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At the same time, rising housing costs, decreased funding for social 
services and the economic recession have led to a growing number of  
homeless.  Many of  the homeless in rural suburban and peri-urban 
areas end up living by creeks and rivers and contributing to water  
pollution.  

Like many counties in the Bay Area and throughout the nation, 
Contra Costa County is grappling with how to deal with these home-
less encampments.  These encampments are often in areas that are 
obscured from public view, at the periphery of  cities and towns, and 
near waterways. These camps are increasingly drawing flood control 
districts into the social services realm as they contend with water pol-
lution caused by these camps.   

Under the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NP-
DES), Contra Costa County Flood Control and Water Conserva-
tion District (CCCFCD) is compelled to reduce water pollution in 
its creeks. New requirements for NPDES permits set higher water 
quality standards at the same time that the incidence of  homeless-
ness encampments has increased, along with the concomitant pollu-
tion caused by these encampments. CCCFCD sees the existence of  
homeless encampments as both the source of  trash and pollutants in 
county waterways and an impediment to reaching its goals of  reduc-
ing pollution.

The research that this report is based on focuses on the popula-
tions living in the camps becuase addressing the polluction caused 
by homeless encampments requires understanding how and why an 
increasing number of  people are living informal shelters or homelesss 
encampments. This report summarizes findings based on ten months 
of  research into the camps and their residents and offers recom-
mendations that can be adopted by the Contra Costa County Flood 
Control District to reduce pollution caused by encampments in and 
near creeks that are simultaneously humane, effective and practical in 
the long term. 

Summary

Recent concern about the quality of rivers 
and creeks has fueled an increased interest  
in preserving water quality.
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By the end of  the 
twentieth century, 
responsibility for 
dealing with the 
homeless was largely 
in the hands of  lo-
cal government and 
private or charitable 
organizations

History
Reduced to its essentials, homeless-
ness is an expression and extension 
of poverty in the United States  
—Wolch, Dear 1993.

Homelessness has existed in a variety of  
landscapes throughout the history of  the 
United States. 
Prior to the recent rise in homeless popula-
tions living in camps, there were two periods 
in the past century where the numbers of  
homeless grew large enough to elicit national 
concern. The first period, which included 
the Great Depression, was in the early part 
of  the twentieth century where many of  
the homeless lived outdoors, often on the 
outskirts of  major cities. The second period 
began in the 1970s and was largely charac-
terized as an urban, inner city phenomenon 
that coincided with a rise in urban poverty 
concentration.  This second period has been 
linked to federal failures to address pov-
erty and the inability or incapacity of  state 
and city governments to supply affordable 
housing or address increased costs of  living. 
Although the literature on homelessness in 
this period may emphasize different causes, 
the primary policies attributed to the rise in 
homelessness are: reduced federal anti-pov-
erty programs, destruction of  low-income 
housing and SROs (single residency occu-
pancy hotels), deinstitutionalization of  the 
mentally ill, and a decline in the provision 
of  low-income housing. During the 1970s 
and 1980s for “every three units lost through 
demolition, conversion or rental increases” 
only one affordable housing unit was pro-
duced.1 The national loss of  affordable hous-
ing coincided with changing demographics 
and policies aimed at redeveloping urban 
centers, all of  which led to increased hous-
ing costs for a population increasingly less 
capable of  paying these costs. The federal 
disinvestment in affordable housing, mental 
health services, social welfare or poverty 
alleviation programs has, for the most part, 
continued to this day.2  

These historical events converged to develop 
a wholly new social structure for dealing with 

the impoverished and mentally ill.  By the 
end of  the twentieth century, responsibility 
for dealing with the homeless was largely in 
the hands of  local government and private 
or charitable organizations that expanded 
their role in the provision of  homeless 
shelters and services in the wake of  federal 
cutbacks. Despite the recent move toward 
‘continuum of  care’ programs, (which focus 
on service provisions) the issue of  long-
term affordable housing was ignored. Today, 
short-term shelter provision, which had 
initially been advocated as one element of  a 
three-part strategy for reducing homeless-
ness, remains the primary policy of  local 
government and non-profits. 3 The federal 
retreat from social investments has led to 
the proliferation of  “private, quasi-public 
voluntary and commercial agencies providing 
services hitherto supplied by government.” 4 
This trend is not unique to the provision of  
homeless services, as many social services 
from education, health and food supply 
have moved in this direction. The current 
homeless crisis can therefore be understood 
through an analysis of  federal poverty pro-
grams where “small scale interventions are 
intended to revive depressed communities 
while large scale public policies undermine 
their very ability to survive.” 5 The result is a 
complicated and “uncoordinated system of  
public, private, local, state and federal fund-
ing arrangements for communities in need.” 6 

The most recent period of  an increase in 
homeless populations began in the early part 
of  this century and was notable for including 
large numbers of  families with children as 
well as veterans.  The growth in the home-
less population has been exacerbated by 
the housing crisis and economic downturn 
and has been accompanied by a national 
proliferation of  laws and regulations that 
make homelessness a de facto status offence, 
through criminalization of  the necessary 
acts associated with living in public.7 In part 
because of  these new laws and the concur-
rent ‘urban renewal’ in major city centers, 
today’s homeless are less visible in both the 
urban landscape and the national imagination 
than they were 30 years ago, even though, 
in absolute terms, the number of  homeless 
today is greater than the 1980s.

BACKGROUND
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Demographics
According to estimates from the U.S. 
Department of  Housing and Urban De-
velopment (HUD), in the 1980s there were 
200,000 to 500,000 homeless individuals 
(although this obviously broad range was, 
and continues to be, contested as an under-
count). In 2012 the national estimate provid-
ed by HUD was 633,782.8 Almost 20% of  
homeless adults are veterans.9 It is important 
to note that although federal and state poli-
cies and the economy itself  may have made 
housing more difficult to sustain for many 
segments of  the population, not all of  those 
who cannot afford housing end up on the 
streets.  Among the homeless today, there are 
a disproportionate number of  people with a 
history of  mental illness as well as histories 
of  institutionalization in some capacity, be it 
foster care, group homes, or incarceration.10  
About one-third of  homeless single adults 
are suffering from severe mental illnesses 
such as schizophrenia or manic-depressive 
disorder.11

Encampments 
Populations living in encampments are not a 
recent phenomenon in the United States and 
were well documented during the Great De-
pression.  However, until recently, they were 
not seen as a significant part of  the modern 
homeless problem. Part of  this is the result 
of  laws, ordinances and public attention dis-
placing homeless people from urban centers 
to the periphery.  At the same time increased 
concern about the environmental condi-
tions of  urban and peri-urban waterways 
and greenbelts have made landscapes that 
were previously ignored or overlooked more 
visible.12 To date, the academic literature 
on encampments is slim, but there are mass 
media reports on encampments, many of  
which focus on camps located on waterways. 
A 2009 New York Times article noted that 
although encampments have long existed 
in big cities, new tent cities or “modern day 
Hoovervilles” are springing up in smaller 
cities and towns throughout the US.13 An 
article in The Nation the same year states that 
tent cities are becoming an increasing part 
of  American urban life, noting that while 
Seattle’s first tent city sprang up in 1990, it 

now hosts three. The author writes that these 
“reborn Hooverviles …are what connects 
us to São Paulo, Lagos and Mumbai, physi-
cal manifestations of  our growing inequality 
and societal neglect.” 14 In 2012 the Oprah 
Winfrey Network premiered a documentary 
entitled Tent City, USA that followed the lives 
of  homeless residents in Nashville, Tennes-
see whose encampment was destroyed by a 
flood.  In 2010 the Department of  Justice 
published a report on homeless encamp-
ments, noting that approximately 44% of  
the homeless are unsheltered and that 12% 
are unsheltered and chronically homeless.  
The report does not offer any estimates of  
the encampment population except to say 
that some of  the chronically homeless live in 
encampments.15 

California is at the forefront of  the recent 
encampment development, with encamp-
ments in Fresno, Sacramento and San Jose 
garnering a lot of  media and legal atten-
tion.16 Much of  what has been written 
about encampments focuses on “tent cities.” 
Although tent cities tend to be larger in scale 
and more entrenched than many of  the en-
campments in Contra Costa, many of  these 
tent cities started as encampments. Tent 
cities have gained national attention because 
they are large enough to be noticeable to 
the public. A 2010 report from the National 
Coalition for the Homeless (NCH) defines 
a tent city as a “variety of  temporary hous-
ing facilities that often use tents” noting that  
“authorized and unauthorized tent cities, 
created by and for homeless individuals and 
families, are now found across the country.”17   
Of  the nine sites they survey, five are in 
California (camps include two sites in Fresno 
and others in Ventura, Sacramento and  
Ontario). Five of  the six non-mobile sites are 
on public lands and two are along the water.18

