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Toxic Playground:
Growing Up In Skid Row

You can wake only a person
who is asleep not the person
pretending to be asleep.

—African Proverb“



Introduction
Hundreds of children are growing up in the dangerous, toxic environment of downtown Los Angeles’ “skid row”. They endure 
horrible living conditions, with no place to play, no sports, no chance for a good education. They have difficulty getting to school
because of limited access to transportation, and once there, are often stigmatized by teachers and administrators. These young 
people are easy targets for the drug dealers and sexual predators. Yet the police rarely offer protection; instead they are quick to
intimidate and cite these children for minor offenses like jaywalking.

The children of “skid row” have been ignored far too long. We must start now
– before they succumb to illness, crime, despair and death – to improve their
environment and provide them with opportunities for the future.
Remarkably, the children themselves are leading the way. In conjunction with
the United Coalition East Prevention Project  (UCEPP), young people have
designed a survey and administered it to their peers. The results are 
highlighted below, together with background information that provides a
context for the challenges these young people confront. Finally, this report
sets out practical recommendations for steps public agencies can take to
make a qualitative difference in the lives of our children living in “skid row”.

A Toxic Environment For Children
Mention “skid row,” and the image that comes to mind is of destitute 
men—typically drunk and passed out in the street. “Skid row” is the 
end of the line, a place where no one would choose to live. It seems 
that every city has a “skid row,” but Los Angeles has the largest such 
area in the nation, crammed not only with those destitute men but also 
with thousands of homeless people, addicts, the mentally ill, parolees, 
veterans … and children.

According to Crisis on the Streets: Homeless Women and Children in Skid Row,
a 2003 University of Southern California study, children are the fastest growing segment of the “skid row” population. From 1990 to
2000, children living on “skid row” jumped from 1 percent to 15 percent of the population.

“Skid row” is a brutal environment for anyone to live in, but it is especially horrific for children. More than 11,000 adults and children
are contained within 55 square blocks. Some are homeless, sleeping in the streets, while others live in shelters, missions or SRO 
(single room occupancy) housing that provides just one room—no bath or toilet, and no kitchen. The sights and smells of trash,
urine and feces are everywhere, and drugs and alcohol are a constant presence. It is bad enough that our society disregards the
adults who wind up in “skid row”; ignoring the children is unconscionable.

The children of “skid row” regularly witness behaviors that no one should see – lewd activity, public drunkenness, drug dealing,
crime and violence. It is not uncommon to walk past someone injecting drugs, to see people urinating or defecating in public, to see
prostitutes soliciting customers or actually engaging in sexual activity. The single room occupancy hotels offer no refuge from this
blight. Only six of the 83 single room occupancy hotels in the area allow children, and all are run-down and infested with rats and
roaches. Children confined in these close quarters cope with the worst possible influences, including predators that lure the kids into
drug use, drug dealing and prostitution. 

The public health risks are obvious. They include conditions that foster communicable diseases such as tuberculosis and hepatitis.
Addiction to drugs, alcohol and tobacco is rampant, along with a high prevalence of sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV and
AIDS. Severe mental health problems, including high rates of depression and schizophrenia are frequently visible in this population.
Violence is widespread; disputes quickly become fights, and murder and suicide are not uncommon. 

Tragically, barely any effort is being made to address the needs of the children of “skid row”. Despite the presence of more than 30
service providers in the area, programs for children are limited to feeding projects and child care centers. The conventional wisdom
appears to be that children would be better off elsewhere, so if no assistance is offered, maybe they will relocate. Unfortunately, there
is nowhere else for them to go.

To make matters worse, some public institutions treat these children harshly, unfairly stigmatizing them. Rather than helping the
children of “skid row”, the policies of the L.A. Unified School District and the LAPD frequently make the lives of these youth even
more difficult. At the end of this report, UCEPP suggests concrete steps local agencies can take to adapt their policies to the special
needs of our children.
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UCEPP And Youth Coalition X
The United Coalition East Prevention Project was founded in 1996 to address the related problems of alcohol and other drugs in
“skid row”. In 2003, UCEPP began working with young people in this community.

