Dear Board of the Denver Department of Public Health and Environment (DDPHE),
Thank you for sharing the questions you posed to DDPHE staff and their responses. And thank
you for holding DDPHE accountable to their responsibility to the health and safety of Denver
residents - including the unhoused.
Your questions are right on point and we wanted to answer your questions with some
corrections to DDPHE’s answers. Our answers come from years of direct experience at sweeps
and encampments, as well as surveys and communication with hundreds of unhoused
encampment residents. We would be glad to meet to discuss any of these issues further.

“We've heard about the downstream role in terms of addressing nuisance/sanitation
issues after they have arisen but haven't heard as much about the upstream or
midstream roles.”
The reason you have not heard about upstream or midstream support for encampments
sanitation needs (like trash pick up, bathrooms, water, ect) is because they are not something
DDPHE or any government agency provides. The only sanitation resource support which has
been provided to encampments has been from community groups like us in DHOL, Mutual Aid
Denver, Water Protectors, and other community support. This support is of course piecemeal
and has no capacity to meet the scale of the need. Furthermore, it is DDPHE’s job to protect the
health of the people, which is what sanitation resources do, and they continue to not address
these ‘upstream/midstream’ health needs.
On top of not addressing any upstream sanitation needs, DDPHE has actively worked against
those who are working to meet those needs by having portable toilets, which we as DHOL paid
for at some encampments, removed.

See portapotties being removed from 14th and Pennsylvania by DDPHE orders on October 8th
2020
This is an email that DHOL received from United Site Services alerting us that DDPHE was
calling them and removing the porta potties that we placed at encampments using money that
was donated by Denver Community members.

After releasing this email publicly, the city changed tactics and instructed Charlotte Pitt (DOTI) to
request from Mark Wolmack at the planning department to call United Site Services and request
removal.

Who makes the call to perform a sweep? How is it decided to be a necessary step?
We have recently learned that DOTI has a 6 week calendar of planned sweeps and has
procedures to determine which sites are swept, however these procedures have not been
shared with the public, leaving advocates and encampment residents in the dark as to the logic

behind why encampments are chosen for a sweep. We have asked DOTI for these procedures
with no reply.
DDPHE’s reply states that there is ‘regular cleaning and maintenance done by DOTI to remove
trash, clean sidewalks and other rights-of-way.’ However this is a misleading statement to say
the least. These cleanings without displacement are rare, and when they do happen it is only at
a couple camps and not regular. To be clear, there were two encampments (Lincoln Park and
Morey) that did receive trash cans with regular dumping from DOTI, but those were the only
ones and only for a few weeks each (proving the city can provide trash pick up but is refusing).
Regular cleaning with trash collection containers in order to address the sanitation needs of
encampments does not happen.

See trash can placed and serviced by DOTI at encampment at 14th and Clarkson in July 2020 It is possible, but not done…
DDPHE’s reply states that for ‘large-scale cleanups performed by DOTI, it is determined to be a
necessary step when encamped areas have a preponderance of litter and debris, have humans
living in these areas, and have items encumbering or blocking the right-of-way.’ While this
description of the conditions at the encampment planned for a sweep is true of some camps, it
is not true of all encampments which are swept. On numerous occasions encampments that are
clean and not blocking any passageway are swept.

Stout and Park Ave, April 2020

25th and Arapohoe, August 2020

14th and Clarkson, July 2020
See encampments which were swept while in this state of cleanliness

DDPHE’s reply states that when they deem it necessary to place a ‘temporary area restriction’ is
it to ‘immediately remediate the location.’ They repeatedly refer to ‘remediation’ in the area.
However, in most cases there is no such ‘remediation’ that takes place in those areas after the
sweep is done. The area is simply left as is since there is nothing for them to remediate.
See post sweep site with no remediation, or even cleaning
https://www.facebook.com/ean.tafoya/videos/10108456988803543 Dec 6
DDPHE failed to remove over a ton of trash and lots of needles; The people are gone which
was their only intent in the first place.
See more on the Water Protectors work to support encampments trash removal and water
needs
https://www.facebook.com/ean.tafoya/videos/10108427960326843 Nov 22
https://www.facebook.com/ean.tafoya/videos/10108442052271473 Nov 29th
The only thing that does continue to be cleared in the area is anyone who is homeless who tries
to come back to the area. With these area restrictions the city will come in and seize property
from the area with no notice, leaving people with nothing and no warning.
See video of property seized and man arrested in an area with an area restriction (22nd and
Stout, September 10th)
https://www.facebook.com/DenverHomelessOutLoud/videos/329499398264417
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=428609281440762&ref=watch_permalink
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=716517545872124&ref=watch_permalink

