
 
 
 

Fight Poverty, Not the Poor: Constructive Alternatives to 
Criminalizing Poverty in Greensboro 

Contact: 
Marcus Hyde 
303-507-8065   
homelessuniongso@gmail.com 
 
Introduction: 

Our modern crisis of mass homelessness is a national epidemic caused by more than 
three decades of policy failure that has resulted in a situation where millions of Americans 
cannot afford safe and decent housing. To adequately address this epidemic, federal, state 
and local governments need to work together to provide adequate housing options for people 
of all income levels, and ensure that people have adequate income, food access and 
healthcare to sustain themselves in housing.  

Unfortunately, due to a lack of meaningful action from the federal government, many 
local governments have resorted to dealing with the presence of poor and homeless people in 
their streets through punitive action – by criminalizing the physical existence of poor and 
homeless people in public spaces. Pressured by business interests (often Business 
Improvement Districts), many local communities have passed ordinances which criminalize 
unavoidable and life sustaining activities such as resting in public.  

The City of Greensboro, North Carolina is a town known for its civil rights history. We 
are a community that is proud of the advances made by poor and oppressed people towards 
the goal of honoring the dignity and worth of all persons. However, at the present time, 
Greensboro has multiple ordinances on its books which are reminiscent of a previous era 
where governments openly discriminated against specific groups of people. Namely, under the 
city’s current “aggressive solicitation”, and “loitering” ordinances, people who appear to be 
experiencing homelessness and poverty are targeted and criminalized for merely existing in 
public spaces. These laws don’t serve the city’s need for public safety and are often duplicative 
of pre-existing laws. Rather, they are vaguely worded ordinances, which are meant to provide 
the police with broad sweeping tools to push “undesirable” people out of public space. 

Criminalizing poverty is a bad policy choice for numerous reasons. It is 
counterproductive towards the goal of eradicating poverty, because it creates unnecessary 
hurdles for poor people to jump through in order to get out of poverty- i.e. court dates, fines 
and arrest records. Furthermore, it is a complete waste of tax dollars to fund enforcement of 
these ordinances. Study after study has shown that providing housing for low income people, 
coupled with supportive services, is actually cheaper than paying to keep people in the (all too 
common) vicious cycle of modern homeless policy: emergency shelters, arrest, E.R. visits, 
shelter beds, back out on the street, etc. Moreover, criminalization ordinances often amount to 
costly litigation, as most anti-homeless ordinances wind up being subject to civil lawsuits and 
found unconstitutional. And lastly, criminalizing the existence of poor and homeless people in 
public spaces is immoral and unnecessarily cruel.  
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While Greensboro does not have the most number of anti-homeless ordinances of any 
modern U.S. city, there are several problematic ordinances on the city’s book today, and the 
potential for future misguided policies is great. However, the city has the opportunity to lead 
the nation in regard to homeless issues, by finding solutions that meet the needs of 
Greensboro’s most impoverished residents and simultaneously curb the unfortunate side 
effects of visible poverty without trampling on the cherished constitutional rights of its citizens.  

The city has already done some work to increase affordable housing funds in recent 
years, and has committed to raising the minimum wage for all city employees within the next 
fiscal year. We applaud these efforts by the city as constructive steps towards eradicating 
poverty, but sadly, there is much more work to be done.  

In the hopes that Greensboro might invest adequate funding towards solutions 
that address root causes of poverty, and resist the unnecessary trend of criminalizing 
poverty, we offer the following policy initiatives:  

These policy recommendations are not all-encompassing. We would applaud additional 
efforts, such as investing in programs to improve healthcare access and transportation access 
for low income and moderate income citizens. However, common sense dictates, and policy 
experts agree, that the primary cause of mass homelessness is a lack of affordable housing 
options that are available to low-income earning people. As such, the following policy 
recommendations stress the need for attainable housing options first and foremost, as well as 
living wage employment opportunities.  

