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About the Problem-Specific
Guide Series

The Problem-Specific Guides sammarize knowledge about how
police can reduce the harm caused by specific crime and disorder
problems. They are guides to prevention and to improving the
overall response to incidents, not to investigating offenses or
handling specific incidents. Neither do they cover all of the
technical details about how to implement specific responses. The
guides are written for police—of whatever rank or assignment—
who must address the specific problem the guides cover. The
guides will be most useful to officers who:

+ Understand basic problem-oriented policing principles
and methods. The guides are not primers in problem-
oriented policing. They deal only briefly with the initial
decision to focus on a particular problem, methods to
analyze the problem, and means to assess the results of
a problem-oriented policing project. They are designed
to help police decide how best to analyze and address a
problem they have already identified. (A companion series
of Problem-Solving Tools guides has been produced to aid

in various aspects of problem analysis and assessment.)

+ Canlook at a problem in depth. Depending on the
complexity of the problem, you should be prepared to spend
perhaps weeks, or even months, analyzing and responding to
it. Carefully studying a problem before responding helps you
design the right strategy, one that is most likely to work in your
community. You should not blindly adopt the responses others
have used; you must decide whether they are appropriate to
your local situation. What is true in one place may not be true
elsewhere; what works in one place may not work everywhere.
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Are willing to consider new ways of doing police business.
The guides describe responses that other police departments
have used or that researchers have tested. While not all of these
responses will be appropriate to your particular problem, they
should help give a broader view of the kinds of things you

could do. You may think you cannot implement some of these
responses in your jurisdiction, but perhaps you can. In many
places, when police have discovered a more effective response,
they have succeeded in having laws and policies changed,
improving the response to the problem. (A companion series of
Response Guides has been produced to help you understand how
commonly-used police responses work on a variety of problems.)

Understand the value and the limits of research knowledge.
For some types of problems, a lot of useful research is available
to the police; for other problems, little is available. Accordingly,
some guides in this series summarize existing research whereas
other guides illustrate the need for more research on that
particular problem. Regardless, research has not provided
definitive answers to all the questions you might have about the
problem. The research may help get you started in designing
your own responses, but it cannot tell you exactly what to do.
This will depend greatly on the particular nature of your local
problem. In the interest of keeping the guides readable, not
every piece of relevant research has been cited, nor has every
point been attributed to its sources. To have done so would have
overwhelmed and distracted the reader. The references listed

at the end of each guide are those drawn on most heavily; they
are not a complete bibliography of research on the subject.

Are willing to work with others to find effective solutions
to the problem. The police alone cannot implement many of
the responses discussed in the guides. They must frequently
implement them in partnership with other responsible private
and public bodies including other government agencies, non-
governmental organizations, private businesses, public utilities,
community groups, and individual citizens. An effective
problem-solver must know how to forge genuine partnerships
with others and be prepared to invest considerable effort
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in making these partnerships work. Each guide identifies
particular individuals or groups in the community with
whom police might work to improve the overall response to
that problem. Thorough analysis of problems often reveals
that individuals and groups other than the police are in a
stronger position to address problems and that police ought
to shift some greater responsibility to them to do so. Response
Guide No. 3, Shifting and Sharing Responsibility for Public
Safety Problems, provides further discussion of this topic.

The COPS Office defines community policing as “a philosophy that
promotes organizational strategies, which support the systematic
use of partnerships and problem-solving techniques, to proactively
address the immediate conditions that give rise to public safety
issues such as crime, social disorder, and fear of crime.” These guides
emphasize problem-solving and police-community partnerships in

the context of addressing specific public safety problems. For the
most part, the organizational strategies that can facilitate problem-
solving and police-community partnerships vary considerably and
discussion of them is beyond the scope of these guides.

These guides have drawn on research findings and police practices
in the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New
Zealand, the Netherlands, and Scandinavia. Even though laws,
customs and police practices vary from country to country, it is
apparent that the police everywhere experience common problems.
In a world that is becoming increasingly interconnected, it is
important that police be aware of research and successful practices
beyond the borders of their own countries.

