THE HOMELESS SHUFFLE™
Why Encampments Keep Coming Back to the Same Corner
Sweeps move people. They don't move the reasons people were there in the first place.
City crews clear an encampment on a Tuesday. Tents, tarps, and belongings go into a truck. By the following Tuesday, new tents have appeared on the same block, or one block over. To residents and city councils watching the cycle repeat, it can look like defiance, or like the same people simply refusing to leave. The research on encampment persistence tells a different story: people aren't returning to a location out of stubbornness. They're returning to a map.
The Resource Map
Unsheltered people, like anyone else, organize their lives around access to the things they need to survive: food, water, a place to charge a phone, a bathroom, medical care, and other people. Studies of encampment siting have found that these locations cluster tightly around what's often called “service geography” — soup kitchens, day shelters, outreach offices, transit stops, and public restrooms.
Cities that have written distance standards into their own shelter-siting rules use a similar functional range: Salt Lake City requires a service-area plan covering a quarter-mile radius around a shelter, Port Townsend, Washington requires shelters to sit within a half-mile walk of transit, and Washington state's own siting guidance to cities uses a full mile as its zoning-analysis radius. That quarter-mile-to-one-mile band is a reasonable proxy for how far an unsheltered resident can realistically travel on foot and still return reliably.
When a location gets swept, that geography doesn't move. The soup kitchen is still there next week. The bus stop is still there. The outreach worker who has spent months building trust with a specific person is still showing up at the same corner. So the pull back to that radius isn't emotional — it's logistical. People relocate to the next available spot inside the same resource map, because leaving that map means losing access to the things keeping them alive.
A Problem Cities Sometimes Built Themselves
Los Angeles's Skid Row is the starkest example on record. The area became the city's densest concentration of unsheltered people in large part because city policy in the 1970s deliberately clustered social services there — shelters, missions, treatment programs, and outreach offices, all within walking distance of each other. The services created the magnet. Decades of enforcement activity in the area have not undone that geography, because the sweeps target the people, not the infrastructure that draws them.
Sweeping an encampment without relocating the services around it doesn't move the problem. It just moves the people back to it.
What the Data Shows
Independent research keeps landing on the same conclusion. RAND Corporation researchers who studied encampment removals found that population counts in swept areas tend to rebound to their prior trend lines within a matter of months — sweeps redistribute people locally rather than reducing the number of people living unsheltered in a given area.
Seattle researchers examining encampment site selection found that unsheltered residents tended to locate themselves closer to food access points than the city's own shelters were sited — meaning that accepting a shelter placement can sometimes mean giving up reliable access to food.
Los Angeles's Inside Safe initiative offers a concrete cost picture: after more than three years and reported spending north of $300 million, the program had moved roughly 5,800 people into interim housing — hotels and motels, mostly — but by the program's third-year mark, about 40 percent of them had already returned to unsheltered homelessness. The intervention worked in the short term and struggled to hold, at significant public expense.
City complaint data adds a second layer: in areas studied after a sweep, resident complaint volume did not meaningfully drop 30 days later. The visible encampment was gone, but the underlying conditions driving both the encampment and the complaints about it hadn't changed, so the cycle simply repeated on the next enforcement calendar.
The Hidden Cost of Getting Swept
Every sweep carries a cost that doesn't show up in a city budget line. Government identification, medical records, and paperwork tied to benefits or housing applications are routinely lost, confiscated, or destroyed during clearance operations. Losing an ID is not a minor inconvenience for someone trying to qualify for housing — it can restart the process from zero.
Outreach relationships take months to build and are just as fragile. When a person is displaced from a known location, the case worker who has been tracking their case often cannot find them again. Research on encampment sweeps has documented this directly: repeated displacement pushes people back into pure survival mode, which is the opposite of the stability needed to move someone toward permanent housing. Each sweep can leave a person further from housing than before it happened, not closer.
The Legal Backdrop
The U.S. Supreme Court's 2024 ruling in City of Grants Pass v. Johnson removed the legal requirement that cities offer shelter or an alternative before clearing an encampment. Cities today have broad, largely unrestricted authority to sweep public camping without providing anywhere for people to go. That ruling didn't resolve the underlying resource-geography problem — it simply removed any legal obligation for cities to address it. What a city does beyond the legal minimum is now entirely a matter of local choice, budget, and political will.
States Are Already Pushing Cities Toward Designated Sites
Grants Pass gave cities the power to sweep. A separate and newer wave of state legislation is pushing many of those same cities toward a different tool: legally designated areas where camping is permitted, in place of — or alongside — an outright ban on public camping everywhere else.
