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Purpose
It is the intent of these Policy Guidelines to provide overall guidance on a shared vision and approach for
San Diego County, including all 18 cities and the unincorporated areas, for addressing the needs of
individuals experiencing unsheltered homelessness, including those living in vehicles, and those residing
in encampments. The guidelines outlined in this document serve to guide all necessary stakeholders
(Stakeholders) across the region - including the County of San Diego and affected departments, local
municipalities and respective departments, other local government agencies that interact with
unsheltered individuals such as transportation entities, service providers, faith-based organizations, and
public and private funders. These guidelines incorporate research, best practices, national guidance (See
Addendum on National Guidance) on street outreach and addressing encampments for unsheltered
homelessness from the United States Interagency Council on Homelessness (USICH), the United States
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), and others, and reflect local input, dynamics,
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and structures. In order to better meet the needs of unsheltered individuals, it is recommended that
Stakeholders strive to align their policies and procedures with these guidelines while coordinating
resources and working together under a shared vision and goal. With all Stakeholders aligning under a
shared vision and adopting best practices for addressing unsheltered homelessness it is expected that
unsheltered homelessness in the County will decrease over time, successful placements into housing
from street outreach programs will increase, and unsheltered individuals will receive necessary services
and supports including health and behavioral healthcare.
These guidelines do not provide specific details regarding how they will be implemented,
operationalized, or funded. Those decisions will rest with each individual government agency
Stakeholder and the boards and individuals that oversee the non-governmental Stakeholders, and it is
understood that each government Stakeholder must balance multiple worthwhile considerations when
undertaking outreach efforts and issues of encampments, specifically for public health and safety.
Rather, these guidelines provide a set of policies for shaping future efforts, guiding funding and resource
allocation decisions, and can be used to inform implementation activities. Implementation may be
achieved in part by realigning and coordinating existing resources, but it is not possible to achieve the
vision set out in these guidelines under the current system and with existing levels of funding: a
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sustained effort over a period of time, with financial resources to support the effort, will be necessary in
order to meet the guidelines’ goals in the long-term. Lastly, it is important that the activities that stem
from these guidelines are continuously measured and evaluated to understand the effectiveness of these
guidelines and that regular adjustments be made based on objective data. It is also in the intent that the
guidelines are regularly reviewed and updated based on emerging efforts, new understandings, and
lessons learned from implementing the policy guidelines.
San Diego Current State
Over the last several years, San Diego County has consistently ranked among the top ten communities
in the nation with the largest number of persons experiencing unsheltered homelessness. HUD defines
individuals living unsheltered as those residing in places not meant for human habitation such as cars,
parks, sidewalks, abandoned buildings, or on the street.4
According to the 2019 Point-In-Time (PIT) Count there were a minimum of 4,476 unsheltered persons
across San Diego County. At a regional level, central San Diego (City of San Diego) accounted for 58%
(2,600 persons) of the unsheltered population, East County 13% (563 persons), North County Inland 11%
(493 persons), North County Coastal 11% (471 persons), and South County at 8% (349 persons).
Additionally, 33% are age 55 and older, African Americans and Native Americans are disproportionately
represented compared to the general adult population in the County, 36% reported a physical disability,
22% reported a mental health issue, and 11% reported a substance abuse issue.
There are substantial costs, both human and fiscal, associated with unsheltered homelessness. First
and foremost, living unsheltered significantly impacts people who experience it.5 Residing in
unsheltered situations is traumatic, dangerous, and jeopardizes the health and well-being of those who
are most vulnerable. Shelters can provide social and environmental protection; without that
protection, individuals in unsheltered situations are exposed to numerous health threats including
violence and illness. Unsheltered homelessness also significantly increases costs related to healthcare,
public safety, commerce, sanitation, the environment, tourism, and is a constant concern of the
general public. 6
At this time, there is a lack of both temporary housing options (shelter) and permanent housing options
to meet the needs of those living unsheltered across San Diego County. Temporary housing options are
designed to provide support and shelter while bridging the gap between homelessness and permanent
housing,7 whereas permanent housing provides community-based housing options without a
designated length of stay in which formerly homeless individuals and families live as independently as
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possible.8
The Regional Task Force on the Homeless (RTFH) has taken a leadership role in coordinating efforts to
address homelessness, including unsheltered homelessness, across multiple sectors including local,
state, and federal government agencies, non-profits, healthcare, philanthropy, education, formerly
homeless individuals and those currently experiencing homelessness, and business leaders. Key
Stakeholders throughout the region are already making significant progress in coordinating outreach
efforts to address unsheltered homelessness. The RTFH, County, non-profits, various cities, and
several law enforcement agencies who have dedicated Homeless Outreach Teams (HOT) are
convening and working together on the issue more than ever before. For years, local law enforcement
has served a key role in providing outreach to individuals experiencing unsheltered homelessness and
connecting them with shelter and services.