Furthermore, because Greensboro is having a conversation about how to deal with 
public space issues resulting from mass homelessness, we have made recommendations as 
to how the city might proactively create a public space policy that both meet the needs of 
Greensboro’s residents (like access to water), and mitigate some of the negative impacts of 
having people live in public spaces (i.e. litter management) while also respecting the rights of 
people using public spaces.  
 Some of these policies will require time and a commitment of funds to implement and 
see to fruition. However, there are multiple proposals listed that could be described as “low 
hanging fruit” - initiatives that could be adopted and set in motion immediately. The city ought 
to begin by reforming how it polices and regulates homelessness, by adopting an ordinance 
that will help protect low income residents from unnecessary and harmful policing practices. 
This would actually save the community money, as public resources could be diverted away 
from incarcerating individuals and towards constructive solutions. Homeless Bill of Rights 
ordinances have been adopted in other cities, showing a good precedent for these types of 
laws, and we have included a model ordinance in Appendix A which the city of Greensboro 
could adopt immediately.  
 The recommendations listed below would not only benefit people who are currently 
experiencing homelessness, but also all of Greensboro - and particularly the 20%+ of 
Greensboro that currently lives in poverty. Moving forward, it is imperative that the city develop 
a plan to address systemic poverty and involve low income people throughout the entire 
process. As such, we suggest the development of a Poverty Commission with a functioning 
majority of low income residents to ensure that low income people’s needs and priorities 
remain at the forefront of the conversation. 

We look forward to working with the City of Greensboro as we move forward. Let us 
combat systemic poverty, not fight the victims of a system that has created mass 
homelessness.                                                                   -The Homeless Union of Greensboro  



Constructive Alternatives to Criminalization: 
Part 1. Creating a Poverty Commission to advise the City on Eradicating 
Poverty 

1. The City of Greensboro should establish a commission with a functioning majority of low income 
and homeless people to advise the city on policy to effectively eradicate poverty in Greensboro. 
People directly affected by poverty and injustice are the true experts of their own needs and the 
needs of their community. 

a. The Poverty Commission should have at least 51% representation of low-income and 
homeless residents to ensure the priorities of low income people are adequately 
represented. 

b. The Poverty Commission may participate in various task forces which can implement 
some of the short-term policy solutions listed below  

Part 2. Protecting Rights for All - Legislation and Criminal Justice Reform 
1. The City of Greensboro should pass an ordinance which protects the rights of all citizens to 

exist and rest in public spaces without fear of harassment, ticketing or arrest by police officers.  
a. Numerous other cities have passed Homeless Bill of Rights legislation. See Appendix A 

for sample Homeless Bill of Rights Ordinance language. 
2. The City of Greensboro should repeal the city’s unconstitutional panhandling (“aggressive 

solicitation” – new ordinance not listed on Municode Library database) and loitering ordinances 
(Sec. 18-44 and 18-66). 

a. See Appendix B to read a letter written by the National Law Center on Homelessness 
and Poverty concerning the city’s current unconstitutional “Aggressive Solicitation” 
ordinance. 

3. The City should commission a review of its current ordinances and arrest records to ensure that 
poor and homeless people are not disproportionately arrested or cited for city ordinances. 

4. The City of Greensboro should establish a citizen oversight board for the police with subpoena 
power to ensure fairness and accountability in policing practices. 

Part 3. Housing Justice Initiatives 
1. The City of Greensboro should be a vocal advocate for increased funding for federal Public and 

Affordable Housing Programs. 
a. See Appendix C for a history of housing policy and an explanation of why investing in 

affordable housing is crucial to ending homelessness 
2. The City should use Tax Increment Financing, Community Development Block Grants and other 

county, state and federal funds to build and sustain publicly owned permanent low income 
housing for individuals making 0-30% Area Median Income 

3. The City should invest local tax dollars into building and sustaining publicly owned permanent 
low income housing for individuals making 0-30% Area Median Income 

4. It is crucial that the city of Greensboro work with Greensboro Housing Authority to preserve its 
remaining public housing stock and invest in more public housing, rather than voucher based 
programs. 

a. The Greensboro Housing Authority (GHA) is committed to sell its remaining housing 
stock to private housing development agencies through the Rental Assistance 
Demonstration Program (RAD). This is very unfortunate, as public housing is the most 
secure form of low-income housing available, and the RAD program leaves housing 
assistance vulnerable to market speculation and swings in government budget 
allocations. The RAD program, and its predecessor, the HOPE VI program, have 
resulted in the loss of over 250,000 public housing units nationwide (and over 350,000 if 
you include Section 8).  



