
The Reality of Policing and Everyday Life in
Skid Row: Unveiling the Unseen
Skid Row, located in the heart of Downtown Los Angeles, stands as a glaring
contrast to the glitz and glamour often associated with the City of Angels. This 50-
block area is home to one of the largest populations of homeless individuals in
the United States, and its challenges aren't limited to extreme poverty and a lack
of shelter. Policing Skid Row presents unique difficulties, with officers navigating
a delicate balance between maintaining order and compassionately interacting
with the community they serve.

Skid Row's history as a poor neighborhood dates back to the early 1900s,
earning its name from transient workers who gathered near the railroads. Over
time, the area has developed into a microcosm of social inequalities, where
homeless encampments border lavish high-rises.

The Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) is tasked with enforcing the law in
Skid Row, and its officers face a daily struggle in dealing with both the criminal
elements and the ongoing humanitarian crisis. The streets of this neighborhood
witness open drug use, violent crime, and rampant mental health issues, making
it a challenging environment to police.
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For years, critics argued that the LAPD's approach in Skid Row focused primarily
on enforcement, resulting in numerous arrests for minor infractions and a
revolving door of individuals in the criminal justice system. However, in recent
years, new strategies have emerged that aim to strike a balance between
enforcement and compassion.

One notable example is the Safer Cities Initiative, which was introduced in 2006.
This program included an increased police presence, not just to suppress criminal
activity but also to connect individuals living on the streets with social services.
The initiative has its supporters who assert that it has made a difference in
reducing serious crime rates while providing essential resources to the homeless
population.

However, critics argue that these efforts often result in displacing individuals to
other neighborhoods rather than addressing the root causes of homelessness
and poverty. They highlight the need for more comprehensive solutions that go
beyond policing, such as increased investments in affordable housing, mental
health care, and substance abuse programs.

The use of force by the LAPD in Skid Row has also been a subject of scrutiny.
Several high-profile cases have put a spotlight on the interactions between
officers and individuals experiencing homelessness. These incidents have fueled
calls for better training on de-escalation techniques and the importance of
community policing.
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Community organizations and non-profits have played a crucial role in addressing
the needs of Skid Row's residents. From providing meals and clothing to
connecting individuals with healthcare services, these organizations fill the gap
where government resources fall short.

Despite the challenges, there are success stories that demonstrate the resilience
and humanity found within Skid Row. Many individuals have been able to
overcome their circumstances and reintegrate into society with the help of
support programs and dedicated individuals.

It is vital for society to examine the complex interplay of poverty, mental health,
and law enforcement when discussing Skid Row. Policing should not be seen as
the sole solution to the multifaceted issues faced by this community.

An integrated approach that combines effective policing, investment in social
services, and a commitment to addressing the root causes of homelessness is
crucial. The disparities found within Skid Row demand a holistic perspective that
includes empathy, compassion, and sustainable solutions.

As we strive towards a more equitable society, it is essential to shine a light on
the reality of policing and everyday life in Skid Row. Only through open dialogue
and understanding can we explore the possibilities for creating a brighter future
for all individuals, regardless of their circumstances.
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In his first year working in Los Angeles’s Skid Row, Forrest Stuart was stopped on
the street by police fourteen times. Usually for doing little more than standing
there.

Juliette, a woman he met during that time, has been stopped by police well over
one hundred times, arrested upward of sixty times, and has given up more than a
year of her life serving week-long jail sentences. Her most common crime?
Simply sitting on the sidewalk—an arrestable offense in LA.

Why? What purpose did those arrests serve, for society or for Juliette? How did
we reach a point where we’ve cut support for our poorest citizens, yet are
spending ever more on policing and prisons? That’s the complicated, maddening
story that Stuart tells in Down, Out and Under Arrest, a close-up look at the hows
and whys of policing poverty in the contemporary United States. What emerges
from Stuart’s years of fieldwork—not only with Skid Row residents, but with the
police charged with managing them—is a tragedy built on mistakes and
misplaced priorities more than on heroes and villains. He reveals a situation
where a lot of people on both sides of this issue are genuinely trying to do the
right thing, yet often come up short. Sometimes, in ways that do serious harm.

At a time when distrust between police and the residents of disadvantaged
neighborhoods has never been higher, Stuart’s book helps us see where we’ve
gone wrong, and what steps we could take to begin to change the lives of our
poorest citizens—and ultimately our society itself—for the better.
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