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CRIMINALIZATION MAKES UNSHELTERED
HOMELESSNESS MORE DANGEROUS

The threat of citation or arrest pushes people experiencing
unsheltered homelessness into marginal and dangerous envi-
ronments while simultaneously decreasing their willingness
to call upon law enforcement to address safety concerns and
eroding protective social networks.

People experiencing homelessness are more likely
to be victims of violence than people who are
housed. This includes, but is not limited to, crimes
such as assault, robbery, and theft.”’® While 2% of
the general population have been victims of vio-
lence, between 14-21% of the unhoused population
have been.?' Violence against women is common,
partially due to spatial and social isolation.*'¢ In a
California study, 49% of unsheltered women sur-
veyed reported experiencing physical violence and
25% experienced sexual violence.®

Fear of punishment pushes people to mar-
ginal and hazardous environments. Attempts to
evade law enforcement motivate people experi-
encing homelessness to camp further away from
urban centers,?**2 which distances them from
social support systems?®*' and pushes them into
more environmentally and physically hazardous
conditions.®21514

In summer 2024, the
Supreme Court’s ruling
in City of Grants Pass v.

Johnson emboldened com-

munities across the country
to consider or enact new

measures making sleeping in

public spaces a legally pun-
ishable offense, effectively
criminalizing homelessness.
However, criminalization only
exacerbates the crisis, failing
to address the root causes of
homelessness and punishing
individuals for circumstances
beyond their control. This
approach is not only harm-
ful and counterproductive,
but also deepens existing
racial inequities, given the
disproportionate impact

of homelessness on Black
people and other communities
of color.

Leading up to the case, 57
social scientists who have
published peer-reviewed
research on homelessness
came together to submit an
amicus curiae brief against

criminalization. This brief is
part of a series that sum-
marizes the large body of
evidence they compiled. See
the introductory brief for
context and key terms.
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Fear of punishment discourages people experiencing homelessness from
calling law enforcement for help and compromises their safety. Due to the
criminalization of their living conditions and past negative interactions with law
enforcement, unhoused individuals are often reluctant to call 911, even when
they are personally threatened or facing other emergencies.*** This may explain
why 53% of people experiencing unsheltered homelessness in Denver reported
feeling less safe at night after the passage of the Denver camping ban.?®

Involuntary displacements disrupt the safety provided by a sense of commu-
nity and thereby can prolong homelessness. People living in encampments
often form strong bonds of community and trust, looking out for one another
and their belongings, which fosters a sense of security and belonging.'%-24.26.29
When people feel they and their belongings have a safe place to be, they

are better able to access services, housing, and employment.?® Encampment
removals tear apart bonds of security, trust, and mutual aid.’*?°

CRIMINALIZATION FAILS TO HELP
COMMUNITIES’ PUBLIC SAFETY GOALS

The enforcement of laws that criminalize homelessness not only makes unhoused individu-
als less safe but also fails to enhance community safety. Those experiencing homelessness
are often cited for basic life-sustaining activities, such as resting or sleeping on public prop-
erty. Fines, arrests, and incarceration waste public funds, harm individuals in need, increase
barriers to rehousing, and divert law enforcement resources from more pressing concerns.

Fines and jail time create negative consequences that disrupt efforts to exit
homelessness. Even minor citations are often impossible for people experiencing
homelessness to pay and can result in escalating consequences such as arrests
and jail time.?'%?7 Jail time often ends in homelessness again,’* which leaves peo-
ple in worse physical health®?® and potentially disconnects them from public
benefits,’”® employment,’® and possessions, including vehicles used for shelter.’®'#

Enforcement often fails to reduce crime. Communities tend to misunderstand
the relationship between encampments and crime. A study in Canada found half
the time, the emergence of encampments decreased crime.” Thus, encampment
evictions do not consistently lead to decreased local crime,”?? nor the presence
of unsheltered homelessness in the area.?° Denver research shows that within a
0.25-mile radius of an encampment eviction, crimes related to disorder and auto
theft decrease, while violent crimes against people increase.??

There are negative impacts on law enforcement officers’ ability to effec-
tively do their jobs. Assigning law enforcement to respond to homelessness
causes frustration and a sense of futility among officers.'?*° This forces law
enforcement to sink considerable hours into enforcement," and diverts atten-
tion from more serious crimes, including domestic abuse.'*
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