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The January 2025 Eaton and Palisades fires were among the
most destructive natural disasters in Los Angeles history. In
their aftermath, a uniquely vulnerable population came to
light; the informally housed. Informally housed residents
lack formal tenancy documentation, and therefore lack
documentation of their displacement.

While the fires upended lives across income levels, informally
housed residents, and renters more broadly, bore a
disproportionate share of the burden. In the weeks following
the fires, rents across Los Angeles County rose roughly 20%,
with some neighborhoods experiencing spikes of up to 130%.
Displaced renters faced a housing market with effectively no
affordable options, limited insurance coverage and real or
perceived ineligibility for many recovery programs.

Working with the Los Angeles County Development Authority,
the research team examined the scope and demographics of
the informally housed and renter populations displaced by the
fires, what barriers they face after disaster and displacement,
and how LACDA and other public agencies can better support
them in the immediate aftermath and long-term recovery.

Study Approach

The study used a mixed-methods approach, including analysis
of survey data from more than 2,300 fire-affected residents,
geospatial analysis of wildfire damage, rental market analysis,
a literature review, policy document review, nine stakeholder
interviews and comparative case studies of the 2018 Camp Fire
in Butte County, California and 2012 Hurricane Sandy in

New Jersey.

Policy options were developed based on our findings and
evaluated using a Criteria Alternatives Matrix scored across
five criteria: economic feasibility, administrative feasibility,
socio-political feasibility, effectiveness and time efficiency.
Scores were validated using Monte Carlo sensitivity analysis
across 1,000 simulated weighting scenarios.

Key Findings

»  The fires exposed and intensified Los Angeles County’s
pre-existing housing affordability crisis. The Eaton and
Palisades fires destroyed an estimated 4,555 renter-
occupied units in an already constrained rental market.
Prior to January 2025, there were only 1,113 vacant rental
units across the eight ZIP codes most heavily impacted by
the fires, leaving little capacity to absorb displacement.
Rental inventory declined sharply after the fires (by 67%
in Pacific Palisades and 30% in Altadena) while rents
surged across the county, with some neighborhoods
experiencing increases exceeding 100%.

»  The number of informally housed residents displaced
by the fires is uncertain, underscoring how difficult
it is to identify this population. This study estimates
between 1,770 and 6,280 informally housed residents
were displaced by the fires. Many lived in shared housing
arrangements, informal rentals, accessory dwelling
units or unpermitted housing without formal leases or
documentation. Because disaster recovery systems often
require proof of tenancy, these residents are frequently
excluded from assistance programs or undercounted in
official recovery data. FEMA claims data from Altadena
reinforce this finding, showing multiple households
associated with the same address, an indication that
informal and multi-household living arrangements were
common in this fire-impacted area.
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Renters experienced significantly greater housing
instability and financial hardship than homeowners

after the fires. Post-fire recovery outcomes varied
sharply by housing tenure. After the fires, 8% of renters
experienced homelessness, compared to only 2% of
homeowners. Renters were also substantially more likely
to report unstable housing, uninsured displacement,
food insecurity and employment disruptions after the
fires. Additionally, many displaced renters lacked renter’s
insurance or displacement coverage, leaving them further
dependent on informal arrangements or temporary
housing situations.

Existing disaster recovery systems are not designed

to meet the needs of renters and informally housed
households. Federal disaster recovery programs prioritize
property restoration and rebuilding, which inherently
advantages homeowners. Moreover, FEMA assistance

is temporary and structured around one household per
address, creating barriers for people in shared or informal
living situations. Moreover, long-term recovery funding
through federal housing programs often takes years to
arrive, leaving renters without adequate support during
the recovery gap. At the same time, California’s broader
affordable housing system prioritizes interventions for
chronic homelessness through the Housing First model
and permanent supportive housing frameworks, creating
a gap for wildfire-displaced renters who are financially
vulnerable but do not meet traditional homelessness

prioritization criteria.

Many displaced renters faced barriers accessing
assistance even when they were eligible. The challenge
for many displaced renters was not simply the lack of
assistance programs, but difficulty accessing those that
already exist. Stakeholder interviews and survey findings
indicated widespread confusion regarding eligibility
requirements, available resources and application
processes. On top of that, informally housed residents
frequently lacked the documentation needed to

verify tenancy, while other renters perceived recovery
programs as primarily intended for homeowners. These
administrative and informational barriers reduced
participation in available assistance programs and
contributed to prolonged housing instability among
already vulnerable households.

Recommendations

The seven policy options are not mutually exclusive and are
sequenced based on feasibility and LACDA's operational control.

»  LACDA should expand outreach and navigation support
to ensure displaced low-income and informally housed
renters are aware of and able to access existing disaster
relief programs and housing resources.

»  LACDA should develop a standardized self-attestation
template to help informally housed residents document
their prior housing status and access FEMA assistance
without formal lease agreements or utility records.

»  LACDA should use NOFA criteria and tax credit scoring to
prioritize affordable housing development in low-density
and fire-impacted areas of the county underserved by
existing affordable housing stock.

»  LACDA and county partners should pursue the acquisition
of land rendered uninhabitable by the fires for future
affordable housing development.

»  LACDA should work with county partners to expand
dedicated disaster case management services for
displaced low-income and informally housed renters
navigating housing instability and benefit access.

»  LACDA and county partners should develop and
implement a systematic methodology for counting and
tracking informally housed residents, enabling more
accurate needs assessments and program targeting in
future disasters.

»  The county should establish a permanent interagency
task force to coordinate housing recovery efforts across
agencies and build institutional capacity for future disaster
response.

More Information

Gorman, J., Greenwood, S., Rich, M., Ruiz, D., & Willmott-
McMahon, T. (2026). Displacement to Recovery After the
Eaton and Palisades Wildfires: Strengthening Affordable
Housing Options for Low-Income and Informally Housed
Renters in Los Angeles County (Master’s capstone, UCLA).
Retrieved from:_https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4nd5q947



 https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4nd5q947 