5. The City should help fund the Foreclosure Diversion program started by the Center for Housing 
and Community Studies (CHCS) at UNCG 

a. Greensboro ranks 7th in the country for cities with the most evictions. Evictions are 
expensive for both landlords and tenants, and social safety net programs who support 
people once they are out on the street. Reducing the number of evictions in Greensboro 
would effectively save resources and money. 

b. See Appendix D for more information about the eviction crisis in Greensboro and 
CHCS’s work combating unnecessary evictions 

6. The City should develop a foreclosure legal defense program like other cities have to ensure 
that all residents facing eviction have legal representation when appearing in court. 

a. See Appendix E for more information about eviction legal defense programs 
7. The city should invest in Emergency Rental Assistance Fund programs which could be 

distributed the Greensboro Housing Coalition. 

Part 4. Economic Justice Initiatives 
1. The City of Greensboro should be a vocal advocate for raising the minimum wage statewide 

and eliminating prohibitions on cities establishing their own minimum wage rates.  
2. The City should raise the minimum wage for all city employees to at least $15/hr and allow the 

City Workers Union UE Local 150 to implement a fair “Step Plan” for all city workers. 
3. The City should develop a low-barrier “Day Works” program similar to Denver, CO or 

Albuquerque, NM where unemployed people are given the opportunity to work for the city, earn 
a living wage (minimum of $15/hr) and transition into full time employment 

a. See Appendix F for more information on Denver’s successful Day Works Program 
4. The City should commission a study of current day labor/temporary work agencies and 

determine what policies are appropriate to improve pay rates, reduce unfair fees imposed on 
temporary employees and eliminate wage theft. 

Part 5. Public Space Policy - Providing for basic needs 
1. The City of Greensboro should invest in public bathrooms, water fountains and hygiene facilities 

throughout the city to promote sanitation and curb public urination/defication. 
a. See Appendix G for an example of a successful public restroom program (Portland Loo) 

2. The City of Greensboro should provide adequate seating and bus shelters in public spaces. 
3. The City of Greensboro should invest in trash receptacles along pathways and trails throughout 

the city to curb littering. 
4. The City should establish a safe and legal area where homeless people can sleep outdoors 

without fear of police harassment, citation, or arrest. Due to the significant lack of affordable 
housing options available to people, people must sleep somewhere and creating a safe and 
legal area to do so is both humane, free to tax payers, and morally right. 

a. See Appendix H for more information on the roles that service providers and cities can 
play in regards to homeless encampments. 
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B. National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty Letter to Greensboro City Council regarding 
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C. Homelessness and Housing Fact Sheet (Western Regional Advocacy Project 
D. Greensboro’s Eviction Crisis (UNCG) 
E. Right to Counsel Legislation (New York) 
F. Example Day Works Program (Denver) 
G. Example of a Successful Public Bathroom Program (The Portland Loo)  
H. National Health Care for the Homeless Council Statement on Homeless Encampments 



 

 

Be it enacted and ordained by the City of Greensboro: 

Section 1. The Revised Municipal Code of Greensboro XXXXXXXXX, is hereby amended to include 

A new Article XXXXXX: 

Chapter XXXXX – HUMAN RIGHTS  

ARTICLE XXXXXXXX. – RIGHT TO SURVIVE IN PUBLIC SPACES 

Sec. XXXXX. Protected Rights of People. 

(a) Purpose.  