Nationally, the most pressing environmental 
issues associated with these modern Hoover-
villes are inadequate waste disposal in  
waterways and outbreaks of  fires.  For juris-
dictions in the Western United States, wa-
terway pollution has become the most cited 
problem associated with encampments.19 
According to the 2012 NCH and the  
Department of  Justice reports, the residents 
of  tent cities tend to be older and whiter 
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Given recent eco-
nomic trends and 
the shrinking role 
of  federal govern-
ment it is likely that 
the need for local 
agencies to address 
complex issues 
that involve work-
ing with landscapes 
and populations 
who reside within 
and outside of  local 
political jurisdictions 
with severe finan-
cial constraints will 
continue to grow.  

than the general homeless population, with a 
higher number of  veterans. The NCH report 
includes a survey of  97 residents and found 
that 75% of  residents were male, 19% were 
veterans, 46% were 45 or older and 65% had 
been homeless for more than a year. Al-
though the tent cities described in the media 
and reports are generally larger in scale than 
the encampments encountered in Contra 
Costa, the demographics found in Contra 
Costa are very similar. 

Contra Costa  
As with most of  the Bay Area, there is a 
serious deficiency in affordable housing in 
Contra Costa County, where more than 7% 
of  the population lives below the poverty 
line and the income needed to afford a two 
bedroom unit is $27.31 an hour ($54,000/
year), more than 4 times the minimum 
wage and almost $20,000 higher than the 
per capita income.20 Although counting the 
homeless is notoriously difficult, there are 
some figures available that, while obtained 
through various methods, nevertheless offer 
a general picture of  the landscape in Contra 
Costa County.  According to the “2004 Plan 
to End Homelessness in Ten Years”, Contra 
Costa County had an estimated homeless 
population of  15,000, 4,800 of  whom were 
estimated to be on the street on any given 
night and 2,000 of  whom were identified as 
chronically homeless. Three years later, the 
2007 County homeless count identified 2,408 
homeless people in shelters and 1,749 un-
sheltered for a total of  4,155. According to 
a 2012 Grand Jury Report, there were 4,274 
homeless on any given night, 1,490 of  which 
were unsheltered, and over 1,000 who lived 
in encampments. These numbers are likely to 
be underestimates given that Project HOPE 
made contact with 1,175 individual residents 
of  encampments alone in the same year (796 
men and 379 women).21

Given recent economic trends and the 
shrinking role of  the Federal government, 
it is likely that the need for local agencies to 
address complex issues that involve work-
ing with landscapes and populations who 
reside within and outside of  local political 
jurisdictions with severe financial constraints 
will continue to grow.  Unfortunately there 

is resistance to recognizing that existence of  
homelessness may be part of  the landscape 
of  American cities and suburbs, leading 
many municipalities and cities to implement 
short term interventions that are more costly 
and ineffective in the long term. Addressing 
both social and environmental goals associ-
ated with homeless encampments effectively 
requires thinking creatively about policies 
and interventions that can have long-term 
impacts.

The CCCFCD is the agency tasked with pro-
viding flood control protection throughout 
the county.  As part of  their work, CCCFCD 
owns land and easements on waterways 
throughout the county and is responsible 
for maintaining the drainage facilities and 
complying with NPDES requirements set by 
the San Francisco Bay and Central Valley Re-
gional Water Quality Control Boards.   The 
NPDES program is a federal permit pro-
gram that establishes standards for discharge 
into waters, including storm drain systems.  
Because Contra Costa’s waters drain into 
both the Delta and the San Francisco Bay, 
they have permits for both regions.  One of  
the new requirements for the East County 
permit is that CCCFCD focus on trash 
reduction, setting goals of  reducing trash in 
County creeks to 40% by 2014, 70% by 2017 
and 100% by 2022. In conjunction with Fed-
eral policies aimed at improving water quality 
and protecting water habitat, increased 
interest in urban waterways and green spaces 
have made water landscapes that had long 
been ignored a site of  social concern and 
ecological interventions.22

The most visible sources of  trash in county 
creeks stem from illegal dumping and from 
daily activities of  homeless encampments.  
Because the CCCFCD has seen an increase 
in the frequency, size and intractability of  
encampments on property for which it is re-
sponsible, it has to grapple with how to deal 
with this situation. In an attempt to reduce 
the problem of  water pollution, CCCFCD, in 
conjunction with other agencies, developed 
a protocol (updated in 2012) for dealing with 
homeless encampments in unincorporated 
areas and right of  ways within incorporated 
jurisdictions throughout the county. This 
protocol requires notifying the County 
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Therefore, despite efforts to collaborate with 
other county agencies (particularly public 
works and public health), efforts to reduce 
or eliminate camps are thwarted by encamp-
ment inhabitants utilizing the limits of  
jurisdictional boundaries to their advantage.  
Many properties owned/managed by the 
district are adjacent to property managed by 
CALTRANS, parks and recreation districts, 
utilities, railroads and cities.  Unfortunately, 
these jurisdictions do not have any coordi-
nated policies in place and tend to focus on 
moving people off  their property, a strategy 
that is costly and ineffective. 

Health Services Department as soon as the 
CCCFCD is made aware of  encampments.  
The Health Services team is then responsi-
ble for sending the HOPE outreach team to 
contact the residents within 24 hours.  As 
soon as contact has been made, the respon-
sible police jurisdiction will post notices to 
vacate, giving residents 72 hours to vacate 
the premises.  The county then initiates and 
documents a cleanup, and any non-hazard-
ous materials left behind by residents will be 
held for 30 days (during which property can 
be claimed by residents) prior to disposal.23 
In the past year CCCFCD has engaged in 
78 abatements, many of  which involved (re)
clearing sites that were reestablished within 
days of  being cleared.  For example, three 
sites constituted 62 of  the abatements in the 
past year. 

While the CCCFCD, staffed primarily by en-
gineers, is very well equipped to deal with the 
environmental and structural challenges of  
maintaining water quality, it is arguably less 
equipped to deal with the social challenges 
posed by the encampments set by the creeks.  
Further complicating the issue of  encamp-
ments is that the camps near waterways are 
often sited adjacent to areas outside of  the 
CCCFCDs jurisdiction.  



Water Pollution and Homeless Encampments in Contra Costa County 8

REsearch Methods
In order to design a service delivery 
system for homeless populations, 
the social structures and help seek-
ing behaviors of these individuals 
must first be understood.  
—Pippert 2007  

In order to craft effective policies for ad-
dressing homeless encampments, an un-
derstanding of  who is living in these areas 
is needed. The methodologies employed in 
this project were primarily informed by the 
questions set by CCCFCD: Who is living on 
creek beds? What are the needs and behav-
iors of  this population and what is their 
relationship with the creek? What are the 
various solutions local agencies can and have 
attempted in dealing with homeless encamp-
ments? What are the problems and benefits 
associated with homeless encampments 
and what issues are associated with various 
response mechanisms? 

The literature on homelessness and the 
quantitative data provided by the county was 
useful in developing questions and in helping 
to triangulate information gathered from 
field observations, but the process of  data 
collection was iterative.  As an understanding 
of  the landscape shifted, so did the scope of  
the research. This project relied on a variety 
of  literature, including the work on informal 
settlements in international contexts, home-
less ethnographies, interagency collabora-

tion and watershed management with the 
goal of  developing a theoretical framework 
that would enrich the data gathered. In ad-
dition to qualitative data provided by field 
observations and interviews with residents 
of  encampments, individuals from various 
California agencies that work with homeless 
encampments were interviewed about the 
strategies they have implemented and their 
assessment of  their efficacy. The field work, 
interviews and research done on policies 
throughout California provided a basis for 
the policy recommendations made at the end 
of  this report. 