UCEPP’s involvement with youth has evolved as an unintended consequence of its existing work. The organization did not go 
looking for these young people—they found UCEPP on their own. Perhaps the motivating factor was the lack of recreational 
opportunities in an area where the parks are locked shut at 6 p.m. and the only community center is off-limits to kids. Maybe it was
the boredom of preteens “off track” from school with nothing to do. For whatever reason, beginning in May 2003, a group of young
people ranging in age from 8 to 21 began to drop in to the UCEPP office; gradually their visits became a regular occurrence.

UCEPP staff could not—would not—ignore these children and soon realized that they really had no other safe place to go. 
In addition to providing books and videos to keep them busy, staff began to look for constructive ways to help the youth express
themselves. Staff told the children about the organization’s ongoing work and encouraged their participation in collaborative efforts
to improve the quality of life in “skid row”. 

The youth named themselves Youth Coalition X. The ‘X’ refers to the unknown factor— the question of who they truly are and what
they will become, given the circumstances in which they live. To date, UCEPP has collaborated with these young people on several
projects, including an arts festival, a mural project, protest marches for safe living conditions and production of a video 
documentary chronicling the harsh realities of the youths’ lives. 

It is hard enough to be a child today, but growing up in “skid row” poses unimaginable challenges. These children are past being 
“at-risk”; they are “in-risk.” Yet despite their hardships, many are determined to succeed. A few of the young people who have been
active with UCEPP are profiled below. They explain why they are involved in community activism and why they are reaching out to
their peers.

Now 17, Michael is multiracial. He has moved repeatedly since he was three years old. He lived for several years in a dilapidated “skid
row” hotel with his aunt. When she died suddenly, in February 2005, he was detained in juvenile hall. His “crime”: being young and
poor with no family to take him in. He is currently living in a group home. “I try to get my friends involved with UCEPP because it
would have a more lasting effect on the changes that we as a group are working toward.”

Roshawn is 18 and is also African-American. She has lived in “skid row” for four years; her life has been filled with uncertainty and
violence. She hoped to complete high school at the campus she was bused to in the San Fernando Valley, but the school “signed her
out” (removed her from the rolls) because she lacked sufficient credits to graduate within a specified time. She is currently attending
continuation school. “I think that if people can invest millions of dollars to send people to explore the planet Mars,they can spend
some dollars making sure our children have a place to call home,because the places they inhabit are definitely not home.That is the
dream I have … for the thousands of youth who yearn for a safe haven that is drug and violence free.”

Yesenia, a 15 year old Latina, lives with her parents, two siblings and her daughter in a “skid row” hotel. The family shares one tiny
(approximately 90-square-foot) room that has no kitchen or bath. Her family emigrated here from Mexico when she was a toddler. 
“I lived in a mission where they wouldn’t let us go in until 8 p.m.and we have to get up and leave at 5 a.m.everyday.Then we moved
to a hotel…I started feeling anger with all these changes and I felt something in my chest … I started feeling that I was nobody,
lonely,abandoned … [I am part of Youth Coalition X] because I want to be out of “skid row”and the nastiness,I want to be an 
important person…”

Jamaica is 16 years old and multiracial. Her family—mother and four siblings—also live in a “skid row” hotel. It takes her two hours
to get to school each day, where she taunted by her classmates and singled out by teachers for not wearing the appropriate clothes.
She is currently on probation for defending her younger brother from a drunk, violent man. “We moved there hoping to be there for a
few months,but we weren’t.That was a real disappointment for me,so I started to retaliate … I don’t want to live here … I want to
live some place better than this…[UCEPP] is important to me because of the simple fact that it’s my community and I am 
living in it.”

Alexis is 23 years old and multiracial. She came to “skid row” two years ago and got help for her addiction. Now a recovering addict,
she is committed to giving back to the community that helped her get her life back. “My friends talk about how bad “skid row”
smells,how bad it is,how we should move out of here and I say why don’t we do something to change the thing that is so disgusting?
I have finally found some hope here working with UCEPP.Instead of existing day in and day out buying a place to sleep,I now work
to make it better because I know it can be done.”

1 UCEPP Is a project of Social Model Recovery Systems, Inc, (SMRS), a multi-faceted human services organization which has experience working with young people. One of the many
youth oriented projects operated by SMRS is Touchstones, which began in 1992. Touchstones is a treatment program for adolescents which addresses the physical, emotional, mental,
and spiritual aspects of the disease of addiction.  To date, more than 1,300 adolescents between the ages of 12 - 18 years-of-age and their families have received services.