These policy guidelines incorporate a shift to build a system of service providers to eventually lead
outreach efforts and play a central role in addressing encampments. This shift will, over time, allow
law enforcement officers to focus on enforcement related to public health and safety concerns,
while continuing their participation by playing a more targeted role in homeless outreach and
engagement efforts.
San Diego County Regional Policy Guidelines:
The San Diego regional policy guidelines are divided into three sections:
1. Shared Vision and Position
2. Services and Supports
3. Addressing Encampments
Each section includes specific policy guidelines which should inform the policies adopted and followed by
Stakeholders. These policy guidelines build on national guidance but reflect local input with the
understanding that each government agency in San Diego County is faced with different dynamics and
challenges.
Policy Guidelines for Addressing Unsheltered Homelessness: Shared Vision and Position
The following policy guidelines seek to create a shared vision and position on the issue of
unsheltered homelessness. It is important for all Stakeholders regionally to be aligned around a
shared vision that includes an understanding of the situation and most effective ways to address
unsheltered homelessness, when circumstance and available resources permit.
1. Housing First Approach: All Stakeholders should adopt and embrace a Housing First philosophy
and approach. Housing First is a homeless assistance approach that prioritizes providing
permanent housing to people experiencing homelessness, thus ending their homelessness and
creating the circumstances through which they can pursue personal goals and improve their
quality of life through voluntary supportive services.9 Implementation of a Housing First
approach, beginning with housing-focused outreach and engagement, is critical to making
sustainable progress towards preventing and ending unsheltered homelessness in San Diego
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County.
2. Regional Engagement and Collaboration: Addressing unsheltered homelessness cannot
successfully be done by one Stakeholder alone. Stakeholders should be engaging with,
collaborating, and communicating with federal, state, and regional partners for progress to be
made. This includes acknowledging regional disparities in access to services and populations in
need. Stakeholders should work to identify these regional disparities in access to critical
services for those living unsheltered, such as street outreach services and shelter options, and
develop a collaborative response for addressing them.
Stakeholders should also ensure that other sector partners that unsheltered individuals frequent,
specifically hospitals and jails, are also part of the regional effort. Local PIT Count data has
demonstrated that a fair share of those in jails on the night of the count were unsheltered prior
to incarceration as well as hospitals are now mandated through SB 1152 to ensure appropriate
discharge planning and processes for individuals experiencing homelessness. All sectors need to
be critical partners and be aligned with regional policies and approaches to ensure strong
collaboration.
It is also vital that a regional unsheltered outreach coordination model be developed to help
decrease duplication of street outreach and other efforts and ensure individuals experiencing
unsheltered homelessness are identified, assessed, and engaged in services in a coordinated and
trauma-informed manner. The region should designate a centralized entity to guide regional
outreach activities and serve as the large-scale, cross-provider coordinator of outreach efforts.
Such an entity can determine how to deploy resources in the most effective manner; track results
of outreach efforts for continual process improvement; offer system-level, ongoing training
opportunities; and ensure that outreach teams can easily share information with one another
across agencies. This would allow for new strategic approaches to outreach in San Diego County,
such as allowing outreach workers to undertake a concerted effort in a particular region in
response to an emerging need and allowing teams to have a sustained focus in specific
neighborhoods to help build rapport. This entity could also provide a central point of contact that
agencies or members of the public might use to alert trained outreach workers to people or
encampments in need of contact and services as opposed to calling law enforcement to respond.
3. Address the Affordable Housing Crisis: Homelessness, especially unsheltered homelessness, is
largely driven by a lack of affordable housing options throughout the region.10 11 The most
effective way to address unsheltered homelessness is through the provision of a permanent
stable home with appropriate ongoing support. To address unsheltered homelessness, affordable
housing is greatly needed; more specifically, housing with the appropriate level of supportive
services in the form of case management, income and employment services, behavioral health
treatment which includes mental health and substance use disorder services, healthcare services,
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and life skills supports is critical for maintaining housing stability. Permanent supportive housing defined as subsidized affordable housing with wrap-around supportive services to meet the needs
of homeless individuals who are the hardest to serve - is a national evidence-based practice and
has been shown to be an effective solution for chronic homelessness.12
Stakeholders and the general public need to support the creation of affordable and permanent
supportive housing in their jurisdictions through measures that include streamlining of permit
processes and times, zoning amendments and other land use actions that make available
sufficient property to develop such projects, avoiding costly and time-consuming litigation based
on a desire to limit such projects, and other measures designed to make it easier to build muchneeded housing units across a spectrum of affordability.