This research focused on the central part 
of  Contra Costa County, although encamp-
ments throughout the county were visited 
with members of  Project HOPE, a home-
less outreach team. After a few months, the 
faces and names of  residents in the camps 
became familiar, and patterns in the move-
ment and behavior of  the residents began 
to emerge.  During the outreach visits with 
Project HOPE, over 50 encampments were 
visited and more than 90 people who reside 
in the encampments were contacted.  Twelve 
in-depth interviews were conducted. Accord-
ing to data provided by Project HOPE and 
field observations, most of  these encamp-
ment residents are white men, who are native 
to the region, and have family members in 
the area. The majority of  the encampment 
residents are over 45 and many of  them 
struggle with a wide range of  social, physical, 
and mental health issues. 
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Impediments to Housing 
for Encampment Resi-
dents 

Most people who live in public spaces share 
life experiences that create particular percep-
tions and relationships to social structures 
and institutions.  Many of  the realities of  
life on the streets necessitate a specific way 
of  being in the world that is distinct from 
“mainstream” society.  Agencies and in-
dividuals who interact with encampment 
residents will struggle without recognizing 
these differences.  These inherently differ-
ent practices by encampment residents and 
mainstream society institutions/agencies 
highlights some of  the difficulties embedded 
in their interactions, such as in the case of  
promoting moving from encampments to 
proper housing.

For example, setting up appointments and 
meetings between agencies and the home-
less to enter shelters or getting services is 
difficult because of  the profoundly differ-
ent nature of  the two groups.  While the 
agencies are uniformly bureaucratized and 
systematized, the homeless populations 
have different mechanisms for organiza-
tion. Throughout the camps was the distinct 
relationship to time held by camp residents. 
In one interview, as I tried to get a sense of  
mobility patterns over time, I kept running 
into a wall.  Finally the respondent told me 
“It’s hard for me to judge time, you know, 
a month or a day. But last summer we were 
in Idaho.” Similarly, asked how long they 
had been somewhere, camp residents would 
often respond in terms of  seasons or events 
(e.g.: ‘Thanksgiving,’ ‘after CALTRANS 
came’, ‘before the fire,’) as opposed to 
specific dates.  One informant, when asked 
what he was going to do when the rains 
came said “I’m not future tripping,” a phrase 
that offered a great deal of  insight into how 
homelessness impacts and shift a persons 
relationship to time, a basic organizing 
principle of  our society.   While almost every 

homeless person has a daily routine, regard-
less of  employment status, that routine is 
continually broken by irregular catastrophes 
(hospital visits, tents catching on fire) and 
influenced by seasonal changes.  Therefore, 
while people could recount their daily ritual 
and where they were last summer with ease, 
very few could remember if  they had been 
at their current location a few weeks or a few 
months. The sense of  time for the residents 
seems to center around the immediate or the 
urgent.  Case managers that work with the 
homeless would often express frustration 
with a client who had not shown up for a 
meeting, one that might have led to hous-
ing, health care or benefits.  Part of  this is 
a function of  different time structures and 
part of  it is an expression of  the fact that so 
much energy goes into survival, leaving little 
energy for the future. 

There are also many logistical impediments 
to housing experienced by most of  the en-
campment residents.  First, there is a lack of  
temporary and long-term affordable housing. 
There are two county-run shelters for adults 
in Contra Costa, one in Concord and one in 
Richmond. Each has a capacity of  75 and 
residents are allowed to stay for up to 120 
days if  they agree to case management.   Al-
though many residents of  encampments are 
wary of  shelters, there were moments, begin-
ning in November as winter approached and 
throughout the rainy months, when clients 
would ask for help getting into the shelters.  
Unfortunately, about two-thirds of  the time 
such requests were made, the HOPE team 
was unable to offer the client a bed because 
the shelters were at capacity.  However, 
requests are not the norm, and most camp 
residents have a strong dislike of  the shel-
ter and refuse to go into the shelter system 
altogether.  

With a few exceptions there is a percep-
tion that life in the shelters is more danger-
ous than life in the encampments. Because, 
as shown above, encampment residents 
self-select according to shared values and 
behaviors, there was a commonly expressed 

Findings
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disdain for the shelter population.  Shelters 
were described as “full of  addicts” or “crazy 
people”, places where people didn’t have to 
be responsible, or as simply “dangerous.”24 
Simultaneously, they were also described as 
places where one could not have autonomy, 
because they were full of  too many rules.25 

Many of  the people interviewed have 
formed strong kinship relationships in the 
camps and were reluctant to leave these rela-
tionships behind to get into shelters, which 
are generally segregated by sex and offer 
housing on an individual basis. On the other 
hand, a number of  people formally and 
informally interviewed were self-proclaimed 
loners and avoided the shelters because there 
were too many people.  Often when working 
with a homeless person on prospective hous-
ing, they would lose interest if  they were told 
they would have to share a bedroom with 
someone else, declaring “I don’t like being 
around other people.”  However, with only 
one exception, those interviewed stated they 
would consider getting into a shelter if  it was 
a transition into more permanent housing.  
Despite an aversion to the shelters, only one 
person was encountered who articulated a 
preference for being outside as opposed to 
having permanent housing.26   

In addition to a disdain for shelter life and 
its residents, most encampment residents 
encounter logistical impediments to enter-
ing shelters. Recycling is one of  the most 
common ways for homeless people to earn 
money and it is a full time, night job. Most 
recycling ‘crews’ would go out around 9 or 
10 at night and would keep working until 4 
or 5 in the morning.  Although recycling is 
far from a lucrative job (respondents report-
ed earning anywhere from $5-45/night), it 
is one of  the only autonomous ways to earn 
money, and the people who engaged in recy-
cling were heavily invested in their identity as 
recyclers.   Unfortunately, shelter programs 
require residents to check in during the even-
ing and stay for the night, which sounds rea-
sonable but it means that a decision to enter 
a shelter is often a decision to lose one’s only 
source of  income and an important part of  a 

daily routine.
 About a third of  the people encountered 
in the encampments either currently had, 
or had in the past, owned pets and yet there 
are no temporary housing options in Contra 
Costa County where pets are allowed.  Be-
cause of  the tenuous social ties of  the home-
less population, pets are family to many.  
Camp residents often would say that being 
asked to leave a pet would be like abandon-
ing a child.  The outreach team mentioned 
that when resident had left a pet in order the 
enter housing, they often did not survive the 
loss and would have a mental breakdown 
that led them back to the streets.  

Another constraint to entering the shelters is 
legal. Although they are a minority, I encoun-
tered at least eight people during outreach 
who were registered sex offenders, which is 
a barrier to entering the shelter system.27 To 
my knowledge, most of  the registered sex 
offenders I encountered had been charged 
with crimes associated with mental illness 
or with indecent exposure, a crime that may 
be difficult to avoid when you are living in 
public spaces. This status means that even 
those who are interested in shelters are often 
unable to be placed in housing.   

The majority of  the homeless population is 
coping with multiple mental health diagno-
ses; many suffer substance abuse problems 
as well as trauma, both from experiences on 
the street and from prior life experience.  In 
a seemingly endless cycle, the high rate of  
mental illness is exacerbated by the trauma 
of  living on the streets and the heavy sub-
stance abuse that goes with it feeds back into 
the apparent rate of  mental illnesses.   While 
Wolch and Dear note “substance abuse is an 
adaptive response as well as a risk factor in 
homelessness,” the high rates of  addiction 
and mental illness make the population very 
unstable and a client who is totally eager to 
get into housing one day may react in anger 
at the suggestion when you visit them the 
next. 28

Shelters were de-
scribed as “full of  
addicts” or “crazy 
people”, places where 
people didn’t have to 
be responsible, or as 
simply “dangerous.”  
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Through fieldwork I identified three types 
of  camps that have distinct characteristics 
and populations with different patterns of  
mobility and land use. These types of  camps 
correlate with three major typologies that 
can be observed within the encampment 
population.  These categories, although nei-
ther absolute nor discrete, speak to general 
behaviors that correlate with residents of  
the camps and how the camps are organ-
ized where they are located and the primary 
sources of  pollution they cause.  These 
typologies can help predict something about 
the behavior of  camp residents, highlight 
the need to develop multiple strategies to 
address the populations and will inform the 
development of  policy recommendations.  
The three typologies can be described as old-
timers, newcomers and veterans.

Old-timer camps vary in size and location 
but tend to be located under freeways, bridg-
es and overpasses or near railroad tracks.  
Every old-timer camp I visited was on or 
near the water.  Many of  these camps result 
in the transformation of  the landscape and 
have some semi-permanent structures or are 
dug into the sides of  hills, creating problems 
of  erosion.  Old-timer camps may be visible 
if  you are looking for them but they do not 

stand out in the landscape.  They range in 
size from 2-20 inhabitants, but where they 
are larger, people tend to cluster in groups 
of  three or less, with a line of  structures 
along a waterway or under a bridge.  The 
location and size of  old-timer camps may 
change over time but there is a tendency to 
return to previously established campsites.  