(1) The purpose of this section is to secure and enforce basic rights for all people within the jurisdiction of the 

City of Greensboro, including the right to rest and shelter oneself from the elements in a non-obstructive 

manner in public spaces, to eat, share, accept or give food in any public space where food is not prohibited, to 

occupy one’s own legally parked motor vehicle or occupy a legally parked motor vehicle belonging to another, 

with the owner’s permission, the right to solicit and accept help or donations from others, and to have a right 

and expectation of privacy and safety of or in one’s person and property. 

(b) Definitions. 

(1) “Public space” means any outdoor property that is owned or leased, in whole or in part, by the City of 

Greensboro and is accessible to the public, or any city property upon which there is an easement for public use. 

(2) “Rest” means the state of not moving, and holding certain postures including but not limited to sitting, 

standing, leaning, kneeling, squatting, sleeping or lying down. 

(3) “Non-Obstructive Manner” means a manner that does not render passageways impassable or hazardous. 

(4). “Motor Vehicle” includes vehicles defined in North Carolina Statute XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

(5) “Ceiling preemption” means any limitation on local law-making that limits the amount of protection local law 

may extend to municipal residents that exceeds state or federal protections. 

(6) “Municipal Subordination” means any exercise of “Dillon’s Rule,” preemption, or other mechanism used to 

usurp the right of the people of Greensboro to use their City government for the protection of residents’ rights. 

(c) Rights. 

(1) The right to rest in a non-obstructive manner in public spaces. 

(2) The right to shelter oneself from the elements in a non-obstructive manner in outdoor public spaces. 

(3) The right to eat, share, accept, or give free food in any public space where food is not prohibited. 

(4) The right to occupy one’s own legally parked motor vehicle or occupy a legally parked motor vehicle 

belonging to another, with the owner’s permission. 

(5) The right to solicit and accept help or donations from others in public spaces, 

(6) The right and expectation of safety and privacy of or in one’s person and belongings while occupying public 

spaces. 

(7) The right to have the City government of Greensboro enforce and defend this law on the basis that a 

constitutional right of initiative, which is an expression of local community self-government, exists. This law is an 

assertion of that right as it seeks to expand and secure the rights of the people of Greensboro. The exercise of 

the legal doctrines of Dillon’s Rule, ceiling preemption or municipal subordination to state government would  
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unconstitutionally and illegitimately violate the right of the residents of the City of Greensboro to local 

community self-government. 

(d) Prohibitions and Obligations. 

(1) It shall be unlawful for the City of Greensboro to enforce any ordinance, resolution, regulation, rule or policy 

that limits, prohibits or penalizes the rights secured by this ordinance. 

(2) It shall be unlawful for any public law enforcement officer, private security employee or agent, corporation, 

business or other entities to violate the rights recognized and secured by this law. 

(3) It shall be unlawful for an employee or agent of any government agency, corporation, business, or other 

entity to harass, terrorize, threaten, or intimidate any natural person exercising the rights secured by this 

ordinance. 

(e) Enforcement. 

(1) Any law enforcement officer or other agent of the City of Greensboro who detains, causes to move, or 

violates the protected rights in Section (c) of this ordinance has committed a civil rights violation(s) under color 

of law. This prohibition includes, but is not limited to, requesting identification by any person unless supported 

by reasonable suspicion of a crime. 

(2) The City of Greensboro, or any resident of the City of Greensboro, may enforce the rights and prohibitions of 

this law through an action brought in any court possessing jurisdiction over activities occurring within the City of 

Greensboro. In such an action, the City pf Greensboro or the resident shall be entitled to recover as a prevailing 

party all costs of litigation, including, without limitation, expert and attorney’s fees. 

(3) All laws adopted by the legislature of North Carolina shall be the law of the City of Greensboro only to the 

extent that they do not violate the rights or prohibitions of this law. Where state or federal law is more 

protective of human rights and civil rights than this local law, the state or federal law controls. 

(f) Severability. 