Surveying Youth In “Skid Row”
Recently, members of Youth Coalition X documented their daily struggles to draw public attention to their circumstances and help
change public policy. With assistance from the UCEPP staff, the young people designed a survey questionnaire. They then 
administered the survey to their peers. A substantial number of interviews were completed—96 in all. The responses were analyzed
by Dr. Cheryl Grills, CEO of The Imoyase Group, Inc. and professor of psychology at Loyola Marymount University. 

The responses to the survey are startling. They reveal the children's pain and frustration, and contradict many of the stereotypes
associated with “skid row” residents and children from impoverished backgrounds. The following is a sampling of the key findings:

• Children living in “skid row” are not transient—most have
lived here at least one year, and many have been here for
much longer.

• These children are not runaways—most respondents
(76%) state they are living with a parent or relative with
whom they have a good relationship.

• Most of the respondents stated that they have limited
access to health care. 

• These children are surrounded by violence. Almost 50 
percent of the children of “skid row” have witnessed a
death while in this community.

• Law enforcement targets our children for harsh treatment.
Many of the respondents have been cited by the LAPD for
such minor offenses as jaywalking.

• School is not a safe haven for these children. Fifty percent
of the respondents have been punished at school for not
having a proper uniform.
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Next Steps
It is generally assumed that anyone living in an area as rough as “skid row” is an addict or has dropped out of society. Children living
here unfairly suffer from that stigma. But members of Youth Coalition X are defying society’s low expectations of them. Instead of 
giving up or dropping out, these children have collected data and assisted in analyzing it to help them understand their experiences.
They are courageously using their painfully personal stories to stimulate public discussion and advocate for much-needed change.

It is imperative that the recommendations made by Youth Coalition X be given serious consideration, because they are the real
“experts” on these issues. They know best which changes in public policy will address their actual needs and improve their 
surroundings, help them succeed in school, and revitalize the quality of their housing. 

Recommendations for the LAUSD: 
Suspension from school ranked highest as the obstacle experienced by most of the youth. Fifty-three percent have been suspended
up to four times or more. Fifty percent of the youth have been suspended for not having school uniforms. Suspending a child for not
having a proper uniform blames the child for a situation in which he/she has no control such as economic conditions that affect
laundering and clothing purchases. Instead of sending students away, schools must become a safe haven where children are 
welcomed and accepted despite their economic status and living situation.

UCEPP recommends that the LAUSD:
• Annually notify all staff members of McKinney – Vento Education for Homeless Children and Youth program (Title VII-B of the

McKinney – Vento Homeless Assistance Act), which mandates that state educational agencies ensure equal access by homeless
children and youth to the same free, appropriate public education, as other children and youth. 

• Ensure that all eligible students are receiving the services and resources mandated by the McKinney – Vento Homeless Assistance
Act and No Child Left Behind legislation. 

• Make a distinction between the special needs of homeless children and those of low-income children. Approximately 10,163 
children in LAUSD have been identified as meeting the McKinney – Vento Homeless Assistance Act. A liaison within the school
district should be assigned to respond to the children’s special needs, i.e., uniforms, school supplies, transportation, truancy, 
tardiness, hygiene, health-related issues and hunger.

• Educate principals and key school administrative staff about the McKinney – Vento Homeless Assistance Act.

• Inform and educate principals, school-site personnel as well as parents, caregivers at schools where homeless children are
enrolled of the McKinney – Vento Homeless Assistance Act to guarantee access to comparable services as outlined within the Act.

• Develop materials in appropriate languages to inform parents, caregivers and families of the resources available to them under
the McKinney – Vento Homeless Act.

• Require quarterly district-wide reporting regarding delivery of service and compliance with McKinney – Vento Homeless
Assistance Act.

• Create a district-wide system to identify and track homeless youth, to ensure that they are receiving services.

• Collaborate with key community groups to provide alternatives to suspension and/or expulsion for “behavioral issues.” Develop a
program with such groups to provide a custodial setting in case of a suspension and/or expulsion.

• Comply with LAUSD regulations of informing the parent or legal guardian before sending a child home.

• Partner with foundations and philanthropic organizations to earmark resources for educational and recreational opportunities for
the children of “skid row”.