The residents of  old-timer camps tend to be 
single white men and chronically homeless. 
These are men (and some women) who have 
lived on the streets for 5-20 years.  They are 
often the most open to outsiders, possibly 
because they are the most adept at navigat-
ing social systems.  This group is the only 
one that self  identifies as homeless. They are 
often, but not always, older than the new-
comers.  They look for places where they 
can reside for a while and invest in making 
these places homes and use their knowledge 
of  city/county/state lines to eke out spaces 
where they are unlikely to be disturbed. 
Many of  these residents are on disability, 
have day jobs, or are part of  “recycling” 
crews.	

The old-timer camps have a strong social 
hierarchy, where the original settler of  the 
camp acts as the mayor and can decide who 

TYPOLOGIES
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is allowed to join the camp and establishes 
rules that are generally designed to preserve 
the camp.  The social norms of  the old-
timer camps vary based on the residents. 
Old-timers will drift towards camps where 
their behaviors will be viewed as socially ac-
ceptable. For example, in some camps more 
substance abuse is tolerated, in some camps 
everyone has a job, others are populated by 
couples, some have pets while others do not.  
We visited one old-timer camps that had just 
kicked residents out because of  their refusal 
to intervene and protect a female resident 
who had been followed home.  When inter-
viewing a couple from an old-timer camp, 
I was told their motto was “we don’t look 
homeless” and this seemed to reflect the 
shared ethos of  the camp.  

Newcomer camps are often the most 
obvious and the most seasonal.  A large 
grouping of  tents and very temporary struc-
tures would be typical of  a newcomer camp.  
These camps may pop up in an area that 
had never been previously inhabited by the 
homeless: in the alleys behind a residential or 
commercial area. Because many of  the resi-
dents of  these camps do not self-identify as 
homeless there is less investment in building 
these camps.  This also means that there are 
fewer attempts to maintain a low profile and 
keep the camps clean, as the residents do not 
view the space they are occupying as home 
but as a temporary condition. 

The newcomer camps are often larger and 
tend to have more women and ethnic diver-
sity than the other two types of  camps. Less 
adept at navigating the landscape and juris-
dictions, these residents find security in num-
bers.  One of  the outreach workers referred 
to residents of  the newcomer camps as 
‘joyriders,’ not because what they are doing 
is fun, but because they often drift back into 
housed situations. The newcomers are those 
who have only been on the streets intermit-
tently or for a short time.  They generally 
self  identify as drug users, not as homeless.  
In fact, many take great pains to establish 
that they are on the streets by choice and if  
they were sober, they would have somewhere 

to go. Many of  these residents either rely on 
family or hustling to make ends meet. 

Veteran camps are the hardest to find 
although many of  them are near old-timer 
camps.  Veteran camps exist in areas that are 
well concealed and, from a distance, tend to 
blend into their surroundings, with tents or 
structures that match the landscape.  These 
camps are very small in size and population, 
rarely housing more than two people. Some 
of  them are completely isolated, in a well-
camouflaged camp near the shore of  the 
bay or hidden under a bridge that is unlikely 
to be trespassed. Upon entry there may be 
some sort of  trip wire or other devise rigged 
to alert camp residents of  intrusions.29 The 
veteran camps have a particular order to 
them, although it may not be immediately 
apparent. They are also very aware of  the 
community of  encampments around them.  
Some of  the camps are very Spartan with 
only bare essentials and some are inhabited 
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by hoarders and will have a large quantity 
of  a particular item.  Generally these camps 
are fairly established meaning that effort has 
gone into constructing the space, whether 
this is in the form of  a kitchen built out 
of  scrap materials, gardens, drainage built 
through piping or the construction of  a 
housing structure.  

The residents of  the veteran camps are 
either veterans or survivalists and usually live 
alone. Ranging in age from 23-65, this group 
consists primarily of  white men.  Most of  
those who are not receiving VA benefits 
work day labor jobs or recycle for income 
and most of  them have dogs.  These veteran 
camps are often located across the creek or 
channel or a few hundred yards away from 
the old-timer camps. This does not mean 
that they are totally socially isolated; they 
often have relationships with members of  
the old-timer encampments, however, they 
do not form the same sort of  familial units 
as the other two types of  encampment resi-
dents.  I never encountered women in any of  
the veteran camps. 
Although there are some similar social 
behaviors that run through all camps, there 
are also important distinctions between 
camps, and policies should be mindful of  
these distinctions. Additionally each of  these 
typologies correlate with different types of  
pollution and therefore require different 
approaches both in terms of  housing and 
environmental remediation. 

Garbage and Typologies
Old-timer camps tend to have a lot of  stuff, 
but the stuff  is fairly organized.  Primary 
sources of  garbage at these camps are ma-
terials that are collected for recycling or ma-
terials that are stripped for copper.  Camps 
that have been around for a while will have 
a large assortment of  stuff  that has been ac-
cumulated.  Wooden pallets and tarps, plastic 
buckets and plywood and shopping carts, are 
staples of  all the camps as are canned
                                                                              

foodstuff, plastic bags and camping gear.  
One may also find a camp with car tires, old 
electronics, old furniture or bike parts, things 
scavenged from people who have dumped 
garbage or brought back to the camp by 
residents. Most of  these camps have a des-
ignated toilet area but it is likely that people 
also use the water to dispose of  waste.

Newcomer camps also have a lot of  stuff  
but it is more likely to be random personal 
items.  Because this population is more tran-
sitory, people may hold onto items whose 
use may not be clear.  Shopping carts can 
often be seen at the edge of  these camps full 
of  books, clothes, shoes, snacks, bins, bike 
parts, boxes, sheets, coolers.  Here human 
waste is often stored in plastic bags that are 
dumped elsewhere or thrown into the water. 

Veteran camps tend to be inhabited by peo-
ple who either have very minimal amounts 
of  garbage or a collection of  a particular 
item.  For example, one camp might have 
a large collection of  books or chairs.  One 
veteran we were trying to get into housing 
was reluctant to leave behind his collection 
of  televisions (more than 20) to enter hous-
ing.  Some of  the veteran camps have very 
functional outhouses, in others is was unclear 
how human waste was handled. 

In almost all of  the camps shopping carts, 
garbage bags and plastic bottles were a com-
mon occurance. 
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As with the Hobo 
camps of  the early 
twentieth century, 
most camps exist at 
the edge of  the city 
limits, close enough 
to provide accessibil-
ity to resources but 
far enough from the 
center to avoid public 
scrutiny.  

Landscape of Encamp-
ments For the most part, the urban and 
peri-urban spaces occupied by the home-
less are peripheral and marginal spaces. As 
with the Hobo camps of  the early twentieth 
century, most camps exist at the edges of  
cities (either within or outside it limits), close 
enough to provide accessibility to resources 
but far enough from the center to avoid pub-
lic scrutiny.  Most camps are under a freeway, 
along a creek or both.  Just as residents of  
any area would have a definition of  good and 
bad neighborhoods based on their needs and 
values, the residents of  the camps provided 
assessments of  what constituted a good 
camp or a bad camp. While most residents 
agree that shelters are undesirable places to 
live, there are important distinctions between 
communities that are expressed in what they 
feel makes a site a good or bad camp.  Part 
of  the assessment is environmental, and part 
of  it is based on social structure within the 
camp and the way the camp interacts with 
the outside world.  

Good camps 
Good camps are located away from urban 
centers, either on the edges of  the city or in 
low density, peri-urban or suburban areas. 
Many camps are located near light industrial 
or commercial areas, where there tend to 
be large lots without much foot traffic. This 
allows people to avoid high visibility and the 
accompanying harassment. It also means that 
nighttime activities can take place undis-
turbed as there are few residences nearby.  
Camps are organized along lifestyle choices 
but there are strong networks connecting dif-
ferent camps to each other.  When someone 
makes a life change; and gets a job, or starts 
using drugs, they may move from one camp 
and join another, but there continues to be 
communication and fluidity between camps.  
When a big event occurred that affected the 
homeless population, almost all camp resi-
dents knew about it right away. 

