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Street Encampments 
Endanger All Hoosiers—
There is a Way Forward
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Overview
Hoosiers living on the street are worse off today than they were five years ago. Data reveals 
that total rates of homelessness have increased and living conditions for homeless people 
have worsened by concerning margins.1 

Among the unsheltered homeless population, the number of those who are chronically 
homeless has increased by 326 percent in Indiana.2 

Additionally, among the unsheltered, severe mental illness has increased by 133 percent,  
and chronic substance abuse has increased by 172 percent.3
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Indiana is not adequately responding to the complex needs of many homeless people, 
and the number of subsidized permanent housing options has grown by 55 percent while 
treatment-focused transitional housing options have been cut by 15 percent.4 This neglect 
leaves many without a consistent place to seek shelter and care.

THE NUMBER OF SUBSIDIZED 
PERMANENT HOUSING OPTIONS HAS                 

GROWN BY 55 PERCENT

WHILE TREATMENT-FOCUSED TRANSITIONAL 
HOUSING OPTIONS HAVE BEEN                            

CUT BY 15 PERCENT
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62 PERCENT          
OF THE 

CHRONICALLY 
HOMELESS ARE 

UNSHELTERED 
ALTOGETHER.

This poor performance is unacceptable. In 2024, Indiana received $3,946,227 from the 
Emergency Solutions Grants Program.5 More importantly, the state received $34,356,658 
in funds from the Continuum of Care Grant Program in 2023, an increase from $29,982,137 
in 2022.6 In 2023, 81 percent was dedicated to permanent housing solutions, while only six 
percent went towards transitional housing.7 Despite efforts to increase housing accessibility, 
the proportion of unsheltered among the total homeless population of Indiana has risen by 
75 percent since 2018.8

A prohibition on street camping would be a significant step toward protecting vulnerable 
homeless individuals—and the communities in which they live. 

Solution: Prohibit Public Encampments
More people than ever are experiencing unsheltered homelessness in America. According to 
annual point-in-time count data, the number of unsheltered individuals increased from 176,357 
in 2016 to 233,832 in 2022.9 The Department of Housing and Urban Development estimates that 
40 percent of those homeless individuals are living outdoors, and 62 percent of the chronically 
homeless are unsheltered altogether.10

Despite this increase in homelessness, there has been a failure to   
incentivize material change. Moving unsheltered homeless individuals  
out of dangerous street encampments and into available shelter space  
and other services would save lives and improve outcomes.

The misalignment of the growing unsheltered population with resources  
to offer them temporary shelter that can immediately remove them from  
the street has led to a worsening humanitarian crisis and uncertainty  
around public safety. 

In a recent poll by the Cicero Institute, 
73 percent of likely Arizona voters said 
that homeless encampments on city 
streets made them feel unsafe.11
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A poll of likely Utah voters found that  
62 percent of the public sees recovery  
and temporary shelter as a better response 
than tax-funded permanent housing.12

17%

62%

21%

 Housing
 Recovery  
 Unsure



4 CICERO INSTITUTE • S T R E E T  E N C A M P M E N T S  E N D A N G E R  A L L  I N D I A N A N S —T H E R E  I S  A  WAY  F O R WA R D  S T R E E T  E N C A M P M E N T S  E N D A N G E R  A L L  I N D I A N A N S —T H E R E  I S  A  WAY  F O R WA R D   • CICERO INSTITUTE 5

Public Safety Risks of Street Camps 
The unsheltered homeless population has many serious challenges. The prevalence of 
crime, mental health and substance abuse disorders, and cyclical incarceration among the 
homeless population is staggering. In Manhattan, New York, one study found that, between a 
mentally ill person who is housed and one who is not, the latter is 35 times more likely to commit 
a crime and 40 times more likely to commit violent crimes, especially toward strangers.13 The 
San Diego County District Attorney’s Office found that homeless individuals were 514 times 
more likely to commit a crime than the average citizen.14 In 98 percent of cases, a homeless 
offender is a repeat offender.

Roughly half of the people in homeless shelters have been to prison, with one in five having 
been released within the preceding three years. The University of California at San Francisco 
found in a June 2023 report that nearly one in three homeless people in California had been 
to prison or a long-term jail stay in the six months prior to their becoming homeless. The  
same study found that more than 80 percent of people experiencing homelessness 
reported severe mental health conditions, for which one in four had been hospitalized. 
Two-thirds reported regularly using hard narcotics like methamphetamine, crack cocaine, 
and opiates, and fewer than half of those individuals reported having ever received 
treatment. Interestingly, only a mere four percent cited high housing costs as the primary 
reason they became homeless.

