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Responding to homelessness & panhandling No sooner did CCD’s staff appear on street in 1991
Customers started to ask: what about homelessness

Huge difference: no one argues for the right          
of litter to remain on sidewalks

What situations/conditions make you feel most unsafe in Center City? 
(2 out of 3 are quality of life issues)
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Q6: What situations/conditions make you feel most unsafe in Center City? 
(Please select no more than three.)
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Q6: What situations/conditions make you feel most unsafe in Center City? 
(Please select no more than three.)
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BIDs created to supplement…. Not replace city services
Many cities have robust social service infrastructure

Understanding the problem & who is focused on it
Step 1
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Jennifer Wolch, Explaining Homelessness

Homelessness is not is not a 
sudden event in the life of 
most individuals

It is usually the culmination of 
a long process of  economic 
hardship, isolation & social 
dislocation

Understand where people are coming from & why 
Homelessness generated by poverty & addiction

• Primary zipcodes

• 52% of those at intake 
had been evicted by 
friend or relative

• 35% reported building 
emergency, fire, unfit 
property, eviction or 
pending eviction

2010: City data
Coming to intake

Huge impact of Kensington Opioid crisis

• Over the course of a year 15,000 people use the city’s shelter system                   

• City of Philadelphia spends $90 million annually on services for the homeless, 
providing outreach, intake, temporary & permanent shelter and a broad array of social 
& medical services 

 On a typical day 5,700 individuals are homeless in Philadelphia; 3,250 families in
shelter; approximately 2,548 single individuals in shelter; 2021 count = 4,300

92% of the homeless eagerly accept the help that is provided.                                              
On average throughout the year – 400-500 on the street, parks, concourse over night.

 Significant portion of those on the street are “shelter-resistant” i.e. for variety of
reasons they don’t accept offers to come into shelters and get help.

 Among the chronically homeless, 52% have received publicly funded mental health 
services and 41% have received substance abuse treatment.

 Among “shelter-resistant” more that 70% suffer from mental health and/or drug & 
alcohol problems; 40% higher mortality rate.

Homelessness in Center City
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On-street represents very small percent

Sheltered 
Families

52%

Sheltered 
Individuals

40%

Unsheltered 
Individuals

8%

Encampments in alleys 
often accompanied by active drug use; public urination & defecation 

Doorways & storefronts West coast: Portland Oregon



5

San Francisco Venice Beach, California

(1) anonymity – it is everyone & no one’s 
neighborhood

(2) the location for intake for shelter system

(3) on-street feeding programs

(4) commercial dumpsters

(5) people who give to panhandlers

(6) Changes in regulatory environment

What is the attraction of downtown? Emergn
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On-street feeding How has the City’s approached changed over time
Reponses began piecemeal in 1980s

1992: “The funnel”

2,200 temporary shelter beds

500 transitional beds

50 long term beds

• 7 separate agencies:  $49 million
• no strategic plan
• 1/2 resources spent on temporary  shelter

Dennis Culhane:  1990-1995

•79% of shelter users 1.2 episodes/year
Average stay 18 days/year (transitionally)

• 12% recurring users, 4 episodes/year
Average 19 days/stay (episodically)

•10% of shelter users - 165 continuous days
265 nights over two years
Consume 50% of bed-nights (chronically)

Why the 1980s? 1996

(1)open up the end of the funnel

• “homeless czar
• strategic plan to coordinate 7 departments
• unified homeless budget: “continuum of care”
• increase in funding on back end by 50% -- $80 million/yr
• shift in emphasis from shelter to recovery programs

substantial funding from Clinton Adm. “shelter + care”

(2) on-street enforcement
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Continuum of care

Outreach
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Supportive

Housing

Case-Management          Employment Training/Placement     Substance Abuse     Mental Health

Life Skills Training           Child Care                  Education

Outreach & engagement: peer outreach

Outreach

Daytime
Nighttime

Intake 
& Assessment

To respond to those on-street, “safe havens”
An alternative to sleeping on street; no beds, no services

Formal & informal: Broad St Ministry; First Baptist Church, 17th & Sansom
Arch Street United Methodist Church, Broad & Arch

Only 35.6% of shelter resistant agree to accept help
Don’t feel safe; don’t want to give up current drug habits;

Can not cope with structure and social demands
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Continuum of care
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Community opposition closes the “back door” 
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Housing First as a Option Analysis of existing city statistics

2009, the City of Philadelphia’s Department of Behavioral Health 
spent $6,000,000 on outreach services.  

