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W H Y  S A N  F R A N C I S C O  I S

( A N D  H O W  T O  F I X  I T )
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Q U E S T I O N
This then-Police Commissioner and 
recent District Attorney candidate 
suggested on Twitter that kids 
should be armed for their safety.

Q U E S T I O N
This legislative body representing  
11 supervisorial districts is  
responsible for passing laws.

Q U E S T I O N
This acronym refers to the 
committee that runs the SF chapter 
of the Democratic Party.

Q U E S T I O N
This former Supervisor is San 
Francisco’s current Mayor.

Q U E S T I O N
This nonprofit group, 
which has advocated 
for permanent 
housing instead of 
creating shelter 
space for unhoused 
residents, is suing 
the city for removing 
encampments 
without offering 
shelter space to the 
unhoused. 

Q U E S T I O N
This harm 
reduction center, 
operated by 
a city-funded 
nonprofit, was 
recently closed 
after it connected 
fewer than one 
percent of clients 
to recovery 
services.  

ANSWER
Who is John Hamasaki? 

ANSWER
What is the Board of Supervisors?

ANSWER
What is the SFDCCC? 

ANSWER
Who is London Breed?

ANSWER
What is the Coalition on 
Homelessness?

ANSWER
What is the Tenderloin 
Linkage Center?

San Francisco  
Is in Jeopardy!

It is our immense displeasure to welcome you to 
Why San Francisco Is Broken (And How to Fix It). 
Prepare to play the Jeopardy!-style game show  
you never wanted to be a part of. Join us to 
discover the complex web of factors contributing 
to San Francisco’s overlapping crises.

San Francisco is broken, and it’s not just a headline. 
Rising crime, an out-of-control drug crisis, 
dysfunctional public schools, and unaffordable 
rent affect us all. Just step outside and you can 
see these problems in action. Today, we’ll cruise 
through our dystopian Jeopardy! categories— 
from the political infighting in City Hall that keeps 
us deadlocked on issues to the all-or-nothing 
thinking that’s poisoning our city. 

What are you waiting for? To get started, flip 
through the pages and try your hand at some  
of our quiz questions. Then read on to learn  
about the major issues TogetherSF Action  
has identified in our city government—and  
how we can fix them together.
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C A T E G O R I E S

Governmental Gridlock
PA G E  6

All-Or-Nothing Ideology
PA G E  8

Countless Commissions
PA G E  10

Contracting Chaos
PA G E  12

Endorsements Run Amok
PA G E  14

Q U E S T I O N
This type of legal guardianship has 
been suggested (and rejected) as 
a tool to help the mentally ill get 
treatment.

Q U E S T I O N
The city budget allocated $1.4 billion 
to more than 600 of this type of 
group in 2022.

Q U E S T I O N
This commission was created by 
Prop C in 2022 to oversee the 
Department of Homelessness.

Q U E S T I O N
This nonprofit is under review for 
misusing city funds.

Q U E S T I O N
This notable city 
department is 
overseen by four 
separate commissions 
or committees to 
ensure it is meeting 
its goals. 

Q U E S T I O N
This political figure 
and chair of the 
SFDCCC voted to 
endorse herself in 
the 2022 race for 
District 6 Supervisor.

Q U E S T I O N
This Supervisor 
has opposed the 
construction of over 
30,000 new homes 
in San Francisco.

ANSWER
What is conservatorship?

ANSWER
What is a nonprofit?

ANSWER
What is the Homelessness Oversight Commission?

ANSWER
What is the United Council of Human Services?

ANSWER
What is the Department of 
Homelessness?

ANSWER
Who is Honey Mahogany?

ANSWER
Who is Dean Preston?



Q U E S T I O N
These two 
competing 
housing 
measures 
were 
introduced 
by the Mayor 
and the 
Board of 
Supervisors, 
respectively, 
in the 
November 
2022 
election.

ANSWER
What are Props 
D and E?

GOVERNMENTAL 
GRIDLOCK
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CONNIE 
CHAN

DISTRICT 1

AARON 
PESKIN

DISTRICT 3

DEAN 
PRESTON

DISTRICT 5

HILL ARY 
RONEN

DISTRICT 9

SHAMANN 
WALTON

DISTRICT 10

MYRNA 
MELGAR

DISTRICT 7

RAFAEL 
MANDELMAN

DISTRICT 8

AHSHA 
SAFAÍ

DISTRICT 11

CATHERINE 
STEFANI

DISTRICT 2

JOEL 
ENGARDIO
DISTRICT 4

MATT 
DORSEY

DISTRICT 6

T H E  2 0 2 3 
B O A R D  O F 

S U P E S
And who they 

vote with.