(1) The provisions of this law are severable. If any court decides that any section, clause, sentence, part, or 

provision of this law is illegal, invalid, or unconstitutional, such decision shall not affect, impair, or invalidate any 

of the remaining sections, clauses, sentences parts, or provisions, of the law. This law would have been enacted 

without the invalid sections. 

(g) Repealer. 

(1) All inconsistent provisions of prior laws adopted by the City of Greensboro are hereby repealed, but only to 

the extent necessary to remedy the inconsistency. 

(h) Effective Date. 

(1) All provisions of this act shall take effect immediately. 

 

ENACTED AND ORDAINED this _________________ day of _______, 2018 By the City of Greensboro, North Carolina. 
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GREENSBORO’S EVICTION CRISIS 
Posted on Saturday, April 14th, 2018 by Stephen Sills. Tags: Greensboro, eviction top 10 

 

Many cost-burdened renters in Guilford County are one car-repair, one hospitalization, or one high-utility bill away from 

being evicted from their homes. Data from the newly released Eviction Lab, the first national database of evictions, 

shows Greensboro as having the highest eviction rate of large cities in the state and the 7th highest eviction rate of large 

cities in the nation. On any given day in 2016, around 13 families were evicted from their homes. 

Housing instability has been shown to affect health outcomes, children’s academic achievement, employment, and 

neighborhood vitality. Research from CHCS has shown that more than half of those evicted find themselves homeless for 

a period of time. 

In our current collaborative effort to address this issue, UNCG Center for Housing and Community Studies (CHCS), UNCG 

Economics Department, UNCG Computer Sciences Department, and the UNCG Center for Youth, Family, and Community 

Studies have been working with the Greensboro Housing Coalition, the NC District Courts, local philanthropy, tenants, 

landlords, and Guilford County Government (through our MetroLab partnership) to develop a pilot program that will 

divert potential eviction cases from adjudication into mediation and case management, keeping tenants in their homes 

while addressing both landlord and tenant concerns. 

The program is being developed with tenants and landlords as Co-Investigators to provide emergency financial 

assistance to avoid evictions due to inability to pay utilities or rent owed in a crisis situation, landlord-tenant mediation 

to defuse situations potentially leading to eviction, and Landlord and Tenant Education services to help both parties 

understand obligations and ensure that people remain successfully housed. 

Read more about this issue in our Greensboro – Eviction Brief 

 

Appendix D – Greensboro’s Eviction Crisis from 

UNCG’s Center for Housing and Community 

Studies  

 



 

 

 
 
New York Times - EDITORIAL 
A Right to a Lawyer to Save Your Home 
By The Editorial Board 
Sept. 23, 2016 

Credit: Anthony Lanzilote for The New York Times 

There are few legal fights more lopsided than landlords suing 
to evict their lower-income tenants.  

In New York City’s housing court, it’s usually a team of lawyers representing the landlord going against a 
tenant, unrepresented and alone. The claims for eviction vary — the tenant owes months of back rent, or is not 
named on the lease. If the landlord doesn’t win, very often the tenant is muscled out with threats and 
harassment. 

Many others are pushed out when landlords — eager to raise rents or demolish buildings to make way for 
pricey new developments — illegally withhold basic services like heat and hot water, or offer paltry buyouts. 

Judges witness this unfairness all the time, but there’s little they can do about it. While the 
Constitution guarantees a lawyer to all criminal defendants, there’s no such guarantee in civil cases, even when 
a person’s home is at stake. 

Now, New York City, where affordable housing is in cripplingly short supply, could become the first jurisdiction 
in the country to require lawyers for all lower-income people facing eviction. This new approach, by some 
estimates, could even save the city money. 

The City Council is considering a bill that would provide free legal representation to anyone facing eviction or 
foreclosure who has an income of less than twice the federal poverty line. In New York City, that means an 
individual making below $44,000. Tenants in about 128,000 cases — more than 80 percent of all housing 
court cases each year — would qualify, according to a report commissioned by the City Bar Association. 