4. Respectful, Person-Centered, and Trauma Informed Approach: All efforts and interactions by
Stakeholders and the general public should be respectful, compassionate, patient, and driven by
empathy for the individual’s situation. Interactions such as calls for public services should be
coordinated with available outreach and services programs whenever possible and should be
focused on assisting the individual to resolve their homeless situation in a manner that is
respectful, dignified, trauma informed, and supportive while at the same time meeting the
needs for public safety and health. The personal space, time, and property of persons in
unsheltered situations should be respected during all interactions, including respect for the rest
and comfort of individuals encountered during outreach and other interactions. System level
training and certification opportunities should be made available to relevant staff and outreach
personnel across the region on topics including Trauma Informed Care, Motivational
Interviewing, Crisis Intervention and Mental Health First Aid.
5. Alternatives to the Criminalization of Homelessness: All Stakeholders should seek to balance the
need for public safety with the priority to connect the homeless with available shelter and services
in lieu of enforcement action. With not enough temporary and permanent housing options to
meet demand, individuals have limited options and may feel they have no other choice but to live
outside or in their vehicles or may prefer that option over shelter. Laws that limit activities such
as sitting, sleeping outside or in vehicles, or eating in public spaces may have a disproportionate
impact on people living on the streets. In jurisdictions where there is an absence of shelter,
other alternatives, or private places to perform those activities, people have the right to
undertake these activities in public, as long as the activities are not causing public health and
safety risks.
At the same time, Stakeholders should conscientiously and compassionately navigate respecting
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the rights of individuals experiencing unsheltered homelessness while responding to community
expectations for safe streets, healthy neighborhoods, and responsible behavior and
acknowledging the need for law enforcement to address criminal activity that threatens public
safety and offenses that, unchecked, lead to a deterioration of public health. However, an
unbalanced approach to enforcement of quality of life offenses such as sleeping or resting
outdoors or in a vehicle, loitering, or jaywalking can be traumatizing for people experiencing
homelessness and may impede progress towards exiting homelessness by impacting employment
and housing options, access to education, and family stability.13 Municipalities should review
current local laws that may impede individuals’ progress towards exiting homelessness and
consider amending as necessary. Additionally, municipalities should consider developing
constructive alternatives such as strategies designed to connect people experiencing homelessness
with available shelter and services in lieu of facing enforcement action when circumstances permit.
The RTFH and local municipalities should also work with law enforcement and public agencies to
identify best practices for constructively addressing public health and public safety concerns
resulting from unsheltered homelessness.
6. Address Racial Disparities: Understanding that persons of color, especially African Americans,
are overrepresented in the unsheltered homeless population compared to the general
population, Stakeholders should strive to make homeless response services, resources, and
personnel as reflective as possible of those experiencing unsheltered homelessness,
responsive to their unique needs and challenges, and equitable across racial and ethnic
identities.
Providers and agencies working with individuals experiencing unsheltered homelessness should
have access to comprehensive and frequent staff training opportunities on topics including
cultural competency, cultural humility, implicit biases, and racial equity. Providers and agencies
should also analyze existing policies and processes to ensure that they do not create
unintentional barriers for people of color experiencing unsheltered homelessness to access,
engage, and remain connected to housing and/or services.
7. Vehicular Habitation: Among the population of persons experiencing unsheltered homelessness
in San Diego County is a substantial population of persons for whom their only form of shelter is
their vehicle. Municipalities should evaluate current local laws that disproportionately impact
individuals for whom their only form of shelter is in their vehicle. Stakeholders should work
together and look to best practices from other communities to develop solutions and implement
protections for persons experiencing vehicular homelessness.
Policy Guidelines for Addressing Unsheltered Homelessness: Services and Supports
The following policy guidelines provide guidance on the provision of services and supports for
those experiencing unsheltered homelessness.
1. Access to Basic Services: Stakeholders should strive to ensure that individuals have access to
basic necessity services that reflect human dignity. Stakeholders should arrange for, through the
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help of regional partners, adequate access to basic services, including access to clean and safe
restrooms with hand washing stations and shower facilities; hygiene and sanitary supplies; trash
disposal services; laundry services, and storage facilities. Adequate access to basic services
includes ensuring that these services are provided in full across the geographic region in
locations that are convenient to persons experiencing unsheltered homelessness and accessible
to individuals with disabilities, and accessible well beyond weekdays and traditional business
hours. Increased access to shelter and temporary housing options across San Diego County can
help ensure that these basic needs are met.
2. Coordinate with Outdoor Meal Programs: Stakeholders should support coordination between
appropriate departments and agencies – including existing non-profits who have obtained a
public health certificate - with outdoor meal programs and volunteer groups seeking to provide
meals to those living unsheltered so that such meal programs operate in a safe, sanitary, and
effective manner and to ensure proper trash disposal of food waste. Outdoor meal programs
should ensure that they comply with AB 2178, which provides health and safety guidelines for
charitable feeding operations. Outdoor meal programs also provide an opportunity and venue
for cross-provider outreach coordination and engagement with program participants who are
experiencing unsheltered homelessness.