Good camps are generally protected by 
old-timers and veterans, who will work to 
prevent discovery by trying to maintain 

order and keep “messy campers” out. For 
most people what makes a good spot for 
encampments has to do with privacy and 
safety.  Fences are appealing because people 
feel safer if  they are inside enclosed areas. 
For women, camping near or with others 
was desirable as it was seen as safer.  Almost 
every woman I spoke with had been a victim 
of  violence, and aside from domestic vio-
lence  (which was always downplayed), they 
attributed it to being alone, away from their 
camp or being alone in their camp. All the 
women expressed a greater sense of  safety in 
their camps than on the streets or in shelters. 
Being near bridges, highways and creeks 
creates a sense of  privacy and provides white 
noise, making it easier to ignore neighbors.  
Being able to find spots where harassment 
was minimal is also key, which is another 
reason these camps tend to be far from 
heavy pedestrian traffic or residential neigh-
bors. Availability of  resources for setting up 
camps was also key, and a few informants 
talked about locating near large commercial 
or retail centers whose garbage they would 
scavenge either for recycling or for materials 
to set up their camps. “Get cardboard from 
warehouses but you have to know the right 
ones, pallets too. Its best if  you can camp 
near those.”  

Being near services was also a benefit, and I 
met a few clients with serious medical needs 
who chose to set up camps near their health 
care providers.  A striking example was an 
older man who slept in a dumpster container 
behind the dialysis clinic that he went to 
three times a week.  The lives of  residents 
center around the resources they use and 
daily routines involve these resources.  Places 
that served food were anchor points for 
many people and they spend part of  everday 
visiting these sites or the MSCs (multi-ser-
vice centers) that provided showers, laundry 
and health services to clients.  Bicycling is 
the primary mode of  transportation.  All the 
residents use bikes although they do not all 
own bikes, some of  them borrow bikes from 
other encampment inhabitants.  Transporta-
tion seems to be an important constraint and 
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issue for the subjects. Even in ‘good camps’ 
there is a lot of  transience and very few resi-
dents had been in a location for more than a 
few months, although some kept returning 
to the same places year after year.30 There 
were some places that had a seasonal habit-
ability and this played a role in the location 
decisions as did perceptions of  law enforce-
ment in different areas.  

Bad camps 
With the exception of  two loners, all the old-
timers and veterans and most newcomers 
were aware of  the risk of  flooding and most 
had experienced camp floods. I interviewed 
two couples who, although recently home-
less, had settled into old-timer camps and 
both of  them had initially set up camps in 
areas where flooding was likely to occur.  
After the flooding one couple returned to 
the same spot and the other couple sought 
permission from the camp leader to move to 
a recently vacated spot on higher ground.  It 
is worth noting that the couple that returned 
had developed a beautiful camp and were 
making a calculated risk assessment based on 
how often the area flooded.  In fact within 
the old-timer camps there was a distinction 
between types of  flood risks and there were 
certain areas that were completely avoided 
during the winter months because the water 
was liable to rise so quickly it was viewed as 
too great of  a hazard. 
Particularly for old-timers and veterans, there 
was a maximum capacity that made a camp 
unappealing. Many people talked about how 
they would move when a camp got too big, 
and what constituted ‘too big’ was specific 
to the location of  the camp and the type of  
residents.  A camp could become uninhabit-
able if  it increased above a certain numerical 
size or if  people came to the site that did 
not share the lifestyle patterns or values of  
the other campers. I had a few old-timers 
describe abandoning a site because it had 
become populated by young ‘tweakers’ 
(methamphetamine users). Within all camps 
there was a general familiarity with the juris-
dictional boundaries of  the various agencies. 
Multiple people mentioned moving camps 
when it became too full of  garbage as that 
could yield an official crackdown. An area 

that was too high profile for any reason also 
rendered it undesirable as a campground. 
Among old-timers who were interested in 
staying put, the preferred jurisdiction was 
city property, because as long as the relation-
ship with the police and property owners 
was positive, “they would leave you alone.”  
There was a general sense that the county 
would also leave you alone as long as you 
kept your camp clean.  CALTRANS was 
generally the least favored agency to deal 
with after Federal Agencies (whose presence 
was less frequent) because they are known 
for not going through the protocols of  
retaining campers’ personal property during 
evictions.

Generally camps are established by one or 
two people who slowly set up an area they 
have scoped out.  The set up can last weeks, 
although it usually is only a few days and of-
ten involves some attempts at camouflaging 
and cleaning in order to keep it from being 
noticed by agencies or the public. Once there 
are more than two people, the camps tend to 
grow quickly, especially if  they are centrally 
located.  After a while the area will become 
either too crowded or too dirty for the 
person who originally established it and that 
person will find it easier to move elsewhere. 
In the meantime, the camp will continue to 
grow and once it is visible, it often grows at 
a faster pace, especially if  the site was well 
chosen in terms of  being shielded from the 
elements.  On mustiple occations I heard 
people refer to CALTRANS as the maid 
service becuase it was understood that if  a 
camp got too large or littered, it would be 
cleaned.  However there are some camps 
that have existed undisturbed for years and 
while I visited more than 50 camps, most of  
which were near creeks, the county has only 
interacted with 10 in the past year.    

After a storm or abatement many people 
are ready to get off  the streets, particularly 
newcomers.  Their desire was immediate and 
they would often settle for situations that 
they would have rejected in the abstract one 
day before. Most of  the clients in the Con-
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cord/Martinez area would refuse to entertain 
the idea of  going to Richmond, but when 
they were really interested in shelter, they 
would go to Richmond if  a bed was avail-
able. The members of  the outreach team 
often talked about how unlikely they were to 
get someone off  the streets unless they met 
them during a moment of  crisis and were 
able to provide them with resources at the 
instant. Thus timing is of  the essence when 
thinking of  possible agency actions to be 
taken in order to promote change. There are 
also some camps that are inherently tempo-
rary whereas others are institutionally en-
trenched, either because they are such good 
camps or because they are well established in 
the collective memory of  encampment resi-
dents.  Distinguishing among the different 
camps is important for understanding what 
policies will be most effective. 

Camps and Water
On my first day of  outreach I was told by 
a member of  the outreach team “wherever 
there is water there are encampments,” but 
when asked why, she was unsure, stating that 
although people do not admit to drinking the 
water, she thought they used it for washing 
and cooking. Based on the quantity of  water 
bottles and containers at camps, it seems 

likely that residents do not drink the water. 

Despite the fact that most of  the camps 
were near water, for most of  the residents 
interviewed, being near water was not a pri-
mary factor cited in assessing what made an 
area good for establishing camps.  The no-
table exception to this was among veterans.  
All the veterans interviewed stated that they 
liked being near the water because the water 
was ‘peaceful’ and ‘calming.’  In conversa-
tions with residents, one person mentioned 
fishing and a few mentioned the quiet or 
peacefulness of  the water but no one admit-
ted to using the water directly. 

For most residents the water offered second-
ary benefits.  For example, many cited look-
ing for places that were cool in the summer, 
a few mentioned being near birds or nature 
and everyone mentioned the desirability of  
being in areas where they could avoid con-
stant harrassment and scrutiny, factors that 
often led people to state or county owned 
property.  Being near creeks seemed to be 
appealing mostly because they often exist 
on publicly owned lands that have tr been 
neglected by the general public.
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they are politically unviable and have mixed 
results (installing public restrooms or water 
sprinklers).32 

Collaboration 
Every agency actor interviewed attributed 
much of  the success and failure of  their 
program to whom they collaborated with 
and how well the collaboration functioned.  
The two counties and one city that felt they 
were addressing the problem in an effective 
manner (Vallejo, Marin and Santa Clara) had 
begun to work more aggressively with out-
reach providers, and everyone cited collabo-
ration as important in dealing with camps.  
Similarly, the agencies that had developed 
protocols that involved interagency collabo-
ration felt that they were effective in their 
interventions. The biggest constraints for 
these interagency collaborations cited were: 
jurisdictional complexity, funding, capac-
ity, lack of  consistency across agencies, lack 
of  housing and services for the population, 
inadequate mental health or substance abuse 
services and legal constraints. 

The interviews confirmed the need for long 
term planning and collaboration and high-
lighted the ad hoc manner in which local 
governments are currently addressing this 
issue.  Although the importance of  collabo-
ration was acknowledged, all the collabora-
tive efforts in place tended to be vertical in 
nature, and either involved multiple county 
agencies; county agencies and city police 
or county agencies and non-profits.  De-
spite the intersections with state and federal 
agencies, no one was involved in horizontal 
collaboration. Because many of  the creeks 
and channels in the region are near highways, 
railroads and parks, the county agencies are 
often dealing with areas where the residents 
can easily cross a channel or fence and enter 
an area under anohter agencies’ jurisdiction 
(state or city), yet these agencies do not col-
laborate.  