Health Risks of Public Camps 
Homeless individuals in camps are at a higher risk of communicable diseases due to the 
circumstances of their living conditions. The National Institute of Health (NIH) found that 
unsheltered homeless individuals have a nearly 
three-fold increase in mortality compared to 
sheltered homeless people due to a variety of 
factors, including drug-induced poisonings and 
infections.15 In 2016-2018, California saw one of the 
largest outbreaks of Hepatitis A in San Diego County, 
primarily among people who were homeless. Of those 
who contracted Hepatitis A, 72 percent were also 
reported as using drugs. Encampments put homeless 
individuals at a higher risk for viruses like this because, 
coupled with unsanitary conditions that allow the virus 
to spread quickly among inhabitants, they allow drug use 
to go unchecked.

King County, Washington, recently experienced an outbreak 
of shigella, an intestinal infection spread by fecal matter.16 
While data isn’t available for this outbreak, in a 2021 outbreak 
of Shigella in King County, of the 142 cases reported, 110 of those 
infected were homeless.17  Tuberculosis, which spreads easily in areas 
where individuals live in close, unsanitary quarters, has also been found                      
to spread among homeless camps. 
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The NIH found the prevalence of tuberculosis among homeless individuals is 20 times higher 
than that of the general population.18 In 2013, a wave of tuberculosis spread among “Skid 
Row,” a sizable homeless area in Los Angeles. Sixty of the verified 78 cases were among 
homeless individuals, and health workers identified nearly 5,000 additional people who were 
likely exposed.19 

Public safety and health concerns of homeless encampments negatively impact communities at 
alarming levels. These public risks are what the regulation of public spaces is intended to mitigate.

Public Camping Ban Legislation
Prohibiting camping in public spaces is a compassionate way to redirect unsheltered 
homeless people to existing shelters that are safer and provide resources such as substance 
abuse treatment or job placement in addition to hygiene facilities and food. This contributes 
to better health and safety outcomes for homeless individuals and safer communities for all. 
The bans, when tied to fines or temporary jail time for unlawful camping on public lands, have 
been an effective means to addressing the growing homelessness crisis. 

Austin, Texas, saw the unsheltered homeless population in its downtown area drop by 
one-third following the reinstatement of its camping ban in 2021.20 According to federally 
mandated point-in-time data, the current homeless population in Austin has declined by five 
percent compared to 2020, consisting of 19 percent more people seeking formal shelter and 
20 percent fewer unsheltered individuals. Georgia recently passed legislation that compels 
municipalities to enforce camping bans.21 Colorado Springs banned camping within 100 
feet of creeks and other waterways in July 2018. That year, 33 percent of their homeless 
population were unsheltered. By 2022, that number had dropped to 19 percent. Much of 
the success of this ban has been the ability to relocate unsheltered homeless individuals to 
shelters that provide various resources like vocational training, food, and hygiene necessities.

The Zone in Phoenix is a great example of an unsanctioned camp that was allowed to fester 
without significant law enforcement interaction and has since been shut down. Since clearing 
The Zone, 80 percent of residents have found more stable shelter.22  

To maintain order in our cities, we must hold all citizens, including the homeless, accountable 
to the rule of law. Removing homeless Hoosiers from unsanctioned camps and redirecting 
them to shelters offers them the services they need while reducing crime and improving 
the quality of life. Indiana should stop these camps before they reach levels similar to The 
Zone, and the best way to do that is to relocate homeless individuals from dangerous street 
encampments to safe shelters.

THE SUCCESS OF THIS BAN HAS BEEN THE ABILITY TO RELOCATE 
UNSHELTERED HOMELESS INDIVIDUALS TO SHELTERS THAT 

PROVIDE RESOURCES AND NECESSITIES.
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2 0 2 5  I N D I A N A 

Homelessness Poll

1. Do you think homelessness in Indiana is increasing, decreasing, or staying
about the same?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Increasing 46% 59% 62% 54%

Decreasing 4% 3% 4% 4%

Staying About the Same 29% 20% 18% 23%

Unsure 21% 19% 16% 19%

2. How often do you avoid going into areas where there are homeless individuals
sleeping in public places such as city parks or sidewalks?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Almost Always 34% 17% 16% 24%

