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Policy Issue: Homelessness     

Question: The City of Los Angeles has the highest homeless population of any US city.  You are advising the 
Los Angeles Mayor’s Homelessness Cabinet, which is responsible for working across city agencies to 
address homelessness. For Fiscal Year 2017-2018, Mayor Garcetti has a budget of $179 million to fight 
homelessness. He has already dedicated $2 billion over the next decade. Using Hawaii’s recently 
introduced legislation (SB2) which would classify homelessness as a medical condition as a guide, how 
would you advocate for Physician involvement in the use of these funds?

Background:  Many urban areas have recently seen a sharp increase in housing costs despite slow 
economic growth, which has contributed to an acceleration in the number of people who have become 
homeless. Supportive, affordable housing units are few, and development is not able to keep pace with 
the demand. In 2017, Mayor Garcetti budgeted $179 million for homeless services for the current year and 
$2 billion over the next decade. In 2017, a legislator in Hawaii had introduced legislation to classify 
homelessness as a medical condition, potentially giving Physicians the ability to prescribe housing to high-
risk chronically homeless people who have either a mental illness or substance abuse problem. Research in 
that state has shown that healthcare spending on this group of homeless individuals falls to 43% after 
providing supportive housing. Though the bill has stalled in committee, Physicians have been very 
supportive of the bill, which would give them a direct role in deciding which patients should be granted 
housing. In light of the ‘housing first’ movement and high healthcare utilization costs in the homeless 
community, how would you advise the Mayor’s Homelessness Cabinet on allocating the proposed funds in 
the City of Los Angeles?

Policy Issue: Gun Violence     

Question: With mass shootings and reports of gun violence becoming more commonplace, there may be 
greater political will developing to help curb gun violence. Various policy recommendations have been 
made of late. Your group advises the chair of the Physician’s Caucus of the California State Assembly who 
will use the information you provide to help shape legislation. What public health-oriented position would 
you propose (and why) for your evidence-hungry, politically astute colleagues in the Caucus?

Background: In the United States, there are more than 33,000 fatalities related to guns each year, and 
while mass shootings are given significant media attention, more than half of gun deaths are suicides and 
over one third are homicides. Our constitution’s Second Amendment codifies the right to keep and bear 
arms, however over time the courts have accepted that the government can restrict gun ownership under 
certain circumstances such as mental illness or felony conviction. The National Instant Criminal 
Background Check System (NICS) exists to help quickly allow licensed firearms dealers to run background 
checks on purchasers, though it does not apply to family transfers or unlicensed dealers. Federal law also 
protects gun manufacturers by restricting data sharing and research. The Dickey Amendment has 
encouraged the CDC to curtail the amount of research it does on gun violence prevention. Your group is 
tasked to do an analysis of the topic and provide a recommendation for how to approach legislation on 



gun control from a public health perspective. 
Policy Issue: Drug Pricing     

Question: High-cost treatments for conditions such as cancer and Hepatitis C have proliferated in recent 
years. They have been difficult for most health systems to pay for, but this has been particularly 
challenging in the safety net systems such as Medicaid programs. Recently, there has been a 
recommendation for drug companies to license their Hepatitis C drugs directly to the federal government 
in order to cut down on cost for these programs. As science policy advisors to Congress, how would you 
advise they act on these recommendations?

Background: Hepatitis C can now be cured, but the virus still kills more than 20,000 Americans each year 
according to the CDC, which is more than the next 60 infectious causes of death combined. Treatment is 
prohibitively expensive, in the $80,000-$100,000 range per patient. Access to treatment is particularly 
difficult for patients on Medicaid programs. In April 2017, the National Academies of Science, Engineering 
and Medicine recommended that the drug companies producing the curative medications compete to 
license their patent to the federal government for patients in Medicaid programs and prisons, where the 
need is the highest. 

Policy Issue: Opioid Addiction     

Question: Opioid addiction is the biggest drug epidemic in US History and in 2017 the Department of 
Health and Human Services designated it as a public health emergency. Recognizing opioid-related 
overdose deaths as an urgent health policy concern, the LA County Board of Supervisors has tasked your 
group to come up with recommendations to combat the opioid crisis.

Background: In the late 1990s, there was pressure to treat pain more aggressively, with some advocating 
to incorporate pain assessment as a 5th vital sign. At the same time pharmaceutical companies reassured 
the medical community that patients would not become addicted to opioid pain relievers. As a result, 
health care providers began writing more prescriptions for opioid medications. This increase in 
prescriptions led to widespread misuse before it became clear that these medications do indeed have 
highly addictive potential. As opioid use has skyrocketed so have opioid-related overdose deaths. 
According to the CDC, in 2016 there were an estimated 42,249 deaths in the US due to opioid overdose, or 
about 116 deaths per day. While statistics in LA County are better than the national average, the LA 
County Board of Supervisors would like to develop a comprehensive approach to battle the epidemic.


