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JUSTICE

Homeless Encampment Sweeps May Be Draining Your
City’s Budget

January 04, 2023

Rudy Perez

Amid rising infla�on and lack of available, affordable housing, homelessness has been increasing to crisis levels in the United States. According

to the Na�onal Alliance to End Homelessness, between 2016 and 2020, there was a 6 percent jump in rates of overall homelessness.

During this period, unsheltered homelessness rates increased by 20 percent. Unsheltered homelessness was especially prominent on the

West Coast and among women, Black and La�nx people, and people not experiencing chronic homelessness.

Though the reasons for recent increases in unsheltered homelessness are well researched and documented and include the rise of the cost of

living, lack of affordable housing, and a lack of resources for people experiencing homelessness, many of the most common responses to

homelessness encampments are implemented by law enforcement and fail to address the root causes—while cos�ng ci�es substan�al

amounts of money.

People who experience unsheltered homelessness are more likely to have interac�ons with law enforcement (PDF), such as through homeless

encampment sweeps. This contributes to the revolving door of homelessness and incarcera�on and other legal system involvement, which

places immense financial burdens on communi�es.

Evidence suggests alterna�ve solu�ons, such as permanent suppor�ve housing and rapid rehousing, reduced police involvement, and

wraparound services, are more effec�ve and can help reduce financial burdens on city budgets.

The cost of encampment sweeps versus evidence-based solu�ons
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In urban areas, homeless encampment sweeps, in which law enforcement officers or sanita�on workers remove en�re communi�es, are a

common response to unsheltered homelessness. Sweeps reduce the visibility of homelessness, but evidence shows they only further displace

unhoused people and do not address its root causes.

Sweeps exacerbate nega�ve outcomes for people experiencing homelessness while straining city budgets. An Abt Associates report showed

that responding to homeless encampments cost Houston, TX $3,393,000 and San Jose, CA $8,557,000.

When addressing the homeless crisis, policymakers should consider using the following alterna�ves to police responses to homelessness.

These alterna�ves can both improve outcomes for people experiencing homelessness and save ci�es money.

Community response teams. Using community response teams can be a cost-effec�ve strategy in addressing homelessness. The Crisis

Assistance Helping Out on the Streets program in Eugene, Oregon, dispatches medical and mental health crisis workers instead of law

enforcement. A�er the program began, the police department saved an average of $8.5 million a year (PDF) during a three year span

(2014–17). For communi�es that have implemented community response teams, evidence shows increases in public safety, fewer and

lower rates of suicide, and significant drops in the use of emergency departments.

 

Continuums of care. Coupled with Housing First, con�nuums of care provide services such as intensive case management, cri�cal �me

interven�ons, and asser�ve community treatment (ACT). These interven�ons have been shown to reduce the number of days spent

homeless as well as alcohol and substance use, and ACT has been shown to be cost-effec�ve compared with standard case

management. One 2020 study showed that 69 percent of the costs of an ACT interven�on were offset by savings in other costs such as

emergency shelters.

 

Supportive housing. Research shows it costs taxpayers $31,065 a year to criminalize a single person experiencing homelessness while

the yearly cost for providing suppor�ve housing is $10,051. And in the Urban Ins�tute’s evalua�on of the Denver Social Impact Bond

Ini�a�ve, researchers found that program par�cipants experienced fewer interac�ons with law enforcement, reduc�ons in jail stays and

�me spent in jail, reduced stays in shelters, and reduced use of short-term or city-funded services, such as detoxifica�on services, when

they receive such housing.

The evidence shows encampment sweeps don’t solve the root causes of homelessness and may exacerbate nega�ve outcomes for unhoused

people. Leveraging these solu�ons could help reduce financial burdens on city budgets while improving the health and well-being of people

experiencing homelessness and communi�es as a whole.

The original version of this post incorrectly stated that the United States Interagency Council on Homelessness produced the report showing the costs of

responding to homeless encampments. Researchers from Abt Associates authored the report (corrected 1/10/2022).

Housing First,  Criminal Jus�ce,  Suppor�ve Housing,  Policing,  Homelessness 

RELATED:

HOUSING ACCESS AND STABILITY

How Policymakers Can Ensure They’re Suppor�ng Housing Policies That Work: Demys�fying
Randomized Evalua�ons

Katherine Fallon

January 11, 2023 / Ar�cle

JUSTICE

Policing Doesn’t End Homelessness. Suppor�ve Housing Does.

October 25, 2022 / Feature

Attachment 4 
2 of 2

https://www.sacurrent.com/news/san-antonio-clears-homeless-encampment-as-shelters-struggle-to-keep-up-with-demand-29697051
https://www.nlc.org/resource/an-overview-of-homeless-encampments/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2667321522000269
https://www.usich.gov/tools-for-action/reportwhat-clearing-homeless-encampments-costs-cities/
https://whitebirdclinic.org/cahoots/
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/103158/alternatives-to-arrests-and-police-responses-to-homelessness.pdf
https://smokymountainnews.com/archives/item/31224-the-benefits-of-community-response-teams
https://www.hudexchange.info/faqs/programs/continuum-of-care-coc-program/program-administration/general/what-is-a-continuum-of-care/#:~:text=A%20CoC%20should%20be%20composed,agencies%2C%20hospitals%2C%20universities%2C%20affordable
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7313544/#:~:text=Intensive%20case%20management%20substantially%20reduced,as%20substance%20and%20alcohol%20use.
https://ps.psychiatryonline.org/doi/full/10.1176/appi.ps.202000029
https://homelessvoice.org/the-cost-to-criminalize-homelessness/
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/breaking-homelessness-jail-cycle-housing-first-results-denver-supportive-housing-social-impact-bond-initiative
https://housingmatters.urban.org/tag/housing-first
https://housingmatters.urban.org/tag/criminal-justice
https://housingmatters.urban.org/tag/supportive-housing
https://housingmatters.urban.org/tag/policing
https://housingmatters.urban.org/tag/homelessness
https://housingmatters.urban.org/articles/how-policymakers-can-ensure-theyre-supporting-housing-policies-work-demystifying
https://housingmatters.urban.org/topic/housing-access-and-stability
https://housingmatters.urban.org/articles/how-policymakers-can-ensure-theyre-supporting-housing-policies-work-demystifying
https://housingmatters.urban.org/author/katherine-fallon
https://housingmatters.urban.org/feature/policing-doesnt-end-homelessness-supportive-housing-does
https://housingmatters.urban.org/topic/justice
https://housingmatters.urban.org/feature/policing-doesnt-end-homelessness-supportive-housing-does



