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Population: 17,8341

Self-Sufficiency Standard: $59,2282

Persons Below Poverty Level: 12.4%3

Homeless Population: Unrecorded
Shelter Beds Available: 454

Durango is the 41st most populous city in Colorado, and the most populous city in southwestern La Plata 
County.5 The city was founded in the late 1800s by the Denver & Rio Grande Railroad Company.6 Nestled 
along the banks of the Animas River, the town is known for its picturesque scenery and many available 
outdoor activities.

The homeless population in Durango is not counted in any point in time survey and is not well documented.7 
Nevertheless, community service providers, such as Manna Soup Kitchen, state that homelessness is 
becoming more prevalent in the area, evidenced by the increasing amount of homeless persons seeking 
services in Durango.8  Manna Soup Kitchen has witnessed a substantial rise in the number of meals served 
each year:

9

Citations and Case Dispositions

Enacted Anti-Homeless Ordinances: 710

Citations Under Anti-Homeless Ordinances (2010-
2014):

176

Number of Behaviors Banned: 8
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In the past five years, the number of citations issued under anti-homeless ordinances has increased: there 
were more than twice as many citations issued under Durango’s anti-homeless ordinances in 2014 than in 
2010. The most notable increase in citation patterns occurred in citations issued for loitering: while only one 
individual was cited in 2010, several dozen were cited in each 2012, 2013, and 2014.11 To the people who lived 
in Durango but had no housing, the perceived increase in police enforcement is very real. 

 

The Effect of Increased Municipal Code Enforcement and City Bench Removal

Durango is a town where the affordable housing is decreasing while the number of families living at or below 
the poverty line is increasing.12  Julie Popp, spokeswoman for Durango School District 9-R explained, “[a]bout 
36 percent of the students in the district are at or below the poverty level,” and in some schools, such as the 
Animas Valley (Elementary School), the rate is higher than 50 percent.13  She also reported that numerous 
families were living in motels.14 

A leading factor influencing the increase of homelessness in Durango is the lack of low-income housing.  
“More than 51 percent of the households in La Plata County meet the income requirements to qualify for a 
Habitat house.”15 The lack of affordable housing in Durango contributes to a growing homeless population 
that has no place to perform necessary life functions outside of the public eye such as sitting, sleeping, and 
eating. Durango’s homeless residents must perform these acts in public and as such are forced to the streets 
of Downtown Durango where they can be close to publicly offered services, such as free meals provided by 
Manna Soup Kitchen.

The central business district of Durango has kept a keen eye on the increase in the number of homeless persons 
in the downtown area, especially on and around benches provided by the city that are placed throughout the 
downtown area.16 Many business throughout downtown believe that the people who spend time on these 
benches are bad for business. Justine Hall, an employee with the Durango Antique Market, requested a city 
bench be removed from the storefront in May 2015.17  It was gone before she opened shop the next day.18 
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This reflects how the business sector and City of 
Durango elect to deal with the visibility its homeless 
citizens: out of sight, out of mind. Justine Hall 
continued to say: “[w]e had a couple confrontations 
with people out there, so we just eliminated the 
problem.”19  Removing benches prevents any person 
experiencing homelessness from taking a seat and 
resting, when they have no place of their own to sit and 
rest. The City of Durango has spent taxpayer money 
making, placing, and, now, removing benches around 
downtown. In the past 3 years, Durango removed 
6-8 benches from the downtown area per business 
owner requests.20 The cost to the city for each one of 
these benches is $899 plus the cost of the employee’s 
hourly wage to remove them.21 

Evidence of the business community’s aversion to the presence of homeless people in downtown areas is not 
only supported with bench removals: Police enforcement of Durango municipal ordinances further reveals 
the community’s feelings towards its homeless residents. A longtime homeless resident, Shaley Murphy, 
said attitudes toward homeless persons in Durango have changed.22 “She said she has seen more aggression 
between homeless persons and the police recently.”23 This is supported by the data gathered above.

The removal of park benches and the increasing and aggressive enforcement of municipal ordinances by the 
Durango police sends a clear signal: Durango does not want homelessness to be visible. Some of Durango’s 
homeless residents heeded the city’s message and moved to the neighboring woods in order to avoid the 
hostility felt in town.24 Homeless persons having no place to store their possessions dragged tents, sleeping 
bags, bicycles, books, and food up the steep slopes surrounding Durango in search of a place where they can 
survive.25 This migration into the woods surrounding Durango has led to additional problems for the city and 
homeless individuals alike.26 

On May 23, 2015, two homeless individuals camping in the woods surrounding Durango were attacked by 
a bear and transported to the local hospital for injuries.27 There are other dangers beyond wildlife for these 
campers. These areas are poorly lit and regulated, and if a problem arises, the camping communities are far 
from any services. As more and more people are forced to live in the woods, the city has noticed a large 
increase in the amount of trash accumulating because of the lack of city services in those areas. This leads 
to safety concerns, such as attracting animals and decreased hygiene and health of the people living in these 
communities.28 

From removing sidewalk benches, to increased ordinance enforcement, the policy of the City of Durango 
enforces “of out of sight, out of mind.”  This approach increases the cost to the taxpayers and creates a 
cascading series of harm for all of the people living in Durango who find themselves homeless. Meanwhile 
taxpayers lose the benefits of having public benches and must pay the cost of hiding, instead of addressing, 
the problem of homelessness.

Source: Mary Shinn, Durango Herald, http://www.durangoherald.com/
article/20150521/NEWS01/150529945/Homeless-people-motivate-
businesses-to-move-benches.
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