Each guide is informed by a thorough review of the research literature
and reported police practice, and each guide is anonymously peer-
reviewed by a line police officer, a police executive and a researcher
prior to publication. The review process is independently managed by

the COPS Office, which solicits the reviews.
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For more information about problem-oriented policing, visit the
Center for Problem-Oriented Policing online at www.popcenter.org.

This website offers free online access to:
o the Problem-Specific Guides series,

« the companion Response Guides and Problem-Solving
Tools series,

«  special publications on crime analysis and on policing terrorism,

* instructional information about problem-oriented policing and
related topics,

* an interactive problem-oriented policing training exercise,
e an interactive Problem Analysis Module,
+ online access to important police research and practices, and

+ information about problem-oriented policing conferences and
award programs.
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The Problem of Homeless Encampments

What This Guide Does and Does Not Cover

This guide addresses homeless encampments, also known as
transient camps. It begins by describing the problem and reviewing
factors that contribute to it. It then identifies a series of questions
to help you analyze your local problem. Finally, it reviews responses
to the problem and what is known about them from evaluative
research and police practice.

Homeless encampments are only one aspect of the larger set of
problems related to homelessness, street life, and public disorder.
This guide does not cover all aspects of homelessness, only those
that pertain to the small proportion of homeless people who live
in encampments. Throughout this guide, the term “transient” is
often used to refer to this small group. Further, it addresses only
the particular harms created by homeless encampments, not the
issues commonly associated with homeless people. These related
problems, each of which requires separate analysis, include:

+ chronic public intoxication,

 panhandling,

+ loitering,

e trespassing,

+ shoplifting,

¢ drugdealing,

o mental illness, and

+ disorder at day laborer sites.

A discussion of the broad economic and social conditions that give

rise to homelessness and to homeless encampments is beyond the

scope of this guide.
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§Scc Harcourt (2005) for a
fascinating discussion of the
conflicts between owners of
single room occupancy (SRO)
hotels and real estate developers
in Los Angeles’ skid row.

The Philosophical Debate on Chronic
Homelessness

Dealing with homeless people living in encampments can be fraught
with moral danger. Few people would argue that the police should
do what they can to reduce burglary or car theft. Yet there are

many strong and organized advocates of the chronically homeless.
Some believe chronic homelessness is a lifestyle choice and, as such,
should be protected by law. Others claim it is a consequence of
socio-economic factors, such as high unemployment and the lack of
affordable housing, or that the chronically homeless are victims of
abusive childhoods, addiction, or mental illness. In any event, they
oppose criminalizing what they perceive to be a status beyond a
homeless person’s control. Still others object to the “criminalization
of homelessness” because it violates fundamental constitutional
rights, in particular those codified in the First, Fourth, Eighth, and
Fourteenth Amendments.

On the other hand, problems associated with transients and their
encampments can often lead business owners and residents to
demand the police use traditional, and perhaps somewhat punitive,
law enforcement methods to solve them.

It is important to be aware of the fundamental differences in
people’s beliefs about chronic homelessness (put simply, the
homeless are victims who need society’s help to recover versus the
behaviors of homeless people drain public resources and damage the
community) because how the problem is defined determines what
is considered to be an “effective strategy.”s
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General Description of the Problem

What are Homeless Encampments?

The term “homeless” refers to someone who is usually poor and
frequently on the move from one temporary dwelling situation

to another. Many slang words are used to describe such a person:
transient, squatter, hobo, bum, vagrant, and vagabond. Homeless
encampments take a variety of forms: tent cities; groups living
under freeway overpasses; and groups sleeping in parks, in skid
rows (urban areas with concentrations of poverty and dilapidated
buildings), in subway tunnels, on sidewalks, etc. One person
setting up shelter in such a location does not constitute an
encampment. Studies show homeless encampments vary in size.
Some, particularly those in the woods, can be fairly small with only
a few campers. Those under freeway overpasses and in urban vacant
lots and parks may be larger, with some reportedly having 100 or
more people. Shelters in homeless encampments range from lean-
tos made of cardboard, to tents, to more elaborate structures—in
one case including French doors, a skylight, and a picture window.!
Obviously, the more established the encampment, the better
constructed the “housing” is likely to be.