Outreach workers made 30,202 contacts with 4,506 unduplicated 
individuals.  These 30,202 contacts resulted in a 1,509 people 
being placed into various programs including shelter and 
detoxification programs.

A number of people were placed multiple times, as the total 
placements during the time period was 2,424.  

outreach workers contact each individual on the street almost 
seven times and that 35.6% of them choose to enter shelter 
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Logic of Housing First

Traditional approaches to helping the homeless begin with 
engagement and the offer of group living situations with the goal 
of gradually progressing toward individual, independent housing.

Option fails 68% of time for people with a chronic mental illness 
that includes a personality disorder. Their illness severely limits 
their ability to manage social interactions with people they do not 
know, let alone live among a group of “strangers.”

Housing First: New York City, Denver, Seattle, San Diego,         
San Francisco, and Chicago,  

Logic of Housing First
Housing First = direct placement of people who are homeless into 
permanent rental housing without first requiring period of sobriety 
or the acceptance of a specific set of services after admittance.

Recognizing debilitating physical & mental effects of remaining on 
the street, the approach seeks to initially reduce harm.  

Clients agree to be visited by case managers regularly & are 
offered appropriate substance abuse & harm reduction 
counseling. But, they are not required to participate in congregate 
living in order to have a place to call home.  (section 8 units)

Even if client lapses back onto the street, the housing is held for 
short periods. Rather than erect barriers to obtaining a roof and a 
bed, the program literally places housing first.

Significant higher placement rate
92.5%
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Safe Havens
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Center

Substantially lower recidivism among                   
100 individuals who participated in a pilot program 

funded by the City

Shelter episodes decreased by 88%.
Number of shelter nights decreased by 87%.
Crisis Response Center episodes decreased by         71%.
Mental Health Court episodes decreased by               11% .
CBH hospitalizations episodes decreased by              70%.
CBH hospitalization days decreased by                       46%.
Philadelphia Prison System episodes decreased by   50%.
Philadelphia Prison System days decreased by          45%.
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Annual cost per person significantly lower

Cost per Person

$56,641
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Pathways to Housing

(1) the overall state of the city’s economy/poverty

(2) Funding for welfare & assisted housing

(3) new addictive drugs

(4) Climate: Los Angeles

(5) quality, philosophy (Santa Monica), availability & 
location  of city services

(6) the extent to which outreach teams are present &
regulatory environment

What variables influence homelessness

What are the rules on the street
For those who choose not to come in?

Language from vagrancy statutes

1. a person who wanders about idly and has no 
permanent home or employment; vagabond; tramp. 

2. an idle person without visible means of support.

3. person who wanders from place to place; wanderer;  

4. wandering idly without a permanent home or  
employment; living in vagabondage

Virtually all determined to be discriminatory/unconstitutional 
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John Stuart Mill, On Liberty

1. Right of individuals to freedom of
speech & opinion

2. The need to protect free-speech even if 
it is offensive to current standards

3. Limitations on government’s ability to 
constrain free speech

4. Qualification that your rights end at the 
point they become harmful to others.
(Crying fire in a crowded theater; swinging 
a giant ax on crowded sidewalk)

Regulatory framework: “302 commitment process”
Court order to transport: danger to oneself or others

Available facilities, ability to detain

“Code blue” procedures
It is not an expression of freedom if your behavior 

causes you to freeze to death
Throughout the 1990s, special homeless detail 
of the Philadelphia Police department worked in 
tandem with outreach teams, indicating that they 
would cite an individual for criminal violation of 
“obstructing the highway” should that individual 
refuse to accept help from an outreach team & 
move from a sidewalk to shelter. 

Philadelphia Changes in enforcement policy: 1999

Very few individuals were ever arrested, but this approach 
provided leverage, similar to the approach during code blue, 
encouraging individuals to accept the services that the City 
provides. Lawsuit brought this to an end in 1999.

Settlement agreement has expired; policy continued.
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Changes in enforcement policy: 2001

Police were given a directive not to enforce park curfews & instead to allow 
individuals to sleep on the Parkway, in Rittenhouse Square & in other public 
parks. Police were directed to wake up individuals & ask them to move along 
at dawn.

With inception of the Sidewalk Behavior bill in January 1999, which 
reduced violations to civil offenses, & with all subsequent directives, 
police authority to enforce standards of conduct was significantly 
curtailed. 

