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Shame on the Denver Police Officers who took blankets and tents into evidence after 
confiscating them from homeless people camped outside in temperatures which will dip into 
negative numbers this week. Criminalizing homeless individuals is not only cruel and abusive, it 
is counterproductive and unconstitutional. 

This isn't the first time this year Denver city administrators have criminalized 
homelessness. In March, officials used money from a homeless donation fund project taking 
place at the Denver International Airport to pay a $60,000 bill to move, store and redistribute 
property confiscated from homeless people during a sweep in Denver's Ballpark area. Yes, you 
read that right. The city went to elaborate lengths to install donation meters around the airport, 
collect money from concerned citizens who wanted to "help the homeless", and then spent the 
money on a taskforce who told the homeless to move it along, to a shelter, or to jail. Can't have 



the homeless people scaring off the wealthy suburban families coming into the city to see the 
Rockies at Coors Field, now can we? 

These - let's call them what they are - raids on poor people are occurring in major cities 
across America. A survey of homeless Hawaiian residents reported 60 percent of homeless 
individuals losing personal identification, 40 percent losing tents and 21 percent losing 
medication during sweeps of homeless encampments. Homelessness has been declared a public 
emergency in Los Angeles, with many of the estimated 26,000 homeless in L.A. living in 
riverbeds and storm drains. As of June 2013, there were an all-time record of 50,900 homeless 
people, including 12,100 homeless families with 21 ,300 children homeless in New York City. 
It' s not just happening in metropolitan cities, but in poor rural areas as well. In other words, 
homelessness is a national crisis. And people should be pissed at what just happened in Denver. 

Being wrapped in a blanket is the first comforting experience most people have shortly 
after coming into this world. Swaddling is an ancient tradition and the idea that a blanket is a 
safe haven is one shared by all cultures. If you're reading this, you have access to the internet, to 
electricity, and to some kind of shelter. It's nearly impossible to imagine that you have none of 
those things. To imagine instead that all you had was a blanket, or a tent if you were damn lucky. 



To imagine those sworn to serve and protect you taking it all away as evidence in return for a 
citation and order to appear in front of a judge to pay a fine you cannot afford. To imagine it was 
going to be -2 degrees this week. To imagine figuring out your next move from inside a storm 
drain, the only safe haven you can find. To imagine doing it all without so much as a blanket. 

The videos of Denver police officers confiscating blankets from the homeless have gone 
viral, and forced the Department of Public Safety to address the ensuing controversy. The 
Department admitted to confronting over 4,700 people living in homeless encampments in 
Denver this year while at the same time attempting to excuse the behavior of it's officers. The 
statement, which you can read in full here, said ''the goal of the City is to provide and connect 
people with services and shelter, of which there is an adequate amount." 

The officers seen on multiple videos state that they are following lawful orders, despite 
promises by Denver Mayor Michael Hancock that law enforcement officials would not be 
permitted to take vital resources away from homeless citizens suffering through the Denver 
winter. The Mayor's Office was also forced to issue a statement as a result of the controversy, 
claiming that over the last two years the city has placed 995 homeless people into housing. Like 



the Department of Public Safety, the Mayor's Office claims there are beds available for anyone 
who wants them. 

"Every night, we have beds open for people to sleep. We absolutely have space open ", 
claims Denver Mayor Michael Hancock. 

The ACLU and shelters across Colorado are telling a different story - that food banks, 
shelters and free clinics are bursting at the seams. The ACLU estimates that there are about nine 
unhoused people in Denver for every four shelter beds. Nathan Woodliff-Stanley, ACLU of 
Colorado Executive Director, had strong words for city officals: 

It is not an inherent crime to sleep outside, and many people right now have no other 
viable option. Denver's shelters are simply unable to serve all people in the Denver area 
experiencing homelessness, even in the short term, much less as a long-term solution. Until real 
solutions become Denver's priority, the city's ongoing policing-first approach to homelessness is 
a cruel waste of funds, curtailing fundamental constitutional rights, causing deep human 
suffering, and endangering lives. 

The Metropolitan Denver Homeless Initiative has reported up to 5,728 homeless 
individuals in the greater Denver area on any given night. Representatives from Samaritan 
House, a shelter service project of Denver's Catholic Charities, spoke of the impending winter 
storms likelihood to create hardship on Denver's homeless and further congest already-packed 
shelters. Geoff Bennett, vice president of Catholic Charities' s shelter services Samaritan House 
in Downtown Denver, said "We 're prepared to max out our overflow shelter ... We 'II put people 
in conference rooms and our hallways if it gets real bad. " 



As for why Catholic Charities was in favor of the sweeping the encampment near their 
location earlier this spring, who can say? Officials claimed there were public health issues with 
the encampments, but it's reasonable to question whether funding tied to headcounts had more to 
do with the Diocese' s motivations. Many homeless have good reasons why they prefer to camp 
in outdoor spaces rather than sleeping in overcrowded facilities where theft and communal health 
issues like bedbugs and lice are common. 

Officials say there's plenty on offer for the most impoverished people. But the 
organizations who actually serve them - and striking images of homelessness around the country 
by the Pulitzer-winning photojournalists featured here - certainly suggest otherwise. Surveys of 
homeless populations find that a large majority (nearly 75 percent) say their most preferred 
shelter option as a place of their own. That preference is followed by self-determined 
encampments. Hardly anyone who has lived in a mission or shelter is eager to return to one. 



Offering people the option of either going to a shelter or jail isn't a viable solution to 
homelessness. The focus should be more services for and less policing of poverty-stricken 
people. The homeless need food, long-term housing solutions and access to better medical & 
psychiatric services - not citations, court dates and confiscation of their personal property. 

Emily Ray is Paste's Assistant Design Editor. She thinks communities should look to sustainable micro­
housing developments as a solution for urban housing challenges. 