Like many counties, Contra Costa County is 
already engaged in interagency and com-

You can’t get rid of 
the homeless, but you 
can set boundaries. 
Drawing from the work of  Rittel and the 
social sciences, pollution caused by home-
less camps could be described as a wicked 
problem, meaning it is ill-defined and eludes 
the notion of  resolution or solvability as-
sociated with problems solving.31 Although 
the primary concern of  CCCFCD is water 
pollution caused by the encampments, there 
is no way for garbage creation and waste in 
the waterways to be reduced without deal-
ing with the populations that are living in 
these waterways.  Therefore, the county is 
forced to address a large social problem 
that agencies tasked with addressing social 
issue have not been able to solve.  However, 
the environmental impacts of  these camps 
can be mitigated through some strategic 
collaborations and complementary strate-
gies.  This section introduces some of  the 
strategies (long term practices and large scale 
approaches) and tactics (short term inter-
ventions that further strategies) that may 
be employed to reduce both the number of  
homeless encampments and the pollution 
associated with them.  Some policies may be 
implemented by the individual agency, but 
most will depend on the implementation of  
complementary actions across agencies and 
enhanced collaborative strategies for real ef-
fectiveness.  Based in part on interviews with 
agencies across California, the recommenda-
tions here include potential strategies and 
tactics to be implemented in Contra Costa 
County (or by the CCCFDC). Examples 
where some of  these strategies and tactics 
have been implemented successfully are also 
provided. Possible limitations of  the pro-
posed interventions will also be addressed. 
There are some recommendations that 
came up in interviews that are not included 
here either because they have been found 
to be ineffective (anti-homeless ordinances, 
enforcing anti-panhandling laws) or because 

Recommendations
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munity collaborations.  These strategies 
are essential for addressing the question of  
homelessness in creeks as the traditional bu-
reaucratic and disciplinary categories provide 
inadequate tools for resolving complex prob-
lems that engage multiples sectors and must 
rely on a variety of  knowledge bases. There-
fore, while these strategies are not new, it is 
worth emphasizing the need to create more 
robust and nuanced mechanisms for their 
application and to ensure their continuity.  

In the case of  Contra Costa County, intera-
gency collaboration should include both the 
formation of  regional coalitions (building 
off  of  coalitions that are already in place), as 
well as horizontal and vertical collaboration 
across agencies where practical. Some of  this 
was implemented in Contra Costa through 
the Homelessness Inter-Jurisdictional Inter-
Departmental Work Group, which involved 
city and county official’s police, nonprofits 
and homeless people. But there should be 
collaboration with CALTRANS, REgional 
Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) 
EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) 
and city agencies and agency associations 
like the Bay Area Flood Protection Agencies 
Association (BAFPAA) should also make 
collaborating on homeless encampment ap-
proaches a key goal.  Collaborations tend to 
be most effective when they are mandated, 
but where requirements are absent, it is 
important to encourage full engagement of  
parties involved.  Therefore, attention should 
be given to who manages collaborative 
efforts, where meetings are held and how 

Figure 1. Actors needed for collaboration. 

involved are invested.  Establishing agreed 
upon short and long term goals is also 
important to the continued effectiveness of  
collaborative efforts.  

While formal collaborations (both horizontal 
and vertical) are generally resource intensive, 
informal collaborations are easier to imple-
ment and many agencies are already engaged 
in these through resource sharing and com-
munication.  These types of  collaborations 
can be very useful where strong state leader-
ship and collaborative mandates are absent. 
Informal collaborations are a good way to 
involve informal actors like charitable or-
ganizations or other volunteer organizations.  
Often these actors are providing key services 
to the homeless population and informal 
conversations and information sharing with 
the informal actors can prevent the efforts 
of  informal actors from undermining county 
efforts.  Additionally informal collaborations 
may help shape the public understanding 
of  the issue and enhance the capacity of  
county agencies.  Perhaps one of  the greatest 
benefits of  engaging in formal and informal 
collaborations is establishing consistency.  
Consistent policy application and implemen-
tation is crucial and is often absent from the 
experience of  homeless people, as they inter-
act with a variety of  agencies whose actions 
may not be in sync.  Formal and informal 
collaborations help highlight where agency 
goals and mandates conflict and where they 
converge.  This knowledge is key to creating 
consistency and can be facilitated through 
sharing information and data collection. 
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Data Collection
Documenting collaboration and data shar-
ing can be helpful in continuing the work of  
collaborations and having a broader reach.  
Marin County has been using a website 
that allows agencies and residents to share 
information about camps and has found 
this to be a helpful way to ensure efforts 
are coordinated.  Additionally some coun-
ties have put out a call to the other agencies 
they work with to compile maps of  known 
encampments.  This form of  data sharing is 
also useful and allows resources already be-
ing utilized by agencies to have an amplified 
affect.  One of  the main strategies advocated 
by the Department of  Justice for police deal-
ing with homeless encampments is sharing 
of  information. 
Sharing information with similar agencies in 
other jurisdictions is also key.  Many mu-
nicipal flood control districts throughout 
the region (and the country) share mandates 
and are trying to mitigate the same problems 
while facing similar structural constraints. 
However, although there is some selective 
information sharing, it is not systematized.  
Creating regional bodies to share resources 
and strategies would be very useful in this 
regard.  Not only would it enhance the 

capacity of  the individual agencies, but also 
where there is consensus, it would amplify 
the agency voice.  For example, every agency 
interviewed described similar locational 
tendencies for camps and many county of-
ficials mentioned how some of  the policies 
they would like to implement would meet 
stiff  resistance from the Department of  Fish 
and Wildlife, who are concerned with species 
restoration.  Mapping the locations of  camps 
in various counties and comparing policies 
in place might provide greater insight into 
effective tactics.  This information could 
lead to some regional consensus that might 
strengthen arguments for changes in local, 
state and federal policies, specifically in (re)
assessing targeted vegetation replacement or 
ratio based approaches to habitat manage-
ment. 
Data Collection is also crucial to measuring 
the effectiveness of  any tactic that is imple-
mented.  Therefore it is key that data collec-
tion be an ongoing part of  implementing any 
strategy or tactic as it will show what is and 
is not working.  In conjunction with mean-
ingful collaborations, data collection can 
enhance the efforts of  the county and offer 
some explanation for why and how policies 
are having an impact. 
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Throughout the agency interviews, there 
was a consensus that the issue of  home-
less encampments has grown in recent 
years. Interventions that were advocated 
included: improved mental health services, 
implementing sanctioned tent cities, imple-
menting shopping cart ordinances, involving 
homeless in clean-up, reducing vegetation 
cover, and better policing. Both Marin and 
Santa Clara worked with homeless outreach 
coordinators to provide housing for encamp-
ment residents and Santa Clara stated that 
33 of  the 50 encampment residents accepted 
offers of  housing vouchers provided. Many 
people felt that police crackdowns were forc-
ing people out of  the city centers and onto 
county property.   At the same time many 
districts talked about how they did not have 
enforcement capacity to ensure that once 
camps were cleared and cleaned, they did not 
resurface. 

The section below highlights some tactics 
that could be used to reduce the occur-
rence of  encampments or of  the pollution 
associated with the encampments.  These 
tactics require an assessment of  the camp 
populations and types of  camps, and many 
of  them will require complementary ef-
forts.  For example, many newcomer resi-
dents are happy to move into shelters when 
the weather gets cold but the shelters do 
not have enough space to hold them.  This 
means that for this group, it may be more 
effective to do outreach in winter than the 
summer season.  There are also some camps 
that are inherently temporary whereas others 
are institutionally entrenched, either because 
they are such good camps or because they 
are well established in the collective memory 
of  encampment residents.  Distinguishing 
among the different camps is important for 
understanding what policies will be most ef-
fective. For an assessment of  what tactics are 
more likely to be effective at certain times of  
year, which populations they would impact, 
and what other policies might undermine or 
reinforce their implementation, see appendix.  

Abatements
Abatements or evictions are the most com-
mon response to homeless encampments, 
and although they have an immediate effect, 
they are also costly and cyclical, especially 
for well-established sites. In order for the 
process of  eviction to have any long-term ef-
fect, both the population living in the camp 
and the attachment to the specific site need 
to be understood.  There is a general sense 
among agency actors that abatements are 
only temporarily effective. In 2012, Contra 
Costa engaged in 78 abatements of  camps, 
62 of  which were in 3 sites. This will contin-
ue to be true without the implementation of  
other strategies, however it is not equally true 
for all camps.  The degree of  attachment to 
a particular site and efficacy of  abatements 
will depend on evaluating the population 
located at the site and the characteristics of  
the site itself. The targeting of  camps should 
be based on a suitability analysis that in-
cludes both the factors that are important to 
the county as well as an assessment of  what 
residents consider important in establish-
ing the camps as these factors offer some 
indication of  how attached residents may be 
to certain places, and therefore how effective 
an abatement will be.  From the perspec-
tive of  the agency there are areas where 
the environmental damage, safety risks, or 
political backlash caused by encampments 
is severe enough that strategic abatements 
are necessary. However, unless solutions are 
made available to people in terms of  offer-
ing places to go, abatements will not work 
as people will just move from one site to 
another and the county will be engaged in 
an unending pattern of  moving people from 
one site to another.