Having a lawyer makes all the difference. When tenants represent themselves in court, they end up being 
evicted almost half the time. With a lawyer, tenants win 90 percent of the time. 

In trying to level the housing-court playing field, Mayor Bill de Blasio has committed $62 million in the current 
fiscal year to provide legal help for lower-income tenants, a strategy that has resulted in the lowest eviction 
rates in a decade. Evictions decreased by 18 percent last year, to 21,988 from 26,857 in 2014. There’s also 
evidence that landlords are bringing fewer eviction cases because they know they’re more likely to be 
challenged by a competent lawyer. 

Mr. de Blasio deserves credit for making this a priority, but the city can do much more. Current spending 
provides lawyers to about one-quarter of lower-income tenants. Legal representation for all would total about 
$200 million a year, the bar association report estimates. But the city could save far more than that, both by 
keeping more than 5,000 families out of homeless shelters — at an annual savings of $43,000 per family — and 
by preserving thousands of existing affordable apartments instead of building new ones. The report estimates 
that the total net savings could exceed $300 million. 

In a city with an $82 billion budget and a $1 billion surplus, it shouldn’t be hard to find the money to protect 
thousands of people from wrongful evictions. Ensuring that the most vulnerable don’t lose their homes is both 
the just and fiscally smart thing to do. 
A version of this article appears in print on September 23, 2016, on Page A28 of the New York edition with the headline: A 

Right to a Lawyer to Save Your Home. Order Reprints | Today’s Paper | Subscribe 
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Press Release From the City and County of Denver: 

110 People Experiencing Homelessness Got Jobs 
Through Denver Day Works, City Announces 
Evaluation Results and Planned 2018 Expansion 
Jan 16, 2018 

Pilot evaluation recommends more diversity, greater access, implementation of work 
transition program 

DENVER – The Denver Day Works program helped 110 people who were experiencing an episode of 

homelessness and, in most cases, living on the streets obtain permanent work during its pilot year. Building on 

these first-year successes, the city today announced expansion plans for the program in 2018 and released the 

first-year achievements of the pilot and results of a recent evaluation by the University of Colorado Denver. 

“Denver Day Works started with the simple idea of providing those experiencing homelessness, regardless of 

their background, the opportunity to work, earn some income and connect into a network of resources designed 

to help them improve their well-being,” Mayor Michael B. Hancock said. “In its first year, Denver Day works 

connected 110 people to permanent jobs and more than a dozen to housing. They‘ve worked hard and given 

back to our community, and as we expand the program in 2018, we can’t wait to provide this opportunity to 

more and more people so more lives can get back on track.” 

In its first year of operation (November 1, 2016 – October 31, 2017), Denver Day Works successfully provided 

more than 10,000 hours of work experience to 284 people experiencing homelessness. 

 462 people were recruited for the program – original goal: 350 

 284 participated in a day’s work – original goal: 150 

 90% participant retention rate – original goal: 75 people 

 110 people achieved permanent employment – original goal: 49 

 57 people so far have maintained their employment – original goal: 30 

The program provides transportation to and from worksites and work equipment, as well as resource navigation. 

Program staff work one-on-one with individuals to identify and provide essential resources for their overall 

well-being. Through this approach, 13 people who were experiencing homelessness were connected to housing. 

“I’m so proud of all that these first Denver Day Works pilot participants have achieved, and of the 

individualized care this program has been able to provide each of them as they took the next steps toward their 

goals,” said Denver Human Services Executive Director Don Mares. “The transformation of people in this 

program has been remarkable, meaningful and lasting. In 2018, we’re gearing up to add more and more diverse 

worksites to support hundreds more through Denver Day Works one work day and one step at a time.” 

A program evaluation completed by the University of Colorado Denver Center on Network Science after the 

third quarter of the pilot found that response from employers and neighborhoods to the program has been 

overwhelmingly positive, with 99 employers participating and 74 percent of them hiring program participants. 