3. Outreach and Engagement: Outreach and engagement to individuals living unsheltered should
primarily be led by non-law enforcement homeless outreach specialists focused on making
connections to housing and services, however supported by law enforcement personnel in
providing coordination, support and safety when addressing unsheltered homelessness as
necessary or requested. Strong partnerships among homeless services personnel and law
enforcement is critical for success, as law enforcement officers are often the first point of
contact persons experiencing unsheltered homelessness have with outreach and engagement
services, due to responding to calls for service. Law enforcement should also be available as
needed to service providers who wish for their presence, for example when working in
potentially dangerous conditions, such as remote or difficult areas of our canyonland or
riverbeds, or when service providers expect to interact with an individual or individuals who
present as violent.
Outreach and engagement should focus on creating true and authentic relationships and swiftly
connecting individuals experiencing unsheltered homelessness to shelter or housing and services
that are appropriate to their needs, including physical and mental health needs, through
persistent and compassionate outreach and engagement efforts.
Stakeholders should develop pathways for members of the public to reach outreach teams or a
centralized outreach entity in real time to efficiently connect individuals experiencing
unsheltered homelessness to appropriate resources. Public education materials should also be
developed to support citizens in reporting homelessness-related concerns to the appropriate
responding agency in non-emergency situations.
4. Definition of Street Outreach: Street outreach is a professional homeless services intervention
that focuses primarily on supporting individuals with accessing permanent or temporary housing
7

by building trusting relationships and ongoing rapport. Street outreach seeks to engage
individuals living unsheltered in a culturally competent and trauma informed manner, provide
links to mainstream services, and use diversion and problem-solving techniques to connect
people with safe housing options whenever possible. The primary and ultimate goal of street
outreach is to find affordable housing for each individual, with access to voluntary wraparound
services needed to stay healthy, including employment, substance use treatment and mental
health care. While this is ideally accomplished quickly, outreach often requires time and
interactions with individuals experiencing unsheltered homelessness therefore should not be
seen as one-time engagements. Rather, each interaction should be seen as an opportunity for
outreach staff to build a relationship and help people work toward making a connection to
housing and services. Key to the success of outreach and engagement efforts is regular follow- up
and building trust with individuals through regular interactions, including learning about the
individuals’ current social network and support. All Stakeholders providing funding for outreach
services in their jurisdiction should adopt this definition.
5. Regional Deployment of Outreach Services: The RTFH, County and all other outreach providers
should ensure that street outreach resources they fund will be deployed regionwide in all 18
cities throughout San Diego County and in the unincorporated areas, and should work with
municipalities to communicate and notify when outreach services are provided in their
jurisdictions. The RTFH and each government Stakeholder should distribute and deploy
outreach services proportionately within their jurisdictions and across the region based on
numbers of homeless persons identified through the annual PIT Count as well as new areas
identified as high concentrations through other data-informed methods.
6. Temporary Housing Facilities and Programs: Due to limited permanent housing options available
for people experiencing homelessness in San Diego County, supporting rapid exits from the
streets may require a brief stay in a temporary setting while a permanent housing situation is
identified. Temporary settings may include a shelter, hotel or motel, safe parking lot,
recuperative care, temporary rental assistance, or other temporary housing settings. Recognizing
that temporary housing options are limited as well, municipalities, along with the RTFH and
Stakeholders, should evaluate the need for temporary options in their community and if needed,
support low-cost options for the creation or expansion of temporary shelter beds, including the
use of unused buildings, low-cost temporary structures, partnerships with the faith-based
community, hotel or motel vouchers, underutilized public or non-profit/church parking lots, or
repurposing of transitional housing to more adequately target temporary housing needs and
reflect individual choice while awaiting permanent housing options.14 To meet the needs of
persons in unsheltered situations through temporary housing programs, temporary housing
facilities and programs should operate high quality, decent, and humane facilities that use a lowbarrier approach that includes not requiring individuals to be clean or sober, engage in services,
leave their pets, leave their partners, have a source of income, and other barriers to housing and
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service engagement.
Additionally, Stakeholders should ensure that shelters are meeting their obligations under the
Fair Housing Act (FHA), Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504), and the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and make reasonable accommodations for persons with
disabilities as required.
7. Peer Support: Peer support encompasses a range of activities and interactions between people
who share similar lived experiences, including experiences of homelessness, military service,
mental health conditions, and substance use disorders, among others.15 Outreach teams and
service providers should identify opportunities to hire individuals with lived homelessness
experience to provide peer support, including helping to identify and engage individuals living in
unsheltered situations and utilizing their shared experiences to build trusting relationships with
individuals. Individuals with lived experience, need to be continuously involved in the
development, implementation, and evaluation of San Diego County’s regional unsheltered
policies.
8. Housing First Perspective: Street outreach services should employ a perspective that all
unsheltered individuals are currently ready for housing, meaning that all individuals will be
receptive of housing and services when offered in a fashion that best meet their needs without
any preconditions. Outreach personnel should help remove barriers to housing for persons
experiencing unsheltered homelessness by assisting individuals in obtaining identification,
providing resources or referrals to address concerns regarding background checks and evictions,
and providing other support as needed to make the transition into housing as seamless as
possible once an individual accepts the offer of housing and services.