• Most respondents attend school regularly. • Most respondents have not used drugs.
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Recommendations for the LAPD:
UCEPP understands that LAPD’s role is to attack crime. Yet the police tactics currently in use amount to an attack on children. The
punitive, “zero-tolerance” approach practiced in “skid row” criminalizes poverty itself. Children are being targeted and cited for 
jaywalking and loitering. Instead of reducing crime, these citations have unintended consequences which prove disastrous for young
people in “skid row”: neither the children nor their families have the financial resources to pay fines which can quickly escalate to an
amount equal to or greater than the family’s monthly income. If the citations turn to warrants, young people who are already facing
daunting challenges are at risk of starting adulthood with one “strike”, further complicating their attempts to complete school 
and find jobs.

Apparently the LAPD takes this “zero tolerance” approach in an effort to stop homeless people from hanging out in the streets. But
these young people are not “hanging out” in “skid row” … they live here. L.A’s “skid row” is a residential neighborhood. And when 
children live in one room, when parks and community centers are closed to them, the only place they have to go is the street. 

UCEPP recommends that the LAPD:
• Change its strategy from “zero tolerance” to “compassionate correction.”

• Stop criminalizing poverty by targeting youth for petty citations, such as 
jaywalking and loitering.

• Assign a youth liaison officer or Youth Services Officer (YSO) to handle all 
youth-related criminal matters in “skid row”

• Establish an alternative way to address outstanding tickets, e.g., community
service, traffic school or other strategies that do not involve monetary payment.

• Provide resources to implement alternative activities in downtown L.A. that are
accessible to the children of “skid row” (such as space, funding and staff for
recreational activities), or augment and modify existing programs. The goal 
is to develop healthy, constructive options such as sports and other team 
activities, especially for children between the ages of 10 and 17. 

• Endorse UCEPP’s recommendation that the parks and other recreational/open
spaces operated by downtown Los Angeles service providers be opened to the
children of “skid row”.

Recommendation for the MTA:
• Work with the LAUSD to develop and cover the costs of a sliding fare scale or provide free bus transportation for the children who

meet the McKinney – Vento Homeless Assistance Act’s definition of homelessness.

Recommendations for the City of Los Angeles Parks 
and Recreation Department:
• Open up city parks to the children of “skid row”.

• Provide playground equipment and recreational staff during after-school hours and off-track schedules.

• Partner with foundations and philanthropic organizations to earmark resources for recreational opportunities directed at children
from “skid row”.

Recommendation for the Department of Juvenile Justice:
• Adapt existing policy to allow the youth of “skid row” to resolve their existing citations with community service instead of a 

monetary fine.

Recommendation for the Department of Children 
and Family Services (DCFS):
• Notify the school district that a homeless child meets the definition of the McKinney – Vento Homeless Assistance Act.
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Conclusion
No one knows exactly how living in “skid row” will affect the growth and development of our children. But without significant policy
changes, the prognosis is not good. An environment of overwhelming blight and violence has already condemned their parents to
lives of desperation and despair. The key to making a difference for the younger generation is to build on their tremendous potential.
UCEPP staff is constantly amazed by their resilience, impressed by their creativity, encouraged by their humor and inspired by their
courage. The next step is to implement programs that can help our youth cope with the enormous challenges of poverty and gain
the skills and confidence to change the course of their lives.

This report, charts, tables and graphs contained therein are proprietary and the property of Social Model Recovery Systems, Inc. Neither the report nor the material contained therein can be
used, duplicated or excerpted without the specific, prior, written consent of Social Model Recovery Systems, Inc. For more information on obtaining prior approval contact Zelenne L.
Cárdenas at 626.332.3145.

UCEPP is a program of Social Model Recovery Systems, Inc., a multi-faceted human services organization. UCEPP is funded by a grant from the Los Angeles County Alcohol and Drug
Program Administration. For more information visit us at http://www.socialmodel.com/ or call 213.622.1621. The mission of UCEPP is to engage the most vulnerable populations of the
Central City East area of Los Angeles, also known as skid row, to challenge the systemic conditions and social disparities that threaten a healthy environment.

To obtain a copy of the complete survey, or any part thereof, call the United Coalition East Prevention Project at 213.622.1621 or e-mail: Zcardenas@socialmodel.com.
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