At least eight states have passed statewide public camping restrictions in recent years: Texas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Oklahoma, Tennessee, Indiana, and Utah. Of those eight, at least three — Texas, Florida, and Kentucky — write specific compliance standards directly into their designated-area provisions, requiring some combination of sanitation, water access, safety measures, and coordination with health or outreach services before a site can be certified as compliant. Louisiana and North Carolina have enacted similar designated-area standards through separate legislation outside that eight-state group.
Much of this legislation traces back to a shared model bill that a number of state legislatures have adapted, which is part of why the language and structure look so similar from state to state. What none of the enacted versions do, in any state, is define what a compliant site actually has to look like on the ground — there's no equipment standard, no reference design, and typically no dedicated state funding attached to the mandate. Cities are told to create a compliant designated area and largely left to work out the hardware themselves.
That gap is exactly where the sweep-and-return cycle and the legislative trend intersect. A designated area only solves the underlying resource-geography problem if it's sited inside the radius people already depend on — and only satisfies the letter of these laws if it actually meets the sanitation, water, and safety standards written into them. A field with a fence around it does neither.
The gap is wider than a missing equipment standard, though. Of the three states with the strictest designated-area requirements written into law — Texas, Florida, and Kentucky — none appears to have a single certified, operating designated site as of this writing.
Texas's own state housing agency is required to publicly track every designated-camping plan submitted for approval; that public list currently shows none approved, more than four years after the law took effect. Florida's certification process has been active since 2024, but local reporting describes counties still working through the requirements amid public opposition, without a confirmed certified site yet. Kentucky's law, only a year old, has produced a sharp rise in camping citations and arrests — but little public evidence that any city has stood up the designated area the same law also permits.
In practice, cities are overwhelmingly choosing the enforcement half of these laws and skipping the designated-area half. That's not surprising: writing a citation costs a few minutes of an officer's time, while standing up a compliant site costs money, staffing, a fight with residents who don't want it nearby, and a siting process built to be restrictive by design. Enforcement is the path of least resistance, and right now it's the only half of the law most cities are actually using.
SITE IT WRONG, AND THE DESIGNATED AREA FAILS THE SAME WAY THE SWEEP DID.
Below is proof of both.
Proof the sweep fails this way: unsheltered residents already gravitate toward locations close to food, transit, and outreach access more consistently than official shelters do. Sweep a location and that resource map doesn't move — people relocate to the next spot inside the same radius.
That's exactly why RAND found swept encampments re-populating within two to three months and why LA's Inside Safe has seen roughly 40 percent of participants return to the street despite a $300 million investment. The enforcement pressure never touches the actual variable driving the behavior.
Proof the same failure repeats for badly-sited designated areas: nothing about that underlying mechanism changes just because a site is now legally “compliant.” A designated area placed on available land far from that resource map — an empty industrial lot, a parcel chosen because no one objected to it — faces the identical pull. People won't use it, or won't stay, and the city will have a technically compliant site standing empty while the actual encampments simply re-form somewhere back inside the radius that matters.
Getting the siting right isn't a nice-to-have on top of legal compliance — it's the difference between a designated area that works and one that becomes an expensive, empty box a few blocks from where the real problem still lives.
An Alternative Already in Motion
A small but growing number of proposals are trying to fill the hardware gap those state laws leave open — and to remove the cost and complexity that's kept every one of those three states at zero implemented sites so far. 
Placing registered, serviced infrastructure inside the radius people already depend on, rather than displacing people away from it, is the goal. One example is the Mobile Cart Support Unit + Hygiene (MCSU+H) system (https://mcsusystems.com), a patent-pending, rapidly deployable personal shelter unit designed to be sited within an officially designated area — close to the same food, transit, and service access that already draws people to a given block — with sanitation handled on a routine municipal service schedule rather than left to the individual.
The pitch behind proposals like this isn't a legal defense and isn't framed as a compliance requirement — cities have no obligation to do any of it after Grants Pass. It's a humanitarian and political option for jurisdictions that want to do more than the legal minimum: an approach that treats the resource map as a design constraint to build around, instead of a pattern to keep fighting block by block.
The Bottom Line
Encampments aren't reforming out of defiance. They're reforming because the map that put them there in the first place — food, water, hygiene, transit, medical access, and each other — hasn't moved. Until a policy response accounts for that map, sweeps will keep producing the same result: a cleared block today, and a familiar one next month.
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