I N  S A N  F R A N C I S C O ,  T H E 
Mayor and Board of Supervisors 
are responsible for running our 
city. Together, these politicians are 
tasked with making laws that will 
improve the lives of San Francisco 
residents. But when the Mayor 
and a majority of the Board of 
Supervisors are not aligned, it can 
be hard to pass those laws.

When the Mayor introduces 
legislation, she needs at least 
two votes to advance bills out 
of the committee stage, before 
getting six votes from the full 
board to pass it. If she can’t get 
enough votes, the legislation fails. 
This can be a good thing—it’s a 
healthy example of checks and 
balances. However, if a voting 
bloc of six supervisors who are 
not ideologically aligned with the 
Mayor emerges, it can prevent her 
from making progress.

While the Board of Supervisors 

Tyranny of the Few
Low voter turnout directly contributes to the misalignment 
between the Mayor and the Board of Supervisors. Here’s 
how it shakes out: San Francisco is divided into 11 districts, 
each with roughly 80,000 residents. Since 2016, only 
about 38 percent of each district’s voters have participated 
in supervisor races. That means victory margins are 
miniscule: some races come down to just 100 votes. As a result, 
supervisors are not only representing a small section of the city; they’re representing a small 
percentage of that small section. Often, they start to cater to a vocal minority in order to win re-
election instead of making decisions that would benefit a larger number of constituents. On the 
other hand, the Mayor is elected by the entire city in higher-turnout elections. She is therefore 
responding to a different electorate than the supervisors with whom she must work closely.

The Mayor Is Like  
the City’s CEO
As Chief Executive Officer of a city with a $14 
billion budget, the Mayor wields a great deal of 
power, both politically and financially. But the 
Mayor’s power is not absolute—it can be thwarted 
by the Board of Supervisors, which is why the 
relationship between the Mayor and the Board 
matters so much. Imagine running a company but 
having an oppositional board of directors. Between 
2019 and 2022, Mayor London Breed tried three 
times to make it simpler and faster to build housing 
in the city. After the Board failed to pass her 
legislation three times, she put 2022’s Prop D to 
voters. The oppositional Board responded by placing 
the opposing Prop E on the ballot. Both ballots 
failed, and no change was made to expedite the 
production of housing in SF.

and the Mayor fundamentally 
agree on the issues at the national 
level, their differences boil down  
to how they approach local issues 
like housing, homelessness, and 
public safety. These differences 
create “factions” which divide  
the board, further agitating 
legislative gridlock.

The TogetherSF Action Solution 
Consider how at-large board seats 
could impact the Board’s ability to 
get more done, and consider what 
the city needs as a whole.



OCT. ‘20
Supe. Mandelman 
introduces bill to the board 
that would force the city to 
build safe sleeping sites

MARCH ‘22
Bill is reintroduced with  
more housing options, 
including tiny homes

JUNE ‘22
Bill is approved by the Board of 
Supervisors, but no permanent 
housing solutions are built (i.e., 
nothing changes)

APRIL ‘21
Bill fails in committee; 
critics said it did not  
focus on permanent-
enough solutions

MAY ‘22
Activists pressure supes to  
gut the bill, to shift focus  
from tiny homes idea to more 
permanent solutions

Q U E S T I O N
The parking 
lot of this 
luxury 
department 
store is 
where the 
construction 
of a 495-
unit housing 
project was 
rejected by 
the Board of 
Supervisors.

ALL-OR-NOTHING
IDEOLOGY
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A  C U LT U R E  O F  P R I O R I T I Z I N G 
pure ideology over real-world 
solutions has infected San 
Francisco’s politics. San Francisco 
prides itself on embracing liberal 
values and it’s why many of us 
choose to live here. As such, 
supervisors are often fearful 
of being seen as lagging on 
national Democratic issues like 
anti-racism, income equity, 
and decarceration. Often, they 
prioritize this ideology over actions 
to address residents’ top issues—
even as their inaction exacerbates 
the very issues they stand for.

