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Arresting Our 
Way Out of the 

Problem: The 
Criminalization of 

Homelessness



Who we are

Jen Beardsley, Local Homeless Coalition (LHC) 
Coordinator at Texas Homeless Network 
(Austin)

Kim Pickens, Founder of The Humility Project 
(Victoria)

Tammy Chan, Executive Director of Grand Prairie 
Homeless Outreach Organization (Grand Prairie)



Objectives

•Definition of criminalization

•Prevalence in Texas

•Effects of homelessness criminalization

•Community responses to criminalization



Criminalization of Homelessness

<Manner in which cities are criminally punishing [people 

experiencing homelessness] for engaging in necessary life-

sustaining activities that any human being must engage in 

to survive.=

- National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty

Webinar -- No Safe Place: The Criminalization of Homelessness in U.S. Cities, Nat’l Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty (2014) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=noc8nCbcerk&feature=youtu.be



Ordinances and Laws Criminaliz ing 
Homelessness

• Criminal trespass

• Public camping

• Loitering

• Panhandling

• Toileting in public



Ordinances and Laws Criminaliz ing Homelessness

• Scavenging

• Sleeping in vehicle

• Soliciting rides (hitchhiking)

• Sleeping/sitting/lying down in public

• Restrictions on manner of (e.g. tents, 

blankets), location of, timing of public 

camping

Assistance criminalization (e.g. feeding in certain places)



Prevalence in 
Texas

https://tabsoft.co/2ASWikI

Do your own research: 
https://library.municode.com/tx



Effects of Homelessness Criminalization

• Vague language can lead to 
disparate enforcement

• Unhoused clients constantly moving 
to avoid arrest

• Marginalized populations at higher 
risk of homelessness and arrest

• Arrest record = harder to get into 
housing



https://www.wliha.org/equity-housing-justice/combat-criminalization-homelessness-toolkit



https://eji.org/news/united-states-still-has-highest-incarceration-rate-world

https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/slideshows/10-states-with-the-highest-
incarceration-rates

https://eji.org/news/united-states-still-has-highest-incarceration-rate-world
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/slideshows/10-states-with-the-highest-incarceration-rates


Cost of Homelessness Criminalization: 
Case Study



Growth of Homeless Outreach Teams, 
Mental Health Teams in Police Departments



Community Responses to Criminalization



Panel Discussion

Jen Beardsley, Local Homeless Coalition (LHC) 
Coordinator at Texas Homeless Network 
(Austin)

Kim Pickens, Founder of The Humility Project 
(Victoria)

Tammy Chan, Executive Director of Grand Prairie 
Homeless Outreach Organization (Grand Prairie)
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It’s been getting 
better!


