Partner employers include King Soopers, Hotel Teatro, Napa Auto Parts, Goodwill, Revolution Foods, Denver 

Zoo, Bayaud Enterprises and the City and County of Denver itself, which to date has hired 15 Denver Day  
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Workers. The evaluation noted the highly successful collaboration between multiple city agencies and 

community partners and a positive rating by nearly 100 percent of the participants. 

“What’s been most rewarding about this is that I’ve been given this opportunity,” said Regina, a participant. “It 

makes me feel good that I was chosen to work. I was picked for this job.” 

The evaluation made three key recommendations: 

 Increase the program budget to support expanding the program’s number of work days and diversity of 

worksites. 

 Develop an employee-supported transition component between Denver Day Works and full-time 

employment. 

 Engage in a participatory strategy session to determine a system of governance for the Denver Day Works 

program. 

In alignment with the evaluation’s recommendations, plans for 2018 include an expansion from three to five 

days per week, increasing and diversifying the participant base, and diversifying and increasing worksites. A 

copy of the pilot program evaluation and year one results are attached to this release. 

The pilot program was funded with $400,000 from Denver Human Services, Denver’s Road Home, Parks and 

Recreation, and Public Works. In 2018, Mayor Hancock boosted the program budget to a projected $696,300 to 

allow for expansion of the program to serve more people. Starting in February, the program will expand to four 

days a week with a goal of expanding to five days a week later in 2018. An important aspect of the program is 

the individual one-on-one time that Denver Day Works program staff from Bayaud Enterprises spend with each 

person. As the program expands, close observation will be given to ensuring that the individualized approach to 

each participant is maintained. 

“We have been providing supported employment for decades and know the model truly works,” said David 

Henninger, CEO of Bayaud Enterprises. “What makes this program different is our ability to reach people right 

where they are, no matter their history, and to lend support immediately, and to collaborate with so many 

partners across the city.” 

Denver Day Works is a low- to no-barrier work program that provides people without homes the opportunity to 

earn a days’ pay at city and private work sites and connects them to other resources to help them find housing 

and overall wellbeing. Denver Day Works is a collaboration between Denver Human Services, Denver Parks & 

Recreation, Denver Public Works and Denver’s Road Home, and is operated by Bayaud Enterprises. The 

program worksites include Denver Parks & Recreation, Denver Public Works locations, the Denver Public 

Library, Denver Elections Division, Bayaud Laundry Truck, Denver Botanic Gardens, and, a special worksite 

with the RiNO Arts District for the annual Crush event. Participants learned grounds keeping and maintenance 

trades among other skills, and were able to move on to permanent employment with the support and guidance of 

program staff. Once connected to employment, the program continues to provide support to participants for a 

year. 
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Homeless Encampments:   

                                                            Roles for the HCH Community  
  

April 2018  

Homeless encampments are highly visible and troubling reminders of the housing crisis in our country. The National 

Health Care for the Homeless Council fundamentally disagrees with policies that create homelessness and recognizes 

that encampments occur because there is a pervasive lack of affordable, permanent housing in our communities. 

Unfortunately, the need to provide immediate assistance to decrease unacceptable living conditions on the street is 

often competing with the same resources needed to truly end homelessness through expanded permanent housing 

opportunities. All-too-often, divisiveness occurs over whether to pursue short- or long-term solutions, jeopardizing 

relationships with both clients and community partners. These relationships—together with advocacy—are critical to 

end the homeless epidemic across the country.    

As local jurisdictions respond to encampments, the Health Care for the Homeless community must meet 

various roles as health care provider, as community partner, and as advocate to end homelessness.   
  

Homeless encampments are a rational response to the dangers of living isolated on the streets. People congregate in 

encampments seeking safety, companionship, pooled resources, and other practical needs. They can be a rare place of 

stability for individuals who may normally move place to place and often serve as outreach sites for service providers. 

Unfortunately, encampments can also present threats to health and safety. Local actions to close encampments 

permanently or periodically “sweep” them (often throwing away personal belongings, medications, identification 

papers, etc.)—without first ensuring safe housing—can put vulnerable persons at great risk for additional trauma as well 

as fracture relationships between service providers and encampment residents, disrupting continuity of care.   