For example, while we face a 

Ideology vs. Reality
D R U G  A D D I C T I O N
> THE IDEOLOGY  We should prioritize reducing 
harm to drug users and dealers rather than 
criminalizing and ostracizing them, and avoid 
perpetuating racist drug policies.
> THE REALIT Y  Reducing drug overdoses and deaths 
as well as improving street safety for all residents 
must be a joint effort among city departments, 
including law enforcement. Ending drug addiction 
and dealing will require consequences for illegal 
actions, as well as recovery and prevention programs.

H O U S I N G
> THE IDEOLOGY  Any new housing in the city 
should be 100 percent affordable in order to house 
our poorest residents.
> THE REALIT Y  It has become financially impossible 
for almost anyone—including city government—to 
build housing that is 100% below-market-rate.

H O M E L E S S N E S S
> THE IDEOLOGY The only solution to ending 
homelessness is permanent supportive housing for all 
unhoused people.
> THE REALIT Y The waiting line for permanent 
supportive housing is tents on city sidewalks. 
Immediate solutions like improving and expanding 
shelters would help connect unhoused residents to 
services and improve street conditions.

M E N TA L  H E A LT H
> THE IDEOLOGY  Forced treatment and 
conservatorship are violations of personal liberties.
> THE REALIT Y  Without forced intervention, some 
mentally ill residents will be left to deteriorate on the 
street, causing harm to themselves and others.

housing crisis that is pricing nearly 
everyone but the ultra-rich out 
of the city, some supervisors and 
activists have advocated for nothing 
but 100 percent affordable housing 
construction, despite such projects’ 
financial infeasibility. Meanwhile, 
the more realistic construction of 
market-rate or mixed affordability 
developments has been outright 
rejected. One infamous example? 
The doomed 495-unit project 
that would have gone up at 469 
Stevenson. After that proposal 
was rejected, the site remains a 
Nordstrom parking lot.

We’re (virtually) all Democrats ANSWER
What is 
Nordstrom?

W H E R E  C O M P R O M I S E  
G O E S  T O  D I E
In 2020, Supervisor Rafael Mandelman 
tried to create an interim solution to 
street homelessness. Here’s how it failed.

here. We all want a world where 
everyone is housed and no one 
is forced to deal drugs to feed 
their family. The reality on the 
ground—two overdose deaths per 
day, a dysfunctional school district, 
and soaring rents—demands some 
immediate solutions along the 
way. Wouldn’t that be better than 
nothing at all?

The TogetherSF Action Solution 
Elections in 2024 and 2026 are 
opportunities to elect candidates 
who focus on real-world solutions 
instead of ideology.



1.
LOCAL HOMELESSNESS  
COORDINATING 
BOARD

2.
HOMELESSNESS  
OVERSIGHT  
COMMISSION

3.
OUR CITY, OUR 
HOME OVERSIGHT 
COMMITTEE

4.
SHELTER  
GRIEVANCE ADVISORY 
COMMITTEE

Q U E S T I O N
This commis-
sion stated 
there was 
“no perfor-
mance based 
reason” for 
its removal of 
a respected 
City Depart-
ment Head 
with 20 years 
of experience. 

ANSWER
What is the 
Elections 
Commission?

COUNTLESS
COMMISSIONS
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W H I L E  T H E  B O A R D  O F 
Supervisors is the most prominent 
elected body responsible for 
running the city, there is also 
a subset of government bodies 
called commissions, who are 
run by citizens appointed by the 
Mayor or Board of Supervisors. 
These bodies create rules, select 
leaders, and oversee operations for 
most city departments. Politicians 
often say that commissions 
provide transparency and oversight 
for city departments. That may be 
true, but they do so at a high cost. 

Commissions make important 
decisions for critical city 
departments like the Police 
Department or the Department 
of Elections—but they are 
accountable to no one. They have 
so much power that they actually 
divert accountability away from 
the Mayor and the Board of 
Supervisors, who have little control 
over the commissions’ actions but 

Commissions 
Make Poor 
Choices When 
There’s No 
Accountability

The Elections Commission 
demonstrated last year what 
happens when commissioners 
feel empowered to make poor 
decisions with no threat of 
being removed from the job. 
Unprompted, they decided to 
fire John Arntz, the well-
liked and high-performing 
director of the Department 
of Elections—because they 
decided it was time for a more 
diverse hire. As director for 
20 years, Arntz pulled the 
Department of Elections out 
of serious mismanagement, 
and has run the city’s many 
elections quietly and smoothly. 
The commission’s decision 
caused widespread backlash, 
with every supervisor, all of 
Arntz’s department managers, 
and other citywide elected 
officials uniting behind him 
and criticizing the commission. 
Only after this immense level 
of pressure did the commission 
reverse their decision. 