Police must provide oral & written notices, call civilian, social service 
outreach teams, who must concur before officers can use their 
authority. If no outreach team is available, a police officer is unable to 
take any action. If an outreach team does come and the individual still 
refuses services, police can only write the equivalent of a parking 
violation. 

One practical effect of this process of oral & written notices is that 
homeless encampments simply relocated around the corner, 
requiring the process to start over again, discouraging the police & 
the citizens who requested help originally.

Changes in enforcement policy

52% decrease in on-street homelessness 1997-98
Following deployment of police outreach team

Street Homelessness in Center City by Year
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A steady increase after sidewalk behavior bill

Street Homelessness in Center City by Year
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Since 2018 deployed Ambassadors of Hope 
CCD funds: CSRs, Project Home & CIT trained police  

CCD provides dedicated van to transport to shelter 

• Combined training
• Inter-disciplinary approach
• Outreach workers always lead
• Police in background – for safety purposes
• Mental health commitment process/weapons
• No arrests no citations

Co-service delivery model; two teams deployed
In 2021 140 individuals connected with shelter, services & housing
YTD 2022: 155 placements; program continues through December

Since co-delivery combined outreach began,                               
Daytime homeless population has declined 25% (2018-2021)

No arrests, no citations
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Added third homeless outreach team in October
Tuesday-Saturday: supported by Foundation

First 9 months of 2022 compared to first 9 months of 2019
Average daily homeless count in CCD down 24% (87 to 66)

Average daily panhandler count down 34% (58 to 38)

9th 6th

Within CCD boundaries
2017-2019 Opioid crisis in Kensington

9th 6th

Transit connectivity to Kensington
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Co-delivery service model
SEPTA police with drug & alcohol teams: Merakey

Co-service delivery model

Seasonal in nature

9th 6th 9th 6th
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First 9 months of 2022 compared to first 9 months of 2019

9th 6th 9th 6th

9th 6th

Legal Framework
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Rarely do cities say this activity is prohibited Legal Framework

How is this different from panhandling? Legal Framework
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Legal Framework Legal Framework

Panhandling: Public information campaign
Newspapers, bus shelters

Alternative message

Counter cards and change collection boxes
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• Offered a comprehensive  response 
to quality-of-life crimes 

• Reduced caseload and prison overcrowding

•  An innovative approach that blended
criminal justice & social services.

• Emphasized community service sentences 
& treatment programs instead of jail time.

• Helped reduce repeat offenses by addressing
underlying social service needs.

Philadelphia Community Court
Extended “Community Policing” philosophy

Into the court system
Partners

First Judicial District
Philadelphia Police Dept.
District Attorney’s Office
Public Defender
Health Department (CODAAP)
Center City District
University City District
PHMC

Funding
$1,064,350 City of Philadephia/FJD

$492,544  Center City District
$95,315  Grants

$1,588,583 TOTAL

Community Court Operated 2004-2013

Criminal Mischief 
Vandalism, Graffiti
Possession of instrument of graffiti 
Theft from Auto
Obstructing the highway
Prostitution
Disorderly Conduct
Theft of services: Fare jumping/Cabs/Meals
Retail Theft 
Defiant Trespass
Possession of Instrument of Crime
Possession of Drugs (sections 1316 and 1331)
All Summary Offenses

Misdemeanor & Summary Offenses

Within Court boundaries, adjudicates 
following offenses, subject to the approval of 
the District Attorney

26 sq miles
420,738 residents

Those arrested for specified offenses
within boundaries were brought to Court
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Following arrest: Social service interview Community Court Resources
Address underlying causes of crime & break downward spiral

• Drug & alcohol assessment,
placement & case management.

• Drug treatment readiness &
anger management classes.

• Health screening (STD), education & referral
.
• Referrals for other social service needs:

GED classes
Housing
Employment
Civil legal services
Clothing bank

•

Defendant could plead not guilty
& have traditional hearing

80% accept the Court’s disposition
Using moment of crisis (arrest)
prompt dealing with addiction

Judge could sentence individual
• to drug & alcohol treatment
• counseling
• community service

Record Expunged

Hearing & disposition

•

Community sentence assignment



22

Participating sites

University City District
Center City District
4th & 9th police districts
Washington Sq. West Civic Association
Spring Garden Development Corporation
South of South Neighborhood Association
Citizen’s Alliance
Phil. Veteran’s Multi-Service & Education Ctr.
Treatment sites
Philadelphia Community Court

Combined social services 
& community sentencing


