
WASHINGTON: Hard-right House conservatives
signaled an openness yesterday to backing a
short-term spending bill this week, raising the
odds that Congress will pass the measure and
prevent a partial government shutdown on
Saturday. “We’ve got to get across the finish line
on tax reform,” Rep. Mark Meadows, R-N.C.,
leader of the House Freedom Caucus, told
reporters after the group met privately early yes-

terday. “Any distraction from that is a problem.”
Asked if a federal shutdown would be a problem,
he said, “Of course.”

Top Republicans plan to push legislation
through Congress this week financing federal
agencies through Dec. 22, a period that would
allow time for both parties to bargain over long-
term budget decisions and other issues.
Government closures would begin at midnight
Friday night unless lawmakers approve more
money. The roughly 30-member caucus has been
trying to win promises of tight budget curbs and
other concessions from leaders in exchange for
backing the short-term bill. Without support from
many of them, Republicans would need votes
from Democrats to push the temporary spending
measure through the House, and Democrats have
not said what they will do.

Meadows and other caucus members said the
group had made no final decision to back the
short-term spending measure and planned to
meet with House leaders later in the day. “We
want to stay focused on tax reform,” said Rep. Jim

Jordan, R-Ohio, another conservative leader. Top
Republicans are adamant about sparking a feder-
al shutdown that would deal the latest blow to a
party that has strained all year to show it can gov-
ern effectively. They want voters riveted on the
party’s near-$1.5 trillion tax bill, the paramount
priority for themselves and President Donald
Trump. The conservatives have also wanted GOP
leaders to add a third week to the short-term
measure. They’ve said the two-week version
makes a bad agreement with Democrats likelier
because lawmakers will want to cut a deal and
leave town for Christmas.

But few other Republicans in the House or
Senate have shown any support for the caucus’
three-week proposal. Republican leaders had
already postponed a planned House vote on the
temporary spending measure until today, buying
time to iron out disputes with conservatives.

There seemed to be little taste by most in
either party, at least for now, to shutter agency
doors with 2018 midterm elections for control of
Congress coming into view. That included the

White House, where Trump often revels in conflict
and unpredictable tactics that members of his
own party consider counterproductive.

“It’s always a possibility, but it’s certainly not
what we hope for,” White House spokeswoman
Sarah Huckabee Sanders said of a potential shut-
down. House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, D-
Calif., and Senate Minority Leader Chuck
Schumer, D-N.Y., will join GOP leaders for a
White House meeting with Trump on Thursday,
and Sanders said, “The president hopes to be able
to have conversations with them to make sure that
doesn’t happen.” Democratic votes for any budg-
et measure will be crucial in the Senate, where
Republicans by themselves lack the 60 votes
needed to approve the legislation. Knowing that,
Democrats are using their leverage to try forcing
concessions to boost domestic spending in areas
like health care and infrastructure. Hinting that
they might back a short-term measure preventing
a shutdown, Schumer said approving such a bill
“gives us a little more time to do the things we’re
talking about now.” — AP
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LOS ANGELES: The nation’s homeless popula-
tion increased this year for the first time since
2010, driven by a surge in the number of people
living on the streets in Los Angeles and other
West Coast cities.

The US Department of Housing and Urban
Development released its annual Point in Time
count yesterday, a report that showed nearly
554,000 homeless people across the country
during local tallies conducted in January. That
figure is up nearly 1 percent from 2016.

Of that total, 193,000 people had no access
to nightly shelter and instead were staying in
vehicles, tents, the streets and other places con-
sidered uninhabitable. The unsheltered figure is
up by more than 9 percent compared to two
years ago. Increases are higher in several West
Coast cities, where the explosion in homeless-
ness has prompted at least 10 city and county
governments to declare states of emergency
since 2015. City officials, homeless advocates
and those living on the streets point to a main

culprit: the region’s booming economy . Rents
have soared beyond affordability for many low-
er-wage workers who until just a just few years
ago could typically find a place to stay. Now,
even a temporary setback can be enough to
leave them out on the streets.

“A lot of people in America don’t realize they
might be two checks, three checks, four checks
away from being homeless,” said Thomas Butler
Jr., who stays in a carefully organized tent near a
freeway ramp in downtown Los Angeles. Butler
said he was in transitional housing - a type of
program that prepares people for permanent
homes - for a while but mostly has lived on the
streets for the past couple of years.

The numbers in the report back up what
many people in California, Oregon and
Washington have been experiencing in their
communities: encampments sprouting along
freeways and rivers; local governments strug-
gling to come up with money for long-term solu-
tions; conflicts over whether to crack down on

street camping and even feeding the homeless.
The most alarming consequence of the West

Coast homeless explosion is a deadly hepatitis A
outbreak that has affected Los Angeles, Santa
Cruz and San Diego, the popular tourist destina-
tion in a county where more than 5,600 people
now live on the streets or in their cars. The dis-
ease is spread through a liver-damaging virus
that lives in feces. The outbreak prompted
California officials to declare a state of emer-
gency in October. The HUD report underscores
the severity of the problem along the West
Coast. While the overall homeless population in
California, Oregon and Washington grew by 14
percent over the past two years, the part of that
population considered unsheltered climbed 23
percent to 108,000. That is in part due a short-
age of affordable housing.

In booming Seattle, for example, the HUD
report shows the unsheltered population grew
by 44 percent over two years to nearly 5,500.

The homeless service area that includes most

of Los Angeles County, the epicenter of the cri-
sis, saw its total homeless count top 55,000
people, up by more than 13,000 from 2016. Four
out of every five homeless individuals there are
considered unsheltered, leaving tens of thou-
sands of people with no place to sleep other
than the streets or parks.

By comparison, while New York City’s home-
less population grew to more than 76,000, only
about 5 percent are considered unsheltered
thanks to a system that can get people a cot
under a roof immediately. In the West Coast
states, the surge in homelessness has become
part of the fabric of daily life.

The Monty, a bar in the Westlake neighbor-
hood near downtown Los Angeles, usually does-
n’t open until 8 p.m. Partner and general manag-
er Corey Allen said that’s because a nearby shel-
ter requires people staying there to be in the
building by 7. Waiting until after that to open
means the streets outside are calmer.

Allen said the homeless have come into his

bar to bathe in the restroom wash basins, and
employees have developed a strategy for stop-
ping people from coming in to panhandle among
customers. Seventy-eight-year-old Theodore
Neubauer sees the other side of it. Neubauer
says he served in Vietnam but now lives in a tent
in downtown Los Angeles. He is surrounded by
thriving business and entertainment districts, and
new apartments that are attracting scores of
young people to the heart of the nation’s second
most populous city.

“Well, there’s a million-dollar view,” he said.
Helping those like Neubauer is a top policy pri-
ority and political issue in Los Angeles. Since
last year, voters in the city and Los Angeles
County have passed a pair of tax-boosting bal-
lot initiatives to raise an expected $4.7 billion
over the next decade for affordable housing
and services for the homeless. HUD Secretary
Ben Carson praised the region for dealing with
the issue and not relying solely on the federal
government. — AP
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LOS ANGELES: Homeless man Alonzo Harrison, 47, takes a nap on a bench at Pershing Square decorated
with Christmas lights in the background on Monday in Los Angeles. — AP
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WASHINGTON: (From left) Speaker of the
House Paul Ryan, House Majority Whip Steve
Scalise, and Majority Leader Kevin McCarthy,
meet with reporters after House Republicans
held a closed-door strategy session in
Washington on Tuesday. — AP