When abatements occur, they should involve 
coordination with outreach and any agencies 
that have jurisdiction over adjacent prop-
erty.  Outreach should be responsible for 
making contact prior to the abatement (5-7 
days before) and the provision of  shelter 

TACTICS
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The degree of   
attachment to a 
particular site and 
efficacy of  abate-
ments will depend  
on evaluating the 
population located 
at the site and the 
characteristics of   
the site itself. 

should accompany the abatement.  Follow-
ing the abatement, coordinated monitoring 
between agencies should be in place to (1) 
ascertain the success in shelter provision 
and (2) ensure that residents do not simply 
move across political boundaries. From the 
perspective of  an encampment resident 
the distinction between Amtrak police, the 
Sherriff, CALTRANS and the flood control 
district are not very significant but many 
of  these agencies have nothing in common 
except for this issue and their policies differ. 
The adoption of  a protocol that covers all 
forms of  contact with encampment resi-
dents and is adopted by all agencies so that 
residents are able to predict how agencies 
will interact with them, creating consistency 
would be beneficial in creating predictabil-
ity.  Over time, this consistency will become 
part of  the collective knowledge within the 
community and would make many future 
interventions more effective. The effective-
ness of  evictions will depend in part on what 
other policies are in place and on the specific 
population of  the camp.  Therefore strate-
gies to reduce or evict encampments need to 
consider the population that is living within 
the camps.  

Santa Cruz has begun collaborating with 
Park Rangers to target areas of  greatest 
environmental and health concern. The 
result of  these targeted abatements has 
been to improve environmental conditions 
in the greenways, although in many cases 
this means that homeless activity has simply 
shifted to a new location.  However this shift 
has improved water quality, which is a key 
concern.  Marin has also been engaged in 
targeted abatements in collaboration with a 
homeless outreach team that provides hous-
ing.   The Santa Clara pilot project of  pro-
viding housing vouchers on site to residents 
at the time of  abatements has seen positive 
results although the numbers are still small.  

Planting and Weed 
Control
There are two ways that landscaping could 
be used as a tactic for addressing camp 

pollution.  One would be to make sites less 
attractive to potential encampment residents 
and the other would be to try and make 
it harder for pollution to enter the creeks. 
Both tactics should be done in conjunction 
with strategic policing and abatements. We 
know that remote areas are more attractive 
to camps because they avoid public scrutiny 
and harassment.   Based on the history of  
creek and river restoration projects, certain 
design features, especially those that in-
crease recreational use of  the landscape, can 
decrease incidence of  encampments.  These 
designs could include lifting vegetation 
canopy, sloping floodplains and constructing 
pedestrian pathways near creeks. 
 
Another idea would be to create designs that 
make accessing or polluting the water less 
likely by creating impediments. This could 
mean building barriers or increasing slope 
on creek beds and selective vegetation/tree 
planting. Planting native grasses can achieve 
both goals simultaneously as the grasses help 
reduce sediment load into the waterway and 
are too low to provide cover for encamp-
ments while encouraging aggressive weed 
control in conjunction with establishing low 
hedgerows to discourage entry into water-
ways. The use of  pesticides and weed control 
has been accompanied by the restoration 
of  channels using native plants that are low 
growing and filter surface contaminants, 
such as wildrye (leymus tritcoides).  Santa 
Clara is also considering strategies where ri-
parian mitigation plantings emphasize plants 
that are more vertical than horizontal, creat-
ing better line of  sight to discourage camp 
establishment and facilitate maintenance as 
well as reducing long term degradation of  
flow conveyance. 

 Garbage Collection   
For CCCFCD the biggest problem with the 
encampments on the waterways is the pol-
lution caused by these camps.  The question 
of  garbage should therefore be addressed 
directly through garbage collection.  A multi-
agency garbage collection program should be 
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implemented, funded in part by the agency 
but facilitated by an outreach or aid organi-
zation.  This inter-agency program would 
provide specially marked garbage bags to 
encampment residents with one consistent 
pick up day per week.  Homeless outreach 
workers could distribute the bags.  Residents 
who used the bags to clean the encampments 
would be given some form of  nominal 
compensation, for example the provision of  
bus tickets.  Old-timers would likely partici-
pate in such a regime and some would likely 
clean up sites that were not their own. Even 
without compensation, the provision of  
garbage bags and garbage pick up would be 
embraced by some of  the old-timer camps, 
but providing nominal compensation would 
encourage others to do the same.  This type 
of  program will work best in less transitory 
camps and could face public resistance

This type of  program has been implemented 
in the 1970s with great success in Curitiba, 
a city in Brazil, that experienced massive 
urbanization and with it the rapid expan-
sion of  informal settlements. Although this 
program targeted children in the favela, the 
underlying need was similar. Many of  the 
residents lived in informal settlements that 
did not have garbage collection.  In 1971 the 
city of  Curitiba began a program where they 
placed garbage bins in the favelas. Anyone 
who deposited a bag of  sorted garbage was 
given a bus token and anyone who deposited 
recyclable materials was given tokens that 
could be used to buy food.  Within three 
years, 200 tons of  garbage was being col-
lected and recycled.  Similarly, in 2011 Santa 
Clara County started a project called Down-
town Streets Team.  Run by a not-for-profit, 
the Downtown Streets Team hires homeless 
people to clean streets and environmental 
habitats in exchange for housing vouchers, 
food and services. In Santa Cruz, the county 
environmental health department has in-
stalled disposal kiosks in key sites and hired 
full time garbage collectors in collaboration 
with the department of  Parks and Recrea-
tion.  These workers patrol areas, picking up 
garbage and also report any active encamp-
ments to park Rangers. 

Shelter Reforms
Using the impediments to shelter articulated 
by camp residents provides a list of  ways in 
which shelters could be made more appeal-
ing to camp residents.  These include the 
creation of  a kennel for pets, run by the 
Humane Society or one of  the multi-service 
centers (where many homeless people go 
on a regular basis and where services are 
made available).  There are a few shelters 
in California that allow pets and this could 
be another option, although it is logistically 
more challenging. Allowing residents to enter 
the shelter system together instead of  on an 
individual basis could have a positive impact.  
Many residents are reluctant to leave their 
partners on the streets and although these 
relationships may not always be healthy, loss 
of  community is a major impediment to the 
healthy adaptation of  formerly homeless 
people.33 However, while some reforms can 
remove barriers to entering shelters, there 
are many homeless in encampments who will 
resist entering shelters unless it is a pathway 
to long-term housing solutions.  Continued 
emphasis on pathways to long term housing 
should be part of  any shelter reform. 

Lark-inn House in San Francisco is a home-
less shelter for youth with a capacity of  
40.  In addition to services, the shelter has a 
kennel for pets. Los Angeles, San Mateo, and 
San Diego animal shelters have programs 
where they will provide temporary shelter for 
residents of  shelters for victims of  domestic 
violence. Both Los Angeles and Riverside 
recently opened shelters that have kennels 
for pets (2012 and 2011).  Animal service 
volunteers staff  the kennels in Riverside and 
the pet owners are responsible for the care 
of  the pet.  The San Fernando Valley shelter 
in Los Angeles is a partnership with Petco 
and PAWS/LA.
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Affordable Housing 
and Tent Cities
Unfortunately the cost of  living in the 
Contra Costa region is high and is likely to 
continue to rise.  Given this, the provision of  
affordable housing options is key to prevent-
ing and addressing homelessness.34 Most 
of  the people interviewed would be unable 
to afford market rate housing in Contra 
Costa even with a full time job. However, as 
Christopher Jencks notes, “the main benefit 
of  housing is that it gives people a place 
to live,” it does not deal with many of  the 
other needs of  the homeless population.35  
Adequate mental health and substance abuse 
support, life skills training and job training 
are also important. The federal move away 
from transitional housing and towards an 
emphasis on permanent housing has merit, 
but has not been adequately financed and 
without service provision or addressing the 
increasing costs of  housing in many regions, 
the homeless population will continue to 
grow. At the end of  Homeless, Jencks lays out 
an argument in favor of  the construction 
of  cubicles as an alternative to emergency 
shelters. Noting the common aversion to 
shelters, Jencks argues that the provision 
of  these cubicles would be more appealing 
because adults would have a private space 
with a lock on the door.  Many of  his argu-
ments for the cubicles would support the 
construction of  tent cities or sanctioned 
campgrounds, an idea raised in two of  the 
agency interviews.   