Qualifications Optional
Both the Board of Supervisors and the Mayor 
appoint commissioners, which can lead to conflict 
that looks a lot like the ideological gridlock we see 
between the Mayor and the Board. Because of the 
political nature of appointments, well-qualified 
commissioner candidates sometimes get rejected, 
and those who do get seats don’t always have the 
right qualifications to serve. For example, Jane 
Natoli, a bike and pedestrian safety advocate with 
a background in financial analysis, was nominated 
to the SFMTA board in 2020. However, because 
she had a role as a leader in a local pro-housing 
advocacy group, she was voted down by an 
ideologically dissimilar Board of Supervisors. Her 
rejection received widespread criticism because by 
all accounts, Natoli was qualified for the seat. 

are ultimately responsible for the 
performance of the departments 
the commissions oversee.

Commissions also have 
a reputation for breeding 
political infighting because their 
appointments are traded favors 
among political elites. Because 
commissioners are often political 
allies of members of the board or 
the mayor, culturally, they’re cut 
from the same cloth as City Hall.

The TogetherSF Action Solution 
Advocate for Commission 
Reform that reduces the overall 
power of commissions over city 
departments.

A L L  O V E R S I G H T,  N O  A C T I O N
The Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing 
(DHSH) has four separate oversight agencies attached to it, 
yet we’re seeing no improvements for unhoused residents or to 
street conditions.



Q U E S T I O N
A high-
ranking 
official of 
this city 
department 
was caught 
moonlighting 
for a 
nonprofit that 
also received 
funding from 
the same 
department.

ANSWER
What is the 
Department of 
Public Health?

CONTRACTING
CHAOS

$ 1 . 4  B I L L I O N  I N  C I T Y  F U N D S 
What do we have to show for it?
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M O S T  M A J O R  U S  C I T I E S 
contract with nonprofits to help 
them tackle their big issues such 
as homelessness and drug use. 
San Francisco is no exception. 
In fact, San Francisco doled 
out $1.4 billion across 600 
different organizations in the 
2022 fiscal year. But while New 
York, for example, has a process 
to track how successful those 
organizations are in their goals, 
San Francisco does not.

As a result, residents and 
businesses pay high taxes 
without commensurate returns 
from the city. Homelessness 

When the Cat’s Away…
Two recent examples show how broken this system is. 

Positive Resource Center/Baker Places
> Poor financial management plagued drug and 
mental health rehab nonprofit Baker Places for 
years, leading them to ask the Board of Supervisors 
for two multimillion-dollar bailouts. While the board 
approved a first bailout, the nonprofit came back just 
four months later with another multimillion dollar 
request that the Board declined. This is a waste of 
city money and time.
   
The United Council of Human Services
> This group had contracts worth $28 million from 
the city and federal government. However, since 
at least 2018 they had failed to file and retain legal 
paperwork—even so far as failing to register with 
the state as a nonprofit. Worse still, the CEO of 
the organization was doling out housing meant for 
homeless people to friends and family.

Nonprofits Get Financial 
Check-Ups. Why Stop There?
The Controller’s Office does annual audits of service 
providers to ensure that they are fiscally sound and 
well-run. This practice has rooted out some bad actors 
that were outright corrupt or otherwise mismanaged. 
But there is no similar system for efficacy. Instead, 
individual departments are responsible for ensuring 
that contractors are meeting the requirements of 
their agreements, many of which do not have clear 
goals to begin with. There simply has not been 
enough political will to compel the city to implement 
stringent guidelines for contractors—now’s the time 
to start putting pressure on our leaders to do so.

continues to rise, as does petty 
crime. The city is averaging two 
overdose deaths per day. And our 
streets are littered with garbage 
and human excrement. In an 
unprecedented move, merchants’ 
associations from two prominent 
SF neighborhoods have said they’ll 
refuse to pay their taxes this year if 
things don’t turn around.

A 2016 report on the 
effectiveness of homelessness 
spending revealed that most city 
contracts in the homelessness 
sector did not require measuring 
client outcomes at all—or if 
they did, they fell well short of 

similar guidelines used by the 
Federal government. For example, 
the stated objective of one city 
contract (with the nonprofit 
Urban Alchemy) is merely to enter 
all relevant client data into city 
databases. While they do excellent 
work, it appears that what that  
data actually shows is irrelevant  
to the city.