However, for some individuals it may take longer to agree to housing and services, and
Stakeholders need to respect that longer engagement may be needed. For individuals who may
be initially hesitant to engage in services, it is the role of the street outreach personnel to
assertively engage people and be persistent in continuing to develop trust and rapport, and to be
there with available housing resources when individuals are ready. It is also important that
outreach personnel support individuals in addressing the needs they identify as most urgent,
which may include basic needs, health or mental health care, employment, and income supports
or legal services, among others.
9. Strategies for Reaching Disengaged Populations: Some individuals experiencing unsheltered
homelessness have had negative experiences with shelters or the homeless response system or
face challenges related to serious mental illness or substance use disorders, resulting in
disengagement from outreach and engagement efforts. Outreach personnel should be trained on
assertive engagement, a process in which outreach personnel use their interpersonal skills and
creativity to create a more conducive environment and circumstances for individual
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engagement.16 Some individuals may express that they are not yet ready to pursue services or
temporary or permanent housing options and a desire to remain in their current unsheltered
situation. For those individuals it is important that outreach personnel respect their rights while
continuing to assertively engage and offer access to basic needs services to ease their
unsheltered experience, provided that extenuating circumstance do not exist; for example, if
their choice creates an unsafe condition for themselves or others. Ensuring programs operate
with the lowest possible barriers alongside intensive case management and comprehensive
voluntary supportive services can encourage people to consider engaging in services and remain
engaged once connected.
Expanded access to behavioral health services, including improved access of mental health
outreach and mobile crisis services, whether through Psychiatric Emergency Response Team
(PERT) clinicians or other social service non-profit outreach teams, when designed to reach those
in need throughout the county, can help can engage individuals for whom behavioral health
needs create a barrier to engagement. Additionally, “street medicine” programs that provide
individuals with basic primary care and psychiatry on the street as well as offer same day access
to Medication Assisted Treatment (MAT) services for substance use disorder treatment, need to
be considered and scaled as they offer an opportunity for engagement to those with significant
substance use challenges. Lastly, Stakeholders should continue to explore and understand efforts
to use conservatorship as an approach for individuals who are unable to properly care for
themselves due to severe substance use or mental health, and may need a higher level of support
to enter and remain stable in a housing setting. This approach will need to ensure the rights of
those living unsheltered are respected and that appropriate and adequate housing is a key
component to wellness and life stability.
10. Services Targeted to Most in Need: Service provider street outreach services should be solutionfocused, targeted to those individuals identified as most in need, and focused on assisting
individuals with obtaining a permanent or temporary housing resolution as quickly as possible.
Service provider street outreach services should also target those most in need of more intensive
services, encompassing case management and navigation services and be provided over a longer
duration to a smaller group of individuals focused on housing placement. Case management
involves the delivery of individualized services to meet the needs of individuals and may include
counseling, developing individualized housing and service plans, coordinating services and public
benefits, enhancing life skills, addressing health and mental health needs, and providing income
supports, among other individualized needs. Navigation services assist individuals experiencing
unsheltered homelessness in overcoming barriers to accessing housing and services through
supports such as housing search and documentation assistance. Street outreach personnel are
well positioned to identify those individuals most in need and provide a warm handoff to service
providers who can provide these more intensive services.
Street outreach services will still be provided to a broader population of unsheltered individuals
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(contact-based outreach), however more intense and ongoing services are provided to a smaller
subset of those in greatest need (solution-focused outreach). Street outreach personnel should
also ensure that youth experiencing homelessness are able to attain appropriate and responsive
outreach services, as they may not experience the same levels of chronicity or vulnerability as
adults experiencing homelessness.
11. Definition of Most in Need: Stakeholders should adopt the definition of “those is most need,” as
defined in the approved 2018 RTFH Coordinated Entry System (CES) Policies and Procedures as
outlined below:
Housing priority is determined according to the Service Entry Priorities outlined in the CoC
Community Standards, as below:
Chronically homeless individuals, youth and families with:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The longest history of experiencing homelessness and the most needs
The longest history of experiencing homelessness
The most needs, particularly mental illness or substance use disorder
All other: Non-Chronically homeless individuals, youth and families

RTFH further defines “Those with the most needs,” as households with a diagnosed serious
mental illness, substance use disorder, children under the age of four, or adults with a
documented qualifying medical condition (including terminal illness; condition requiring the use of
substantial medical equipment, such as an oxygen tank or kidney dialysis machine).
In addition to using the definition set forth by the RTFH for those in most need, key Stakeholders
may also take into consideration individuals experiencing unsheltered homelessness who are high
utilizers of costly public resources such as healthcare or the criminal justice system. Those with
high utilization of public resources will also be determined as those in the most need and will be
prioritized for services tailored to those specific needs. RTFH, in coordination and with the
assistance of local municipalities, will coordinate with health and criminal justice partners to
determine high utilizers.
