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‘Safe Sleeping Village’ 80 tents are neatly spaced out the area between the city’s central library and its Asian Art Museum - San Francisco

https://sanfrancisco.cbslocal.com/2020/05/22/reopenings-san-francisco-opens-unique-civic-center-covid-19-pandemic-safe-sleeping-village/



https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/400d7b75f18747c4ae1ad22d662781a3 

Total Unsheltered Population by Supervisorial District
SD1 - 11,359

SD2 - 13,033

SD3 - 10,549

SD4 - 4,287

SD5 - 3,243

*Note: Total density is persons per square mile



What are the advantages and disadvantages of living in tent 
cities compared to living alone on the streets, in shelters, in 
indoor housing?

+ What is “Tent city”?
+ Defining “Tent City” - informal and formal strategies
+ Explanations for the Increase of Tent City
+ Advantage (of Living in Tent Cities) for Homeless
+ Disadvantage (of Living in Tent Cities) 
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What is “Tent City”?

Tent city has connotations of both impermanence and continuity. It is a temporary housing facility made using tent or other temporary structures. 
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. Tent cities set up by homeless people may be similar to shan-
ty town, which are informal settlements in which the buildings are made from scrap building materials.

Tent city Living alone on the street Shelters Indoor housing

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/Understanding-Encampments.pdf



Defining “Tent City”

Formal
 city permitted

                                             Informal
not sanctioned/ unauthorized 
encampment in public space

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/Understanding-Encampments.pdf

At the other end of the spectrum, some communities permit (“sanction”) 
encampments formally. Local government or community organizations 
provide running water and places to prepare food and dispose of waste, as 
well as healthcare and other services. 

 Some communities send police to quickly clear (“sweep”) encampments, 
with no attempt to provide services or referrals to help people at the en-
campment find another place to stay. 



Explanations for the Increase of Tent City

   Shortcomings in the shelter system

The disadvantage of living in shelters

Shortcomings in the shelter system are consistently identified as a primary 
factor that “pushes” people congregate in encampments.

• Literal shortages
• Regulations

Population of homeless (2020) 66,436;
Only 27% is sheltered;

• Restrictions in shelters - separation from partner, family member, or pets
• Inconvenient entry/exist time and location with people’s daily route
• Concern the security of personal belongings - restrictions on the ability to 

store belongings and difficulty to moving
• Personal safty and exposure to germs
• Virus disease in shelters
• Specific barriers to entry - sobriety requirment and entry fee

General perceptions of shelters as “inhospitable,” “alienating,” “demeaning,” 
and offering little or no support or case management to find permanent 
housing.

https://www.lahsa.org/data?id=45-2020-homeless-count-by-community-city

https://www.lahsa.org/data?id=45-2020-homeless-count-by-community-city



Advantage (of Living in Tent Cities) for Homeless

+ Safety/Visibility - especially during pandemic (feel safe and relax)

+ Stability compared to living in street

+ Sense of the community

+ Sharing Resources (Organized tent city) -
       - Clean Up Crews 
       -  24 Hr. Security
       -  Public entertainment facilities

+ Food donation

+ Mental health support

+ No restrictions for family members and pets

+ Cheaper to fund encampments
https://www.princegeorgematters.com/highlights/vancouvers-downtown-eastside-sees-fifth-shooting-in-six-weeks-1773913



Advantage (of Living in Tent Cities) for Homeless

Living in encanpment is like an adventure! Meeting new peo-
ple and seeing new things. I’ve always been really grateful 
that there is some place where you can come and go as you 
choose and there is safety in numbers.

It’s like a big family 
and we look out for 
each other!

We people as homeless have lives, just like you all have 
lives. We don't want to be out on the street but we don't 
have an alternative.

The concept of tent city means com-
munity, safety, and a place to be where 
nobody is going to harass or hurt you in 
the middle of the night!

I just returned from a 12-hour 
working day to SHARE/WHEEL 
Tent City 3 to give the birthday 
card to my daughter!

I can enjoy football 
game in our commu-
nal television area.

We got people working graveyard shifts, 
we got kids here, we got families and our 
pets. People go to work not having to car-
ry their stuff on their backs like they do in 
the indoor shelter system. 

All the reference here is come from the interviews of homeless in Tent city 3 in Seattle.
https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2016/02/americas-tent-cities-for-the-homeless/462450/

Keep in mind how to provide the same services in public parks?



Disadvantage (of Living in Tent Cities) 

+ Not all encampment is organized, resources and 
   facilities still not available in some area.

+Limited health support in some area

+ Relatively instable compared to housing

+ Location

+ Negatibe public perception

+ Make the surrounding area dirty and mass

+ Bring the properties nearby value down

+ Security

For Homeless
Compared to living in transitional housing

For Communities
Compared to living in transitional housing

https://www.earthsafe.com/critical-thinking/create-blog-post
Tent city 

Tent city 

“Sleep pod” Housing in Portland

https://www.pdxmonthly.com/news-and-city-life/2019/08/these-tiny-
home-inspired-sleeping-pods-provide-shelter-for-portland-s-homeless-
women

https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2020-03-19/coronavirus-could-crush-the-poor-and-homeless-advocates-warn



Where have Tent Cities been formalized and recognized by city 
officials? Why did these officials recognize these 
encampments; how were they able to do so politically?

+ Tent Cities Project Examples
+ Informal + Formal Encampments (Temporary + Transitional Housing)
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Informal Encampments: 
Skid Row, Los Angeles

Case Studies of informal and formal 
encampments at different scales

Formal Encampments: 
Tent City 5, Seattle

Formal Encampments: 
Opportunity Village, Eugene



Informal Encampments: 
Skid Row, Los Angeles

The size of the Skid Row neighborhood is about 
50 blocks, located east of downtown LA in an area 

consisting of mainly warehouses, low-income 
housing, public service buildings, and tents



Informal Encampments: 
Skid Row, Los Angeles

Diagram: Concentration of encampments along San Pedro Street with public service buildings 
for the unhoused like non-profit organizations, food banks, and low-income housing

Informal Encampment: Skid Row
March 2019 – LA City Council agreed to settle on a case involving property rights of the encampment 
residents on Skid Row which limited the seizure and destruction of encampments. Under this settle-
ment, officials had to prove property had been abandoned or has threatened health and safety before 
they could seize their items.
Many believe this settlement had passed not because it was ethical, but because of the lack of money 
in cleaning up Skid Row where the city’s annual cleanup costs soared to $31 million last year which 
has affected enforcement tactics.
The tent cities in Skid Row are still considered informal due to unclear settlement laws but there are 
regulations in place, specifically in this area, to protect encampment residents’ properties.
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Informal Encampments: 
Skid Row, Los Angeles





Tent City to Tiny Cabins



What should we consider when designing the tent city? Are 
there any spatial strategies in Tent Cities that promote better 
health or improve quality of life among residents?

+ The study of Tent City 3 (Seattle)
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