Myrtle Beach (South Carolina) Police Department.

| %&‘ Tl
Some encampments, particularly those in the woods, such as the one shown
above, can be fairly small with only a few campers.
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§Thc behavior in question is known
as “sleeping rough” in the United
Kingdom.

Who Lives in Homeless Encampments?

To understand who lives in homeless encampments?, it is useful
to begin with the entire population of homeless people and whittle
it down.

It is important to realize that although people living in homeless
encampments are homeless, most homeless people do not live in
homeless encampments. The U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) classifies homeless people in two
broad categories: sheltered and unsheltered. A “sheltered” homeless
person lives in an emergency shelter or transitional housing. This
includes domestic violence shelters; residential programs for
homeless or runaway youth; or a hotel, motel or apartment paid
for with a voucher provided by a governmental or private agency
because the person is homeless. An unsheltered homeless person
lives in “a place not meant for human habitation, such as cars,
parks, sidewalks, abandoned buildings, or on the street.” About
44 percent of homeless people are unsheltered.> Unsheltered
homeless are usually single men, who, unlike homeless families,
are less likely to live in emergency shelter, transitional housing, or
permanent supportive housing.*

Another categorization of homelessness is whether the status is
temporary (due to an eviction, prolonged unemployment, job
layoff, or domestic violence) or chronic. The federal definition of
chronically homeless is an “unaccompanied homeless individual
with a disabling condition who has either been continuously
homeless for a year or more or has had at least four episodes of
homelessness in the past three years” (U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development, 2008b:15). About 18 percent of the
total homeless population (unsheltered and sheltered in emergency
shelter) is considered chronically homeless, and, of those, two-thirds
are unsheltered. In other words, an estimated 12 percent of the
United States” homeless population, or close to 83,000 people, is
unsheltered and chronically homeless.>
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This relatively small group of homeless people may end up in
homeless encampments because they have exhausted all resources
available to them or their conditions (e.g., drug use, alcoholism,
criminal record) hinder them from using them (shelters, for
example). Others may have chosen the lifestyle because it frees them
from competing in a consumerist society, or because it is better

than previous living arrangements.’¢ However, most residents of
homeless encampments say they would prefer to live in a more
conventional way with their own room and a job.”

Compared with the general population, people in homeless
encampments are more likely to be male, older, and a minority.?
A significant number of transients living in encampments are
addicted to drugs or alcohol, and a sizable portion are also
mentally ill (“dually diagnosed”).”?

Panhandling is one way homeless encampment dwellers make
money, but more work at odd short-term jobs, such as street
vending and day labor. Collecting cans or bottles is also common.
Relatively few receive public benefits. A very small number engage
in prostitution.10 The relationship between crime and transients is
discussed later in this guide.

§For a reasoned and practical discussion
of the causes of homelessness and
policies for solving the problem, see

Jencks (1994).
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Harms Caused by Homeless Encampments

Problems associated with homeless encampments fall into three
categories: impact on the homeless population, impact on the
environment, and impact on the larger community.

Impact on the Homeless Population

Unbhealthy encampment conditions. Conditions in homeless
encampments can be dangerous to health. Garbage attracts rodents
and other vermin. Food cannot be stored, and dishes cannot be
washed properly, facilitating the spread of food-borne discases.
Depending on a camp’s location, some residents might use portable
toilets or public facilities, but most are likely to use an outdoor
location. Poor hygiene contributes to dental and skin problems.!!
Other environmental hazards, such as batteries and fuels, are used
for heating and cooking.12

Most people who live in homeless encampments lack health
insurance, but they frequently have chronic physical and mental
health conditions that require ongoing medical attention.!3 Barriers
to secking routine medical care lead many to the emergency room for
non-emergency care. There is some indication that tuberculosis and
sexually-transmitted diseases are of special concern.4 Many transients
living in encampments report addiction to drugs or alcohol.15