12. Homeless Management Information System: Street outreach workers will utilize the Homeless
Management Information System (HMIS) to input demographic and service data that enables
the community to make data-driven improvements to the street outreach approach and to
address the needs of the unsheltered population. The collection of this data can assist
Stakeholders with addressing racial disparities, locating and identifying those in most need, and
tracking public costs and successful outcomes in placing individuals into permanent housing.
Regular analysis of the data can be provided to Stakeholders to help improve and inform
program practices.
13. Coordinated Entry System: Full participation of street outreach in the region’s CES is expected
and outreach services should use a By Name List to prioritize and target individuals for services
and manage caseloads. CES and By Name List are defined as:
a. Coordinated Entry System: A national best practice and HUD required activity that ensures
11

a coordinated, systemic process for how the community provides access for individuals
and families who are at-risk or currently experiencing homelessness to the homeless
system, how individuals receive a standardized assessment of their needs, how resources
are prioritized, and how individuals and families are referred for housing and supportive
services.17 In San Diego, the RTFH is responsible for oversight and coordination of San
Diego County’s CES.
b. By Name List: List of names of individuals and families currently experiencing
homelessness generated through the CES which provides important information such as:
identifying who is experiencing homelessness in a given region, basic demographics,
acuity scores from their CES Assessment, and recommended housing intervention. The
list is prioritized based on acuity scores from the CES assessment and other factors to
determine those most in need and recommend the most appropriate housing
intervention for each individual.
14. Youth Homelessness: According to 2018 Point-in-Time Count estimates, San Diego has the 5th
highest rate of unaccompanied youth who are experiencing unsheltered homelessness in the
country (78.8%).18 Preventing and ending youth homelessness is a local priority, as reflected in
the San Diego Coordinated Community Plan to End Youth Homelessness. San Diego also
recognizes that the needs of youth and young adults are uniquely different than those of adults
and require responsive policies that reflect those differences, including within these guidelines.
Policy guidelines included in this document such as using a non-judgmental low barrier approach,
incorporating perspectives and hiring individuals with lived experience, creating true and
authentic relationships, and using other best-practice approaches such as trauma-informed care,
cultural competency, and motivational interviewing are all concepts that need to be
incorporated to successfully engage unsheltered youth and young adults. This document
acknowledges that services and supports to meet the needs of youth experiencing unsheltered
homelessness - including stable housing, education and employment supports, supportive
connections to caring adults, and family reunification when safe and appropriate – may be
similar in concept however different in implementation from those outlined above for adults
experiencing homelessness.
Policy Guidelines for Addressing Unsheltered Homelessness: Addressing Encampments
The following policy guidelines provide guidance for addressing homeless encampments. For the
purposes of these guidelines a homeless encampment is a location in which tents or other handbuilt structures occupied by individuals experiencing homelessness are on public or private
property.
1. Clearance with Support: For addressing encampments, Stakeholders should adopt a clearance
with support framework, which understands encampments need to be abated and closed for
17
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public health and safety reasons. Stakeholders should ensure that services, supports, and offers
of assistance, including temporary and permanent housing options and storage opportunities,
are offered by outreach workers with as much advance notice as possible of an encampment
abatement, if safe conditions exist and necessary resources are available. When
circumstances and resources permit, encampment abatements should be conducted at the
conclusion of a multi-disciplinary assessment that includes evaluation from street outreach
personnel and other Stakeholders to ensure that all avenues of assistance and supports have
been utilized. This evaluation should include an assessment of how many individuals residing in
the encampment have been offered temporary or permanent housing options and assurance
that all remaining encamped individuals are being connected to focused outreach, engagement
and transition planning to prevent their displacement when the encampment is resolved.
When circumstance and resources permit, this evaluation should also include feedback from
appropriate Stakeholders that may include fire-rescue, public health, public works personnel
and others as needed to determine protocol and timeline for waste management and debris
removal based on the state of the encamped site.
In the interest of public safety, law enforcement maintains the authority to close encampments
when unsafe conditions exist. Examples of unsafe conditions include, but are not limited to
unsanitary conditions, criminal activity that negatively impacts the surrounding community, fire
risks and environmental hazards. When circumstances lead to an immediate encampment
closure, law enforcement should attempt to coordinate with appropriate Stakeholders to
provide more intense outreach to allow for greater chance of service acceptance and as many
meaningful opportunities for connection as time permits.
2. Coordination with Property Owners as Appropriate: In the event that an encampment is on
private property, Stakeholders need to take necessary steps and coordinate outreach activities
with the property owner, with the understanding that cleanups and trash removal of closed
encampments is generally the responsibility of the property owner. In addition, if encampments
are on state owned or other non-local public land, Stakeholders need to coordinate with
appropriate state or other government entity.