Who can we refer people to? What resources can we share?
It is critical to note that, while DDPHE lists housing as a resource, said housing is not actually
available for low and no income people living in these encampments. Just for reference, in 2018
3,239 people applied for housing in the Denver metro through One Home (the system for
applying for all very low income and no income housing) and 661 people got housing.

What do we know about the populations that are homeless?
It is important to recognize that the Point in Time count of homelessness is a known undercount
- even MDHI who leads the count states this in their report. Furthermore, to compare a count of
people in shelters to people staying outside is misleading as people in shelters are easy to
count and people outside are far harder to count. This last summer we did a count of tents at 30
encampments across Denver and, with an estimated 1-3 people per tent, counted 1,328 people.
This is of course also an incomplete count as it does not include people who do not stay in tents
but stay outside which is the case for a lot of people.

Why are these people choosing not to use available services? What data are these
assumptions based upon?
The appropriate people to answer this question are people who are homeless who do not stay
in shelters. DDPHE’s answer does not come from the people in question and hence is utterly
inaccurate and offensive.
We have done numerous surveys with houseless people regarding their experiences with
shelters and why they prefer the streets. In one of our surveys, the average perception of
shelter conditions was between “very unhappy” and “mostly dissatisfied” (Unhealthy by Design
page 64).
Here is a list of some reasons given by unhoused people for why they avoid shelters.

●

Having a husband or wife and feeling safer together then separated as shelters do to couples

●

Working late nights and can’t get into a shelter

●

Working early morning day labor and can’t get out of the shelter in time to work

●

Women being traumatized by men staff in the bunk areas waking women to kick them out

●

Having a pet or service animals who are rejected

●

Not desiring to conform to regimented rules

●

Can’t handle being ordered around and degraded by staff

●

Having insomnia, not being allowed to watch tv or read but must be in bed with no cell phones

●

Having stayed in a shelter program for 90 days with a promise of housing to no avail and given up
on service providers

●

Being kicked out at 3am for no fault of your own because staff failed to sign you in or enter their
chores in the records

●

Needing food in the night and fearing being kicked out for keeping food with them in bed against
the rules

●

Not wanting or being able to sleep with bed bugs

●

Suffering a drug addiction that can’t pass a urine analysis to stay in some shelters

●

Not making it in the lottery to get a bed

●

Not being able to get down on the floor to sleep on a mat

●

Having more than two bags of belongings

●

Being trans-gender and having been abused in a shelter or forced to strip to prove your sex

●

Wanting your time back from waiting in lines for early admission hours to get into a shelter

●

Not wanting to be preached to by shelter providers

●

Having mental health struggles which can’t handle being around hundreds of people in a tight
space

●

Being released from the hospital at 1am onto the streets

●

Being physically unable to move about when police ask them

●

Feeling safer staying outside with friends than in a building with strangers

●

Feel safer or happier staying by themselves on the streets than with hundreds of people in a
shelter

●

Preferring the dignity of a tent to the warehousing and dehumanizing treatment of a shelter

●

Want control of your own life and choices

What preventative services are currently being provided to prevent the health and
sanitation issues in the encampments and/or before encampments form, to
reduce/avoid the need for sweeps (water, sanitation services, trash services, food
storage, etc.)? Why or why not are these provided?

The real answer is ‘None.’ As noted above, regular trash pick collection does not happen.
Encampments are not given trash receptacles. Bathrooms are not provided (instead, they are
taken away). And no handwashing stations have been provided by City agencies to
encampments.
Your questions as to why or why not is right on. We hope they will answer this question in the
near future.