One of  the tent cities profiled in the NCH 
Tent City Report is called River Haven and 
it more closely conforms to what Jencks 
advocates in that all residents pay rent ($250) 
and are provided with small domed struc-
tures that are private, some occupied by 
couples and others by individuals.  The cost 
of  maintaining the camp is covered partly 
by rents with the city paying the difference 
by contributing $14,000/year to house 25 
people.  The housing is available for two 
years and all residents are required to work 
with a case manager.  Sixty-eight percent 
stay for seven months or longer, 80% leave 
with stable income and more than half  move 
into permanent housing. Interestingly River 
Haven was formed by the city in response to 
an encampment that existed on a rived bed 
that was prone to flooding.

The biggest problems with sanctioned or 
unsanctioned tent cities is that they tend to 
grow very rapidly unless controlled, creating 
strong NIMBY backlashes, and this growth 
usually leads to serious safety concerns.  Of  
the tent cities profiled in both the NCH 
report and in Tent City Urbanism, most were 
dismantled after reaching a certain capac-
ity or creating enough logistical problems 
for the non-profit or government agency 
managing the space.  The only sites that have 
continued are those that provide security, 
services and have a cap on both the size of  
the site and the length of  time a resident can 
stay. Therefore investing in long term hous-
ing options may be a more effective tactic.  

In St Louis as part of  the BEACH project, 
the city has begun to target the chronically 
homeless, offering case management, hous-
ing, and services to each individual.36 This 
project is funded by a federal grant.  The 
St. Louis project has focused on permanent 
housing provision in recognition that shelters 
are often not appropriate for the chronically 
homeless for a variety of  reasons.  They 
emphasize a ‘transition in place’ approach 
where the homeless are placed in transitional 
housing units that are converted into perma-
nent housing once the resident has complet-
ed the program. The program was designed 
to address the loneliness many residents 
feel when they enter traditional housing and 
to be able to accommodate pets and non-
traditional families. This type of  approach 
is promising for a place like Contra Costa, 
where the costs incurred by the county from 
the chronically homeless are high and many 
people within the population are adverse to 
entering shelters. An evaluation of  perma-
nent housing projects for the chronically 
homeless notes that in New York City 95% 
of  the costs of  providing supportive hous-
ing for was “made up for by the reductions 
in public service expenditures” and that this 
approach has resulted in more stable housing 
outcomes for participants.37 A few peo-
ple interviewed suggested that part of  the 
Concord Naval Weapons Station redevelop-
ment include some form of  housing project 
and although the BEACH project is recent, 
it is worth following the development to see 
if  a similar model could be implemented in 
Contra Costa. 
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Because of  a strong 
resistance to recogniz-
ing that the exist-
ence of  homelessness 
is likely to be part 
of  the landscape of  
American cities and 
suburbs, many of  the 
strategies employed 
by municipalities 
and cities continue to 
emphasize short-term 
stop gap interventions 
over long term plan-
ning. 

Conclusion

The question of how to 
address homelessness 
in waterways is not a 
problem that one agen-
cy can resolve alone. 
Coming up with viable resolutions will 
require creative thinking and a reframing 
of the issues.  Because of a strong resistance 
to recognizing that the existence of home-
lessness is likely to be part of the landscape 
of American cities and suburbs, many of 
the strategies employed by municipalities 
and cities continue to emphasize short-
term stop gap interventions over long term 
planning. Unfortunately, public housing has 
been federally defunded and cities today 
are resorting to the same strategies they 
employed in the 1980s.38 As cities resort to 
stop gap measures and policing to deal with 
homelessness, it is likely that more home-
less will end up on public lands or unincor-
porated areas that counties are responsible 
for serving.39  It is tempting for agencies to  
engage in practices that will shift the social 
costs back to cities, but these practices have 
limited efficacy and are likely to result to 
be temporary.  What is key is for city and 
county agencies to work together on this 
issue. 

Like many other counties across the coun-
try, Contra Costa County Flood Control 
and Water District faces a huge challenge 
with the water pollution created by home-
less encampments that is unlikely to disap-
pear any time soon.  Perhaps the largest 
impediment to resolving the problem is 
that even where the complexity is under-
stood and there is a willingness to address 
systemic issues, the local agencies that deal 
with the problem do not have the capacity 
to implement many meaningful measures 
on their own.  This means that in addition 
to contending with rigorous environmental 
requirements, the specific characteristics of 
the populations within the encampments 
and the particular landscape of the area, 
competing mandates, jurisdictional com-
plexity and political pressure, the agency 
must also implement strategies that involve 
other government agencies, non-govern-
mental agencies and charities. All of which 
requires time and money, something that 
most county agencies today do not have 
in excess.   While implementing effective 
multi-sector collaborations that rely on lo-
cal knowledge of the specific environmental 
and human needs is difficult, it is not only 
needed to address this particular issue, but 
may serve to address many of the complex 
social and environmental problems that 
face our communities. 
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All
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All
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government with State/
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Fall/Winter

Spring/Summer

Spring Summer Fall

All
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Bad Camps

Most effective 
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large jurisdiction

Good camps
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All

Interagency collaboration 

And Shelter Provision
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Outreach
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Public Health/Police/
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effective in 
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be very effective 

if  targeted and 
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ration with other 

agencies and if  

people have other 
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Takes time to 

implement but if  
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can be effective 

and have positive 

environmental 
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US but worth 
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scale. 

Reduced entry 

to barriers may 

help, but many 

are resistant to 

entering shelters 

unless it is a path-

way to long term 

housing 

Good hous-
ing programs 
have very high 
retentions rates 
and can be cost 
effective in the 
long term but are 
very expensive at 
the outset. 

Garbage  
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Shelter  
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Housing  
Provision

Planting & 
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 Policy  

Policing Newcomers

Newcomers

Newcomers

Old Timers

Old timers 

Everyone

City Police and  

Sheriff  Department,  

Park Rangers

Public Health

CALTRANS

City governments and 

Public Health

Public works, Public 

Health

Summer

All

Summer

All

All

Bad Camps

Camps with Pets

Less hidden  

good camps

N/A

Targeted central 

camps near trails

Abatements and  

Outreach

Outreach

Interagency collabora-

tion, Planting and Weed 

Control, Policing

Public Health/Police/

Outreach

The presence of  
officials may shift 
populations pres-
ence and can be 
effective if  done 
strategically.  
Enforcement 
of  panhandling 
or lifestyle 
ordinance is not 
effective. 

Temporary solu-

tion that may be 

too costly to be 

effective. 

When done in 

areas where rec-

reational use of  

land is high, this 

can be effective. 

Only sustainable 

if  small scale and 

regulated. Can 

create community 

backlash. 

Can become 
haven for crimi-
nal activity, may 
meet community 
resistance. 

Fence  
Removal

Sanctioned  
Tent City

Restroom 
Installations

Pet Shelter

AssessmentTarget  
Population 

Agency  
to Implement

Target  
Landscape

Complementary
Policy Required

Season for  
Implementation
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APPENDIX B: maps of camps

Camps in relation to services.

Camps in relation to city limits, 
creeks and highways.
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Agency Interviews
As I mentioned, I am currently working with Contra Costa County 
Flood Control and Water District on a project researching the is-
sue of water pollution caused by homeless encampments and part 
of my research is to try to understand how various agencies in 
Contra Costa and other jurisdictions deal with this issue, which is 
why I wanted to talk to you. 

1.	C an you tell me about how and when you get involved witH 	  
	h omeless encampments?

2.	 Does your agency have any specific protocols in place? If so, 
	h ow were they developed?  What is your assessment of ho 
	w ell they work?

3.	 Do you collaborate with other agencies on this issue?  Wh 
	 and how often?

4.	  Have you noticed any shifts or new trends in the issues you 
	 are dealing with? 

5.	 Has your agency response been influenced by changes in legal 
	 requirements or state/national policy?

6.	 What do you see as the biggest constraints in dealing with 
	 this issue?

7.	 What do you see as the best possible outcome?

8.	 Have you heard about any programs in other areas?

APPENDIX C: Survey