Usually 21% 25% 13% 20%

Sometimes 16% 22% 28% 21%

Never 29% 37% 43% 35%

3. How often do you avoid gas stations or convenience stores where there are
aggressive panhandlers?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Almost Always 47% 29% 23% 35%

Usually 20% 21% 21% 20%

Sometimes 12% 25% 18% 17%

Never 21% 26% 39% 28%
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4. How much of a danger do you think camping on sidewalks or in city parks 
poses to the public?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Significant 50% 31% 15% 34%

Somewhat 33% 33% 26% 31%

Very Little 9% 25% 46% 24%

Unsure 8% 11% 13% 10%

5. Which of the following do you think is the biggest root cause of chronic 
homelessness, mental illness and addiction, or lack of affordable housing  
and jobs? 

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Mental Illness and Addiction 68% 45% 43% 54%

Lack of Housing and Jobs 20% 39% 44% 32%

Unsure 12% 16% 13% 14%

6. Do you think it is more compassionate to allow homeless individuals to set up 
camp wherever they choose or to move them into shelters?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Camp Where They Choose 6% 8% 11% 8%

Move Them to Shelters 78% 75% 74% 76%

Unsure 16% 17% 16% 16%

7. Over the last 10 years, Indiana has directed most of its homelessness 
spending toward long-term housing projects rather than programs that meet 
immediate needs. Would you support or oppose directing more of the state’s 
homelessness spending toward supportive programs that meet immediate 
needs, such as mental health and addiction treatment programs?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Support 64% 67% 76% 68%

Oppose 8% 11% 6% 8%

Unsure 28% 22% 18% 23%
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8. The number of homeless individuals sleeping on the streets in Indiana has 
more than doubled over the last five years. Knowing this, how much more 
likely would you be to support directing more state homelessness spending 
toward treatment programs?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Much More Likely 40% 38% 54% 44%

Somewhat More Likely 36% 35% 28% 33%

Somewhat Less Likely 6% 10% 7% 7%

Much Less Likely 6% 2% 1% 3%

No Change 12% 14% 10% 12%

9. Should Indiana prohibit camping in public spaces, such as sidewalks  
and city parks?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Yes 71% 46% 35% 54%

No 14% 26% 33% 23%

Unsure 14% 27% 32% 23%

10. The number of homeless individuals with severe mental illness who are 
sleeping outside has nearly tripled over the last 10 years. Knowing this, how 
much more likely would you be to support ending street camping?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Much More Likely 50% 34% 27% 39%

Somewhat More Likely 23% 25% 28% 25%

Somewhat Less Likely 7% 10% 16% 10%

Much Less Likely 3% 8% 8% 6%

No Change 17% 23% 20% 20%
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11. The number of homeless individuals struggling with chronic addictions who 
are sleeping outside has more than tripled over the last ten years. Knowing 
this, how much more likely would you be to support ending street camping?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Much More Likely 50% 35% 24% 38%

Somewhat More Likely 22% 28% 28% 25%

Somewhat Less Likely 9% 10% 15% 11%

Much Less Likely 4% 6% 10% 6%

No Change 16% 21% 23% 20%

12. Recent research shows that nearly one out of every five homeless individuals 
living on the street are on Indiana’s sex offender registry list. Knowing this, 
how much more likely would you be to support ending street camping?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Much More Likely 61% 45% 37% 50%

Somewhat More Likely 15% 21% 25% 20%

Somewhat Less Likely 4% 12% 8% 7%

Much Less Likely 6% 4% 10% 7%

No Change 13% 18% 19% 16%

13. Would you support or oppose requiring major cities such as Indianapolis to 
enforce bans on street camping as a condition of receiving increased funding 
for homelessness programs?

GOP DEM IND ALL VOTERS

Support 70% 49% 42% 56%

Oppose 8% 20% 29% 18%

Unsure 22% 31% 29% 26%
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View Online
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DEMOGRAPHICS

Results for this poll were collected using a sampling frame that gathered responses from 808 likely Indiana voters during live calls, online 
panels, and automated telephone interviews conducted by Cor Strategies, Inc. 

The survey was conducted February 11–14, 2025. The margin of sampling error is ±3.45 percentage points. The margin of sampling error 
may be higher or lower for subgroups. Results presented may not always appear to total 100 percent due to rounding.

Data were post-stratified using weighted demographic information from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey Voting and 
Registration Supplement and the state election authorities. 

Demographic information for actual voters in past elections was used to construct sample target weights.

Cicero Institute paid for all costs associated with this survey.
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