We all know that the long-term solution is additional affordable housing and services
which allow people to gain housing. At the same time, we recognize that's long-term
and resource intensive. What are the intermediate solutions? Is there potential for
DDPHE to participate in intermediate solutions? What are the barriers to those
intermediate solutions?
DDPHE lists their minimal role in supporting SOS sites and Tiny Home villages as their part in
intermediate solutions. Not only is their role in these projects so minimal it does not warrant
mention, but these sites are so few that they make no dent in the need for the hundreds or
thousands of people living in encampments. Encampment residents need sanitation resources
where they are at now and DDPHE has the resources, ability, and responsibility to provide these
resources. Intermediate solutions must actually address the basic needs of the homeless
community at large, not pick off a few for a tokin project to make it look like something is
happening.

What, if any, pre-planning is done to accommodate individuals when they are forced to
move? Is there any counseling of individuals to determine where individuals plan to go?
This could also be a role for the advocacy groups. Are the residents of the
encampments viewed as a group or as individuals whereby more case-management
could take place?
There is no pre-planning done with individuals before they are forced to move. While sometimes
outreach workers will come to some camps prior to a sweep, this is not consistent, nor do they
come offering housing or alternative spaces to exist. As noted above, there are endless very
legitimate reasons shelters do not work for countless people. Human beings cannot be forced
into a shelter as if it is a jail.
The reality is, as long as the camping ban is in place and sweeps continue there is nowhere to
legally move to. We have members DHOL do go to encampments the day before a sweep to
check in with residents about their plans and support residents in moving to wherever they are
going on the day of the sweep. However, with the current policies, there is nowhere for people
to go so it's a matter of supporting folks in choosing another block to set up where they will face
police and get swept again.

More case managers to help people with housing would be great, but it is necessary to
remember that you can’t case manage into non-existent housing.

I’d like DDPHE or the Mayor's office to describe the long-term strategy to address the
homeless issue and how City agencies are working to achieve the goals of that strategy.
How have we, or have we, evolved from Denver's Road Home?
While the department has changed, and the structures and people have changed, the overall
approach to homelessness has not changed: Hide people, warehouse people, treat
homelessness as an individual's problem, and refuse to build housing for poor people at scale.
Read DHOL Response to Housing Plan.

What is the “flow process” like for those who are persons experiencing homelessness
who have gone through a sweep? Are they placed in a shelter, etc.?
The ‘flow process’ for unhoused in a sweep most commonly goes (in brief summary) as follows:
> Wake up 5am to police telling you to pack up and move
> Pack all your property and load it onto a cart if you have one, take only what you can carry, or
maybe get help from a community member who came with a car to help people move
> Move to another block and hope police do not come right off to tell you to move again….
> If you were not present when the sweep happened, show up at the swept site to find your
property taken and scrounge to find basic survival gear or friends to tent hop with until you can
find new gear.
That is just an overview that does not describe all the details of people’s real lives deciding
where to go, getting separated from your community, dragging property for blocks, deciding
what to keep and what to pitch with a cop standing over you telling you to get it done, trying to
get a case manager to get you a hotel to no avail, being sick this whole time with no bathroom
to go in or water to drink, and on and on.
Here are some interviews where you can hear more directly from people on the streets about
sweeps https://www.denverrighttosurvive.org/videos and
https://vimeo.com/484980679?fbclid=IwAR1IY4LpH5RMT1wE2f_k11JXWwvYrcZ3ENecYrDVeB
dYPAE8tNmmltu32_g
Previous street surveys we have done give more info on the effect of camping ban enforcement
and sweeps. For example, 64% of people in one survey moved to a more hidden and secluded
area where they were less safe as a result of camping ban move on orders (Read the full report
here). We will be releasing a new report from a street survey we did in 2020 about sweeps in
June and can send that data when it is released. As a preview, this report shows that the large
majority of people move from a sweep to another block nearby. This can also be seen in this
map of sweeps in 2020 and 2021.

Map design by Blair Stapp
We know there is a lot of information in this reply and we would be glad to meet with you to
answer any questions or discuss this in more depth.
Sincerely,
Denver Homeless Out Loud
info@denverhomelessoutloud.org
720-940-5291 or 415-517-5603