3. Multi-Disciplinary Approach: Stakeholders should use a multi-disciplinary approach that includes
the County, contracted non-profits, law enforcement, and other necessary partners for
addressing homeless encampments when circumstances permit. The approach should be prior
to the closure of the encampment and should focus on diversion and problem solving, offering
support and services including temporary housing, permanent housing, storage, and working
positively with those living in encampments. Many individuals living in encampments may have
acute health and behavioral health issues, specifically substance use disorders, and Stakeholders
should coordinate with the County for providing health and behavioral health services and
supports as part of encampment resolutions. The County should provide adequate levels of
behavioral health support, including field based mental health and substance use disorder
services such as MAT, to those residing in encampments based on need.
4. Assess and Prioritize Based on Need: When addressing encampments, Stakeholders should
assess encampments for needs, prioritizing specific encampments based on community
13

concerns and risks which include health, safety, and the vulnerability of populations residing in
them.
5. Temporary Housing Options: Stakeholders should strive to dedicate temporary options to assist
those transitioning out of encampments successfully. If an individual living in an encampment is
living in a municipality that has available access to available temporary shelter or other
temporary options and has agreed to utilize that resource, the encampment should be closed
and abated after the temporary placement has been arranged and is completed, unless
extenuating circumstances, like those related to health and safety exist.
Additionally, individuals residing in encampments may avoid traditional shelters and other
temporary housing options due to previous negative experiences with high barrier policies and
approaches. Such experiences may include being denied admission with pets, lack of storage for
personal possessions, separation from partners, and being turned away or having assistance
terminated due to substance use or other behavioral health issues. Stakeholders should address
these common reasons for shelter avoidance through low-barrier approaches and message their
policy changes to individuals residing in encampments during outreach and engagement efforts.
6. Individualized Encampment Strategies: Factors such as where an encampment is located, the
number of people residing in the encampment and the characteristics of people encamped may
require the involvement of different Stakeholders and the utilization of different approaches for
encampment resolution and abatement. The timing of outreach and enforcement efforts to
encamped individuals is also critical to avoid displacing individuals to other areas of the
community prior to connecting them to services.
7. Seek to Repurpose and Secure Space: Stakeholders should develop strategies for repurposing or
securing the space where the encampment was located, as appropriate, so as not to have
unsheltered individuals return to the location and revive the encampment. Securing the space
may involve in-depth debris and hazardous materials removal and implementation of measures
such as fencing or landscaping to prevent re-encampment. Once the site is secured, it should be
turned back over to the appropriate entity to provide ongoing management.
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Addendum: National Guidance on Addressing Unsheltered Homelessness
According to the National Alliance to End Homelessness (NAEH), key factors that influence levels of
unsheltered homelessness include dynamics of local housing markets such as high rents and low
vacancy rates, supply and availability of homeless assistance resources such as permanent and
temporary housing (i.e. shelter), and having high barriers for individuals and families to receive
assistance.1 More affordable and supportive housing resources are critical to addressing unsheltered
homelessness. Having the appropriate amount of low-barrier shelter beds necessary for unsheltered
individuals to exit the streets quickly also needs to be part of the solution. Additionally, communities
need to have effective engagement strategies to work with those experiencing unsheltered
homelessness, as well as coordinated encampment responses to support those with exiting
encampments while balancing the needs of the general public.
USICH has provided guidance on ensuring engagement services, specifically street outreach services,
are using best practices and are coordinated as well as guidance on addressing encampments that San
Diego has taken into consideration. In regard to engagement, USICH has provided guidance on effective
street outreach that includes the following:
a.
b.
c.
d.

Street Outreach Efforts are Systematic, Coordinated, and Comprehensive;
Street Outreach Efforts Are Housing Focused;
Street Outreach Efforts Are Person-Centered, Trauma-Informed, and Culturally Responsive; and
Street Outreach Efforts Emphasize Safety and Reduce Harm.2

In regards, to addressing encampments, it is first important to understand what is considered
an encampment. According to HUD:
“The term encampment has connotations of both impermanence and continuity. People
are staying in temporary structures or enclosed places that are not intended for longterm continuous occupancy on an ongoing basis. Inhabitants may be a core group of
people who are known to one another and who move together to different locations
when necessary, or they may be a changing group of people who cycle in and out of a
single location. The physical structures that make up encampments can take many forms,
including tents on pallets and shanties, or lean-to shacks built with scavenged materials.
Structures may be simple or complex multiroom compounds.”3
USICH has provided insight and perspective regarding addressing encampments and has noted that:
People sleeping and living in encampments are diverse and the housing and services
1
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interventions provided must address a range of needs, challenges, and goals. Some
people may be experiencing chronic homelessness and need access to permanent
supportive housing, intensive services, and healthcare supports; other people may need
rapid re-housing interventions with less intense services; and others may need to be
linked to mainstream affordable housing opportunities.