The TogetherSF Action Solution 
Advocate for a performance-based 
contracting system that would 
ensure that tax dollars are spent to 
yield results.

increase in 
homelessness from 10 
years ago

fentanyl 
overdose deaths 
since 2020

of unhoused people 
who used city services 
in 2019 had mental 
health issues +11%+11% 1.9K1.9K 62%62%

M E N T A L  H E A L T HD R U G  C R I S I SH O M E L E S S N E S S



HONEY 
MAHOGANY

AARON
PESKIN

RAFAEL 
MANDELMAN

HILL ARY 
RONEN

GORDON 
MAR

MANO  
RAJU

FAAUUGA 
MOLIGA

JANE  
KIM

Q U E S T I O N
The  
SFDCCC 
opposed 
the recall 
of three 
members  
of this body  
despite  
the fact  
that voters  
overwhelm-
ingly sup-
ported it.

ENDORSEMENTS 
RUN AMOK

T H E  S A N  F R A N C I S C O 
Democratic County Central 
Committee (SFDCCC) is an 
influential but little-understood 
political body whose main duty 
is to represent the national 
Democratic Party in SF and 
elevate candidates that reflect 
its values via their endorsement. 
The SFDCCC’s seal is supposed 
to represent the views of all 
of San Francisco’s 317,000 
Democratic voters—that’s 60 
percent of all registered voters 
in the city. Because almost all 
local candidates are Democrats, 
voters see the SFDCCC’s 

A Party Out of Favor: How the 
DCCC Has Veered Off Course
R E C A L L  O F  
A L I S O N  C O L L I N S  |  F E B R U A R Y  2 0 2 2
> The SFDCCC opposed the recall of former Board 
of Education member Alison Collins depsite the fact 
that 76 percent of San Francisco voters opted to 
recall her.

P R O P O S I T I O N  E  |  N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 2
> The SFDCCC endorsed Proposition E, an 
anti-housing measure, over pro-housing measure 
Proposition D despite 74 percent of residents saying 
in another poll that it was “extremely” or “very” 
important for city officials to create enough housing 
for everyone who works in the city to afford to rent 
or buy here.

R E C A L L  O F  
C H E S A  B O U D I N  |  J U N E  2 0 2 2
> The SFDCCC opposed the recall of former District 
Attorney Chesa Boudin despite the fact that 55 
percent of voters in the election opted to recall him.

endorsements as a North Star in a 
sea of similar candidates. 

The SFDCCC’s endorsement 
allows candidates to access party 
money and reach more voters, 
which is why it is a coveted win 
for candidates and campaigns. 
However, over the last few 
elections, the SFDCCC has fallen 
out of touch with the average voter 
by lending that coveted seal to 
both candidates and policy ideas 
that the majority of voters do not 
support (see right). 

No analysis of why San Francisco 
is on the wrong track is complete 
without an understanding that ANSWER

What is the 
Board of 
Education?

H O U S E H O L D  N A M E S
Did you know these San Francisco 
politicians were on the SFDCCC?

this body is working behind-the-
scenes to endorse candidates and 
initiatives that most voters  
wouldn’t actually stand behind. 
Instead, we’d like the SFDCCC  
to do what it’s supposed to do: 
register Democratic voters 
and strengthen our national 
Democratic Party in the upcoming 
2024 Presidential elections. 

The TogetherSF Action Solution 
Focus on building and supporting a 
slate of candidates for the DCCC 
that are more reflective of San 
Francisco Democratic values.
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About TogetherSF Action

TogetherSF Action is a nonprofit organization with a mission to 
empower San Franciscans to demand efficacy from local government 

and hold their leaders accountable to results. Our team of policy 
experts, community organizers, and former City Hall-ers works 

tirelessly to identify areas of concern within our local community and 
create opportunities for residents to help improve them. Based in 

San Francisco’s Mission District, our team comes from a variety of 
industries and backgrounds, yet we all unite around a common love 

for San Francisco and passion for impact.

T S F A C T I O N . O R G  |  @ T S F A C T I O N

Host Your Own Event!
To make big changes in San Francisco, we need to build a 
community of informed San Franciscans. Our former City 
Hall-ers, policy experts, and community advocates have 
identified the most pressing areas for reform in San Francisco 
and the steps we all need to take. Now, we want to help you 
share that information with your 
friends and family.

Partner with Together SF Action to 
host an event like this. Scan the QR 
code to sign up, and a member of our 
team will be in touch.