Victimization of the chronically homeless. Not much is known
about victimization among this population because they are

not included in large-scale houschold-based surveys, such as the
National Crime Victimization Survey. Official data, such as the
National Incident-Based Reporting System and the Uniform Crime
Reports, typically do not include victims” housing status. Further,
specific information on victimization of chronically homeless
people who live in homeless encampments is based on case studies
of particular jurisdictions or is anecdotal.16
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However, smaller studies paint a troubling picture. The chronically
homeless report high rates of child and sexual abuse that occurred
before they became homeless. Further, once homeless, the population
continues to be victimized at a rate about twice that of the general
population. Chronically homeless people are also more likely

than the general population to be victims of crime against the
person than property crime. These patterns are particularly true

for chronically homeless women; one British study found that

95 percent of chronically homeless women had been victimized
compared with 75 percent of men.1”

Chronically homeless people are victimized by the public and by
their peers.!8 Violence against the homeless committed by non-
homeless offenders appears to be increasing even while violent
crimes are generally decreasing.!” Many of these incidents are
beatings. Over the nine-year period from 1999 to 2007 in the
United States, 217 homeless people were killed by those who were
not homeless.20

Despite the notion that homeless encampments are safe havens
for those living an otherwise rough or unconventional life, these
camps can be venues for serious violent crime. In November 2008,
five people in a Long Beach, California, encampment were shot
to death?!, and one man was fatally stabbed at a homeless camp
in Tucson, Arizona.22 A homeless encampment in a wooded area
off a freeway in Orlando, Florida, was the site of three homicides
in the 10 months between October 2006 and August 2007.23

In Sacramento, California, in September 2008, two men were
murdered within hours of each other in a “well-established homeless
camp” near some light-rail tracks.24 Other research found that the
incidence of victimization by strangers was lower for the homeless
population (16 percent)?5 than for the general population (which
ranges from 28 percent to 89 percent depending on the type of
violent crime).26
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Impact on the Environment

In addition to concerns about the hazardous materials mentioned
above, which potentially harm both the transients and the
surrounding environment, inadequate human waste disposal at large
encampments along rivers can pose a hazard to the water supply

of nearby communities.2” Another hazard linked to homeless
encampments is fire. Residents of homeless encampments turn to
wood stoves and camp fires for heat and cooking. If left unattended
(typically by intoxicated transients), these fires can become out of
control and burn down camp structures and injure people. Larger
fires can spread to more populated areas and damage buildings

and infrastructure. More significantly for the environment, these
fires may kill animals and vegetation and destroy their habitats.
Although most wildfires are started by people, there are no data on
how many of those are started specifically by transients.

Wilderness areas are further damaged through abusive camping
practices, such as cutting down trees and leaving garbage on site.

Impact on the Larger Community

Criminal activity by the chronically homeless. Numerous studies
have pointed to a strong relationship between homelessness and
criminality. Yet contrary to popular opinion, the typical chronically
homeless person is not a hardened violent felon, but someone

with a disproportionately high arrest rate for crimes such as public
intoxication, petty theft, and trespassing.28 The longer someone

is unsheltered and chronically homeless, the more involved he or
she becomes in criminal behavior, largely due to the increased use
of “non-institutionalized survival strategies,” such as panhandling,
street peddling, and theft.2? Chronically homeless people who are
mentally ill are arrested more than those who are not mentally ill.30

Many researchers have argued that the high rates of arrest and
low-level offending by the chronically homeless are results of

the “criminalization of homelessness.” Laws against lying down
or sleeping in public, public excretion and urination, public
intoxication, and the like, make it difficult for the street homeless
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to carry out routine behaviors in public places.3! Some police
observers report that being homeless subjects people to more strict
enforcement for activities that are dealt with more leniently if the
person can show proof of address.3?

Even if transients are not hard-core violent offenders, evidence from
police case studies shows areas adjacent to transient encampments
have higher levels of petty and serious crime unrelated to “routine
behaviors,” such as drug dealing and usage, disturbance, theft,
prowling, burglary, panhandling, fighting, vandalism, armed
robbery, rape, and aggravated assault.33 Stolen property, weapons,
and wanted felons have been found in homeless encampments.34