As Health Care Providers   

We contend that homelessness is a public health crisis and, as such, must be met with structural public health 

interventions such as the provision of safe, affordable housing and supportive services as warranted. Local governments 

have a responsibility to provide for the health and safety of their residents, regardless of whether they are housed or 

homeless. Increased access to affordable, safe housing is the best response in communities facing growing numbers of 

people living unsheltered, and encampments should not function as an alternative to permanent housing.  Yet, where 

encampments are created, it is crucial to address the health care and hygiene needs of residents. For all people who are 

homeless, proper planning must take place to ensure public health, safety, and adequate access to services such as:   

 

• Medical and behavioral health care services   

• Case management & other support services  

• Clean restrooms  

• Drinkable water and washing facilities  

• Food storage & preparation safety  

• Harm reduction and overdose prevention services  

• Access to safe storage for possessions and property  

  

 •  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

Trash removal & vermin control  
Personal security and safety  
Care for pets and/or companion animals  
Biohazard/hazardous waste removal  
Rules for camp governance  Encampment 

health standards    

Fire safety services and supplies  
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 Homeless health care providers can take a lead role providing outreach, medical care, behavioral health services, and 

case management to encampment residents in coordination with public agencies or other providers. Health care 

providers can partner with local governments to provide basic sanitation and safety services. Ensuring restrooms and 

adequate washing facilities are especially important to prevent the spread of communicable disease (such as Hepatitis A, 

influenza and shigella). The HCH Community can also help support leadership development among encampment 

residents to facilitate greater safety, security and conflict-management. Other roles can be to facilitate inclusive 

conversations between encampment residents, community members, and local officials to find common ground and 

mutually agreeable solutions.  

The ultimate focus is ensuring health and safety while bridging residents to permanent housing.  
  

As Community Partners  
As health care providers, we aim to deliver high quality, comprehensive services designed to improve health and end 

homelessness. To do our work effectively, we need trusting relationships with our clients and our community partners. 

We value working together with our elected and appointed officials, law enforcement, and other community partners 

on a wide range of issues, but poor responses to encampments can strain our relationships with those receiving our 

care. This is especially true when forced closures or “sweeps” undermine the effectiveness of our services and damage 

trust. Forcible moves such as these often prioritize community aesthetics over human dignity. They also contradict well-

established principles of traumainformed care, re-traumatize the people who are displaced, and potentially cause 

adverse health consequences when individuals are disconnected from care. The HCH Community should work with local 

officials to help craft constructive, team-based approaches to encampments, reduce stigma and violence, as well as 

decriminalize homelessness. We firmly recommend that community leaders coordinate well with homeless service 

providers to ensure consistent communication to reduce confusion and misinformation.   

As Advocates to End Homelessness  
Homelessness is a violation of human and civil rights. Encampments do not end homelessness and are never a substitute 

for permanent housing. All too often, the controversy surrounding encampments diverts needed attention and 

resources away from long-term solutions such as providing housing, adequate health care, decent wages, and needed 

support services. The HCH Community should advocate for public policies at the federal, state and local level that both 

reduce the health and safety risks for those living in encampments and prevent and end homelessness through long-

term solutions.  

Advocacy Recommendations:  
• Jurisdictions should avoid destruction of encampments and instead focus on rapid creation of permanent, 

affordable housing with appropriate support services as needed.  

• As an interim measure, services should be provided at encampments to promote safe and sanitary living 

conditions for residents and the broader community.  

• As an interim measure, public buildings or other facilities should be opened to provide options for shelter for 

people without homes. No one should be evicted from an encampment without a safe, stable alternative.  

• The HCH Community should engage in robust street outreach to isolated individuals in need of care and connect 

them to comprehensive health care and housing services.  

• The HCH Community should advocate for the human and civil rights of all community members, including those 

who are homeless.  

Further encampment resources are available on our Homeless Encampments page.  
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