ough he wouldn’t name the 

next city on his group’s list, Han-
lon said he’s keeping an eye on the 
tech-friendly South Bay. 

“� ey’re welcoming tons of new 
offi  ce space, and those new workers 
are not going to be the ones that suf-
fer,” he said. “� ey’re going to displace 
low-income communities.”

SFBARF’s argument hinges on the 
California Housing Accountability 
Act, a 1982 measure that allows a 
citizen to sue a local government to 
potentially force approval of low-
to-middle-income housing projects 
— even after a city squashed such 
developments.

It’s unclear how many of these 
housing projects have been illegally 

rejected in recent years. But data from 
the Association of Bay Area Govern-
ments (ABAG) shows that counties 
overwhelmingly prefer to build hous-
ing for high earners. Between 2007 
and 2014, 69 percent of all construc-
tion permits in the Bay Area were for 
homes too expensive for even moder-
ate earners making up to 120 percent 
of the area’s median income.

� e same ABAG also recommend-
ed how much housing counties should 
build for each income bracket. No lo-
cal county satisfi ed a single quota — 
except one. Santa Clara County, home 
to Google, issued 20 percent more 
permits for expensive homes than the 
Association suggested. 

SFBARF is still crafting a long-
term strategy to take on local govern-

ments. � e organization itself can’t 
sue Lafayette or any other city; in-
stead, it will sue on behalf of someone 
who could have lived in the rejected 
housing project. To recruit such a 
litigant, Hanlon and Sonja Trauss, SF-
BARF’s founder, created the website 
Sue� eSuburbs.org.

A legal campaign won’t be cheap, 
so Hanlon and Trauss also formed 
a sister organization called the Cal-
ifornia Renters Legal Advocacy & 
Education Fund, which, if it obtains 
nonprofi t status, could accept tax-de-
ductible donations.

A win against Lafayette might dis-
courage other Bay Area governments 
from nixing similar housing projects. 
“� e most powerful thing is the 
threat of litigation itself,” Trauss said.
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