Threats to business viability. Urban homeless encampments have
a more immediate impact on the nearby community because of
proximity. Many chronically homeless behaviors, such as sleeping
on the streets, panhandling, public excretion or urination, and
public intoxication, are threatening or undesirable. In some urban
settings, police rate transients and their behaviors as a bigger
problem than drugs, car burglaries, public fighting, cruising,

or noise.3> Entertainment districts are particularly vulnerable

to transient behavior because of the availability of people with
disposable income, park benches, unattended public restrooms, and
lax enforcement of laws governing street behavior. The presence of
transients creates an environment of lawlessness. During the day,
transients sitting in front of businesses can scare away customers.3¢

9
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Hllegitimate use of public space. Regular citizens may not use
public parks and other facilities because they fear the spaces are
controlled by transients. Often the homeless are victimized at
night, prompting them to sleep only during daylight hours in
parks and other public places. Thus, the park may be laden with
individuals sleeping on benches or in picnic shelters during the
park’s busiest hours. This condition only exacerbates the conflict
with legitimate park users. Further, due to the homeless taking
over and sometimes vandalizing park barbeques, sinks, and faucets
designed for regular park visitors to use, officials may remove these
amenities thereby penalizing everyone. 37 In Madison, Wisconsin,
a group of 30-40 men (not all of whom were homeless) took over
a lakeside park shelter, moving in furniture and other personal
belongings. They drank there during the day and slept there at
night. Nearby residents reported car break-ins, firewood thefts, and
attempted burglaries. Legitimate park users reported aggressive
panhandling. Use of this park by permit-holders was considerably
lower compared with other area parks.38

Cost to society. Because so many chronically homeless people

have medical problems and substance abuse issues and frequently
come in contact with the police and social service providers, they
can be very costly to taxpayers. For example, a study following 15
chronically homeless people in San Diego, California found that
they cumulatively received more than $3 million worth of public
services in just 18 months. Despite benefiting from $200,000 in
taxpayer-provided services during this time, each was still homeless.
Just as a small number of criminals commit most of the crime and
a few addresses in a city account for most of the calls for service,
studies have found that about 10 percent of all homeless people
consume about half of the resources.3® In Madison, Wisconsin, for
example, a study of “chronic nuisance” people in the downtown area
found that two-thirds were homeless; however, only five percent of
the downtown homeless population was defined by the police as
being part of the “chronic nuisance” population.40
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Factors Contributing to Homeless Encampments

Understanding the factors that contribute to your problem will S5ec Problem-Specific Guide No. 44,
help you frame your own local analysis questions, determine good Disorder at Day Laborer Sites.
effectiveness measures, recognize key intervention points, and select

appropriate responses.

Encampments are usually located close to goods and services

that transients need: food, alcohol, employment (or crime)
opportunities, and shelter (in case of inclement weather).

Services geared toward this population obviously contribute to a
concentration of transients in certain areas. Although soup kitchens
attract the chronically homeless, food pantries are less popular

with transients because they often lack facilities to cook the items
pantries distribute. Social service providers and day labor sites
attract some transients.’ Liquor stores and drug markets attract
others.4! Homes and businesses are targets for theft or burglary, but
also for short-term work for those so inclined.

Because many transients do not have their own vehicles,
encampments, even in wooded areas, are likely to be located
by pedestrian access points (such as trails), or close to public
transportation facilities and railroad tracks.

Transients look for overgrown brush to help hide their encampment
from public view, providing privacy and the opportunity to
establish the camp before it is discovered and dealt with by the
authorities.

People in homeless encampments benefit from food and clothing
provided by church groups, missions, and social services agencies,
but such charity is not always combined with efforts to facilitate
transition from the streets.#2 In some respects, this enables
encampment residents to stay where they are.
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Understanding Your Local Problem

The information provided above is only a generalized description
of homeless encampments. You must combine the basic facts with
a more specific understanding of your local problem. Analyzing
the local problem carefully will help you design a more effective
response strategy.

Stakeholders

In addition to criminal justice agencies, the following groups have
an interest in the homeless encampments problem and should

be considered for the contribution they might make in gathering
information about the problem and responding to it:

* Social services agencies. Government agencies and non-
government organizations that serve homeless populations are
obviously interested in improving living conditions for their
clients, but they also are interested in reducing the level of
resources consumed by relatively few chronically needy clients.