The forced dispersal of people from encampment settings is not an appropriate solution
or strategy, accomplishes nothing toward the goal of linking people to permanent
housing opportunities, and can make it more difficult to provide such lasting solutions to
people who have been sleeping and living in the encampment.4
Communities across the country are responding to encampments in various ways with some more
effective than others. HUD has categorized responses to encampments into four general
typologies:
1. Clearance with No Support: Notice of pending sweeps provided only a few days in advance, if at
all; belongings stored for a short period of time if at all; few or no shelter or service referrals
provided; regulatory or physical barriers to secure the site of the former encampment and keep
it from being reoccupied.
2. Clearance with Support: Notice of pending sweeps provided weeks in advance, often by trained
outreach workers who have experience working with people experiencing unsheltered
homelessness; Longer term storage of belongings available; Referrals to shelter or services
provided by outreach workers, who also accompany the first responders and sanitation crews
who clear encampments
3. Tacit Acceptance: Encampments allowed to persist regardless of whether laws or ordinances
explicitly authorize or prohibit their existence; Longer term storage of belongings available; Basic
services or infrastructure provided, in particular to address public health and sanitation concerns
(for example, portable toilets, showers, and potable water); Outreach workers may visit the
encampment to provide referrals to permanent housing, shelter, and services
4. Formal Sanctioning: Encampments permitted by law or ordinance on public and or privately
owned property, usually only in designated locations, may have established rules that govern the
size, location, or duration of encampments; May have a public agency or nonprofit organization
manage encampments, infrastructure and public services—which may include laundry and
potable water, common spaces for eating and meeting, lockers for storing belongings (including
on a longer term basis), meal services and food donations, job training programs, access to mail
and voice mail services—provided by the municipality and private or faith-based organizations
and volunteers; May provide case management, including assistance applying for transitional or
permanent housing and other benefits, appealing denials, and managing funds.5
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USICH provided guidance to communities for addressing encampments and details four effective
strategies and approaches for encampment resolution that include:
1)
2)
3)
4)

Preparation and Adequate Time for Planning and Implementation;
Collaboration across Sectors and System;
Performance of Intensive and Persistent Outreach and Engagement; and
Provision of Low-Barrier Pathways to Permanent Housing.6

The National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty similarly found through its review of current
research, case studies, relevant domestic and international laws and federal guidance that there are
certain key principles and corresponding practices that are important for successful interventions to end
encampments within communities. These principles are:
•
•
•
•

Principle 1: All people need safe, accessible, legal place to be, both at night and during the day,
and a place to securely store belongings— until permanent housing is found.
Principle 2: Delivery of services must respect the experience, human dignity, and human rights
of those receiving them.
Principle 3: Any move or removal of an encampment must follow clear procedures that protect
residents.
Principle 4: Where new temporary legalized encampments are used as part of a continuum of
shelter and housing, ensure it is as close to possible to fully adequate housing.7

Additionally, both USICH and HUD have historically taken a strong stance against the criminalization of
homelessness. HUD has emphasized that individuals experiencing homelessness should be afforded
the same dignity, compassion, and support provided to others, and that criminalization policies further
marginalize persons experiencing homelessness, provoke negative public attitudes and reactions to
unhoused persons, and may even unduly restrict constitutionally protected liberties and violate
international human rights obligations.8 Additionally, HUD has found that policies criminalizing
homelessness are neither in the best interest of persons experiencing homelessness nor the wider
community:
A growing body of research comparing the cost of homelessness, including the cost of
criminal justice involvement, with the cost of providing housing to homeless people
shows that housing is the most affordable option. With state and local budgets
stretched to their limit, rational, cost- effective policies are needed – not ineffective
measures that waste precious taxpayer dollars. So not only are these practices
inhumane, they are short-sighted and ultimately not cost-effective.
Criminalization measures do not prevent or end homelessness; they only exacerbate
existing problems. After people experiencing homelessness are arrested, they are
6
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returned to their communities, still with nowhere to live and now laden with financial
obligations, such as court fees, that they cannot pay. Moreover, criminal convictions –
even for minor crimes – can create barriers to obtaining critical public benefits,
employment, or housing, thus making homelessness more difficult to escape.9
USICH, in partnership with Department of Justice and HUD, have also outlined alternatives to the
criminalization of homelessness and emphasized a human rights approach around the following
solutions:
•

•

•

Solution I: The creation of comprehensive and seamless systems of care that combine housing
with behavioral health and social service supports have been shown to prevent and end
homelessness.
Solution II: Collaboration between law enforcement and behavioral health and social service
providers results in tailored interventions that connect people with housing, services, and
treatment and meet the community’s goal of reducing the number of people inhabiting public
spaces.
Solution III: Implementation of alternative justice system strategies can reduce homeless
involvement with the criminal justice system, decrease recidivism, and facilitate connection with
other systems of care.10
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