They also have data that police may not have and expertise and

resources to iI‘IlPI‘OVC responscs.

¢ Religious and charitable organizations serving the transient

population. As with social services agencies, these groups are

interested in improving transients’ lives. Their mission, however,

may focus on meeting transients” daily needs (food, clothing,
and emergency shelter) and preclude involvement in strategies

that will ultimately reduce the need to carry out this missionary

work. These organizations can sometimes provide monetary
support for programs, and their staff and congregations can be

valuable sources of volunteers. Religious organizations also can
help shape the moral content of public policy discussions about

how to respond to transient encampments.

13
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People living in homeless encampments. Transients themselves
clearly have a strong interest in this problem. Although they
may not prefer life in encampments, they still regard these places
as their homes and expect that others will respect their privacy
and personal belongings. Transients can be a valuable source

of information about who lives in the encampments and the
activities of other transients.

Residents living close to homeless encampments. These people
suffer disproportionately from crimes committed by transients.
Their interest may not extend beyond pushing the problem out of
their immediate area. Nearby residents can provide information
about individual transients and the nature of crime and disorder
associated with transients in particular camps.

Businesses. Businesses are frequent targets of transients’ crimes
and the social and physical disorder accompanying them. Because
businesses’ viability can be adversely affected by transients in

the area, business owners are motivated to support practical
solutions. They can provide resources for programs once they
discover they can effectively reduce the problems that impact
their businesses.

Community as a whole. Efforts to address homeless
encampments and homelessness in general are often met

with hostility from the public, perhaps because they resent
public resources being spent on people seen as unproductive
members of society, or because they think providing services will
encourage more transients to move into the area. Many members
of the community would rather push the problem out of their
area than deal with it in a meaningful way. Depending on your
response, citizens can provide volunteer or financial support.

Media. How your local media cover homeless encampments
can influence the community’s perception of the issue. Stories
about transients and interviews with representatives of homeless
advocacy organizations can be quite compelling; however, if
this is the only side of the issue the public hears, you may have
trouble galvanizing support for problem-solving. Involving the
media in early planning efforts can work to your advantage,
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especially if they can convey your message that solving this
social problem will likely take much longer than expected and
involve some false starts and failures.

Politicians. Elected officials have an interest in being responsive
to citizens’ calls for tougher enforcement of laws concerning
transients’ public behavior. At the same time, they can direct
funding toward projects they think will address the issue.
Involve them at the early planning stages to ensure their
cooperation later when fiscal resources may be needed.

City officials. People who run the local government’s daily
operations want to increase efficiency and would be receptive
to strategies to reduce the demand for public resources from

a small number of transients. If an encampment needs to be
removed, city officials can provide personnel such as zoning
and land use enforcement officers and parks and recreation
staff. Human or social services offices can recommend nonprofit
organizations to help identify the problem and create a
successful strategy. Also, these local government offices may
be involved in advocating for and coordinating the receipt of
HUD (Community Development Block Grants, Emergency
Shelter Grants and HOME Investment Trust funds) and state
resources for addressing homelessness issues.

County officials. County officials are concerned with

ensuring a coordinated regional approach to homelessness

issues. Counties also control state “pass through” resources.

Although it may be tempting to move the problem from your
g y pting p y

jurisdictional boundaries, it is more responsible to create a

) p

strategy that does not impact neighboring communities.

Police leadership. Given the controversy that typically
surrounds interventions involving the chronically homeless, it
is important to keep the chief and command staff advised of
the details of the project and even to include them in planning.
They may have insights to offer about the political realities in
your jurisdiction and can provide a buffer between you and
concerned advocates, media, and politicians.

15
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Asking the Right Questions

The following are some critical questions you should ask in
analyzing your particular problem of homeless encampments, even
if the answers are not always readily available. Your answers to these
and other questions will help you choose the most appropriate set
of responses.

Transients

+  How many people live in homeless encampments in your
jurisdiction?

¢ What is known about them? Where did they live before the
encampment? What are their gender, age, race or ethnicity, and
employment histories? How many of them have chronic health
issues, substance abuse problems, and/or mental illness?

»  What is known about the criminal victimization of transients
living in encampments?

«  What is known about the criminal behavior of transients living
in encampments?

+  How long have these individuals been living in encampments?

«  Why do transients report living in encampments instead of
other types of shelters?

¢+ Do the transients know about and use community social
services, such as soup kitchens, drop-in centers, shelters, job
training, and substance abuse treatment?
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Counting Transients

To find the number of “unsheltered homeless people” aggregated to
your county or state level, look at the data compiled annually for HUD
as part of the application for Continuum of Care grants. 2005-2008
Population/Subpopulation reports, available at www.hudhre.info/index.
cfm?do=viewHomelessRpts, include the number of unsheltered homeless
people in your area. This report does not give the exact number of
people living in homeless encampments in municipalities. However, if
this is your type of jurisdiction, it is still a good starting point to get a
sense of the problem and the percentage of homeless people who are
unsheltered in your area. This web site also lists HUD Continuum of Care
grant recipients—organizations you should contact for data on chronic
homelessness in your community.

There are three primary methods for counting unsheltered homeless people.
Your community’s characteristics determine which is most appropriate. The
first, called the “public places” method, is a direct count of people in a non-
shelter location; e.g., walking through a homeless encampment and taking a
head count. This works if you know where all the encampments are and can
reliably count everyone residing there. The second method is to augment
the counts in non-shelter locations with an interview component, helping to
ensure the people counted were not counted twice and actually are homeless.
Conducting interviews is recommended if you also want to get information
about this population as part of your project’s scanning phase. You could
learn what services the subjects use and what it would take for them to leave
the chronically homeless lifestyle. The third method involves counting users
of soup kitchens and other social services for the homeless. One advantage
of this strategy is that it allows you to reach people who may not be living

in known, public areas. 4 Guide to Counting Unsheltered Homeless People
(available at www.hudhre.info/documents/counting_unsheltered.pdf)

discusses the pros and cons of each method and is an invaluable resource. 43

For an example of a questionnaire used to count homeless people, look at
the Texas Homeless Network’s point-in-time survey (www.thn.org/info/
static/files/2009_THN_PIT_Homeless_surveypdf) and training guide
for volunteers (www.thn.org/info/static/files/2009_THN_Instructions
for_Homeless_Count-Survey.pdf). Most states conduct annual surveys

to measure the size of their homeless population; here is an example of

the questionnaire used in Colorado (www.colorado.gov/cich/documents/

Final_Statewide Homeless_Survey.pdf).
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Time and Location Patterns

«  Are there seasonal patterns to homeless encampments? Are
there more people in such places in the summer or the winter?

«  Where are the encampments located? (You might use aerial
surveillance and on-board infra-red, or night-vision goggles to
identify camps and ingress/egress points.)

«  How accessible or remote are the encampments? How visible
are they from a distance?

¢ Who owns or has jurisdiction in the encampment areas for
policing, landscaping, maintenance, etc.? Are the encampment
sites publicly or privately owned?

¢ Why are the encampments located where they are? Are they
close to food and water sources or transportation? Are they
concealed? Do they provide shelter from weather?

Encampments

«  How elaborate are the encampments? Are there shelters,
cooking facilities, bathing facilities, potable and non-potable
water sources, and security features?

*  Are there health and safety concerns, such as unsafe fire
situations and poor waste management?
+  What is the allowable land use (according to municipal code) of

the area where the encampment is located?

«  Who eclse uses the area around the encampment? Do transients
<« .. » . .
and “legitimate” users conflict over the user of this area?

Public Attitudes

+  What are your community’s standards regarding street behavior?
In entertainment districts, do people prefer things to be orderly
or more exciting to attract people?

+  How many citizen complaints do you receive about homeless
encampments? What, precisely, is the nature of those
complaints?
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Demand on Police Resources

How many crimes are committed against people living in SMany communities have created

homeless encampments? What is the nature of these crimes? and adopred "Ten-Year Plans” as pare
of a federal government initiative to

How serious are thCY? eliminate chronic homelessness. More
information about ten-year plans

) (and a list of the more than 200
your agency reccive ? communities that have one in place)
is on the United States Interagency
Council on Homelessness web site:
involving transients does your agency receive? How many wwwsich.gov.

of these calls are from businesses and residents close to

How many calls for service concerning encampment areas does

How many calls for service concerning nuisance problems

encampments?

How many incidents involving disputes over public space does
your agency handle?

How much time and money does your agency spend dealing
with problems associated with homeless encampments?

Current Responses to the Problem

How has the homeless encampment problem in your
jurisdiction been handled in the past? How is it handled now?
Is the current response adequate and appropriate?

What laws currently regulate homeless encampments? Are these
laws adequate and/or constitutional?

What is being done now in your community to address chronic
homelessness? Does your community have a long-range plan to

end chronic homelessness ?$

How many contacts with chronically homeless people do
members of your department make? What are the outcomes of
these contacts?

Does your department have any formal policies with

shelters and social services agencies regarding referrals and
transportation of chronically homeless people?

What efforts have been made by social services providers to
discourage transients from living in encampments? Have such
efforts been successful?



20

Homeless Encampments

Measuring Your Effectiveness

Measurement allows you to determine to what degree your

efforts have succeeded, and suggests how you might modify your
responses if they are not producing the intended results. You should
take measures of your problem before you implement responses

to determine the seriousness of your problem, and affer you
implement them to determine the effectiveness of your responses.
Take all measures in both the target area and the surrounding area.
(For more detailed guidance on measuring effectiveness, see the

companion guide to this series, Assessing Responses to Problems: An
Introductory Guide for Police Problem-Solvers.)

Following are potentially useful effectiveness measures of responses
to homeless encampments:

+  Reduced numbers of encampments and transients living in them
¢ Less crime in areas around the encampments

+  Fewer or less serious crimes committed against transients living
in encampments

+  Fewer calls for police service to the encampment area

«  Fewer calls for police service for nuisance problems caused by
transients

+  Fewer calls for police service by businesses and residents
concerning transients

«  Fewer citizen complaints about transient behavior and
encampments

+  Fewer health and safety hazards associated with encampments

o Reduced number of conflicts between transients and others over
use of public space

+  Lower costs of police response dealing with homeless
encampments

¢ Increased use of social services by transients

 Improved communication between the police and social
services providers.
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Responses to the Problem of Homeless
Encampments

Analyzing your local problem should give you a better
understanding of the factors contributing to it. Once you have
analyzed your local problem and established a baseline for
measuring effectiveness, consider possible responses to address the

problem.

The following responses, drawn from a variety of research studies
and police reports, provide a foundation of ideas for addressing
your problem. Several of these strategies may apply to your
community’s problem. It is critical that you tailor responses to
local circumstances and that you can justify each response based
on reliable analysis. In most cases, an effective strategy involves
implementing several different responses. Law enforcement
responses alone are seldom effective in reducing or solving the
problem. Do not limit yourself to considering only what the police
can do; give careful thought to others in your community who
share responsibility for the problem and can help police better
respond to it. The responsibility of responding, in some cases,
may need to shift toward those who can implement more effective
responses. (For more detailed information on shifting and sharing
responsibility, see Response Guide No. 3, Shifting and Sharing
Responsibility for Public Safety Problems).
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§In Clearwater, a Neighborhood
Advisory Committee was set up to
monitor, advise, and provide volunteer
services at a shelter established by the
police department. Eventually the
community dropped its resistance to the
new shelter and became actively involved
with it (Clearwater (Florida) Police
Department, 2001).

§§Thc Fort Lauderdale Police
Department’s two-hour department-
wide course “Homelessness 101”7 was
developed by the Broward Coalition for
Homeless (Fort Lauderdale (Florida)
Police Department, 2002).

General Principles for an Effective Strategy

1.

Enlisting community support to address the problem.
Because of the intense public debate in many cities about how
to deal with homelessness, it is a very good idea to involve
homeless advocacy groups early in your planning process.
Otherwise, you risk being derailed later by legal challenges.
Other stakeholders, particularly those who may be making
demands for police action, such as residents, business owners,
politicians, and city officials should be involved in negotiating
what is acceptable in public spaces.’ Dismantling homeless
encampments or altering their environmental features to
discourage living there can easily be perceived as cru