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Population: 156,4801

Self-Sufficiency Standard: $64,3312

Persons Below Poverty Level: 18.6%3

Homeless Population: 4384

Shelter Beds Available: 118-1585

Fort Collins is the fourth most populous city in Colorado.6 The northern most major city on Colorado’s Front 
Range, it is home to Colorado State University. Lined with businesses, restaurants, and bars, the historic Old 
Town area forms the cultural and economic heart of the city. Fort Collins has a reputation as one of the country’s 
best places to live.7 Major industries in the city include technology firms like Hewlett Packard and breweries 
like Anheuser-Busch and New Belgium Brewing Company. Based on its public- private collaborations in green 
energy, the Smithsonian Institute recently selected Fort Collins as one of six cities to showcase American 
innovation.8

Fort Collins is unique in that it performs two point-in-time surveys to count its homeless population: one during 
the summer and one during the winter.9 This provides better picture of the state of homelessness throughout the 
year, yet advocates argue that it remains under-inclusive.  The summer 2014 point-in-time survey indicates there 
are 438 homeless individuals in the city of Fort Collins, while the winter 2015 point-in-time survey counted 301 
individuals.10 There are more homeless people during the summer months, yet the number of available shelter 
beds is fewer in the summer. Though many of the shelters provide emergency beds during the winter, there are 
only 118 beds during the summer months for 438 people.11  This means 317 individuals are without shelter and 
must live on the streets or in public spaces.

Citations and Case Dispositions

Enacted Anti-Homeless Ordinances: 1012

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

2,41113

Number of Behaviors Banned: 10
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Though Fort Collins has a lower homeless population than many similarly sized Colorado cities, it has enacted 
ten municipal ordinances that criminalize ten categories of behaviors associated homelessness. This number 
is disproportionately high and is second only to Denver, which has enacted 11 ordinances criminalizing 
homelessness. 

Fort Collins has not only enacted a significant number of ordinances that criminalize homelessness, but also 
continues to heavily enforce these ordinances. In the past five years, Fort Collins has issued a substantial number 
of citations for both its camping in public and panhandling ordinances.14  Fort Collins issues the second highest 
number of citations for its camping ban (behind Boulder), far ahead of the third place city (Colorado Springs). 
Citations issued for violations of Fort Collins’ public camping ban have increased 463% from seventy-three in 
2010 to 338 in 2014.15 

Source: http://www.coloradoan.com/story/news/local/fort-collins/2014/09/23/
business-owners-near-jefferson-park-demand-action/16103699/
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These numbers surpass citations issued for violations of similar ordinances in cities with larger homeless 
populations. 

Homeless residents are disproportionately cited under these ten anti-homeless ordinances. While homeless 
individuals make up less than one tenth of one percent of the Fort Collins population, over ten percent of 
citations issued between 2010 and 2014 under the entire Fort Collins Municipal code were issued to homeless 
individuals. 

Under the ten identified ordinances, Fort Collins issued 1,514 citations to those self-identified as “transient.” 
This means that over half of the citations under these ten ordinances were issued to homeless individuals. This 
number should be interpreted as under-inclusive, as it only includes individuals who self-identify as “transient,” 
and therefore excludes those who gave a homeless shelter, a past address, or friend’s house for their address. 
When compared with Fort Collins’ 2014 homeless population of 289, 1514 citations between 2010 and 2014 
averages out to one citation for every homeless resident every year. 
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Fort Collins Misplaces Its Resources by Allocating Funds to Ticket, 
Rather than Shelter, Homeless Citizens

Like many other Colorado cities, Fort Collins created a 10-year plan to address homelessness in the city.16 
Homeward 2020 aims to “make homelessness rare, short-lived, and non-recurring.”17  As one component of this 
initiative, Fort Collins has committed to providing enough beds to temporarily shelter all of the city’s homeless 
citizens during the winter, between November and March.18  In doing so, the City Council changed the land use 
code such that temporary overflow shelters will not have to endure the legislative process each year in order to 
provide overflow beds during the winter months.19 

However, this short-term solution does not address the underlying factors contributing to homelessness. It 
fails to tackle issues such as a lack of affordable housing units in the city and the large number of unsheltered 
individuals during the summer months. These additional beds also do not help the many homeless individuals 
who cannot or do not want to stay in shelters, either because they are concerned about theft and violence in 
shelters, they have social anxiety or social disorders that make staying in shelters difficult, or because shelters 
frequently will not let them bring their pets.

Despite the fact that shelter beds are unavailable to many, Fort Collins continues to aggressively criminalize 
sleeping outside. On one day in August 2014, Fort Collins police issued 32 citations in connection with over 50 
campsites removed along the Poudre River.20 August is not a month when the shelters provide overflow beds, 
leaving only the 118 regular beds, and forcing 317 individuals to be in violation of the law simply because they 
have no shelter.21 In addition to its public camping ban, Fort Collins also prohibits owners of private property 
from permitting people to camp on their land for more than one week.22 As the city provides emergency shelter 
for only one-quarter of its homeless residents, many individuals have no choice but to sleep in public spaces, 
where they are then targeted, cited, fined, and ultimately, jailed.23 

Though the city expresses a desire to increase services to homeless individuals, it has not reduced its enforcement 
of laws that criminalize homelessness and continues to allocate its limited resources to this enforcement. The 
inappropriate allocation of resources toward ordinance enforcement has subjected Fort Collins to litigation, 
emphasizing further the inefficiency and ineffectiveness of its current approach. 
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ACLU Challenge to Fort Collin’s Panhandling Laws

In February 2015, the ACLU of Colorado filed a class action lawsuit against Fort Collins, maintaining the city 
was violating individuals’ First Amendment rights to free speech by enforcing an ordinance that prohibited 
panhandling.24 The suit, brought on behalf of four homeless individuals, asserted that between August 2012 and 
November 2014, Fort Collins issued 100 panhandling citations.25 Two-thirds of these citations were issued for 
actions the city considers “passive solicitation.”26 The ACLU and the city of Fort Collins reached a settlement 
in March 2015, and, as a result, Fort Collins eliminated 7 of its 11 provisions against panhandling.27 This created 
confusion, however, as the city continued to prohibit aggressive panhandling while peaceful panhandling 
remained permissible.28

Homeless individuals in and around Old Town remain a concern to city officials and business owners.Business 
owners in Old Town are eager to stem the influx of homeless people in the area.29 In the summer of 2014, Fort 
Collins police reported that up to half of the calls requiring officer response were for illegal camping, panhandling, 
and disturbances downtown by homeless individuals.30  One business owner, an owner of a boutique and gift 
store in Old Town, initiated her own action to address panhandlers in front of her store whom she felt were 
deterring her customers.  The owner of a small gift boutique store put a sign and donation box inside her store, 
urging customers to donate to the local shelters that provide services to homeless citizens, rather than those on 
the street.31 

According to Fort Collins City Manager, Darin Atteberry, businesses in the downtown area continue to request 
more “enforcement of behaviors,” an issue he deems “difficult for many.”32 Atteberry says this will be an “on-going 
policy discussion,” between city officials and business leaders. 33 In August 2015, in response to the Old Town 
homeless influx, city counsel members suggested, and then voted down, a proposal for an ordinance making it 
illegal to sit or lie down for extended periods of time in Old Town. 34 Instead, the Fort Collins City Counsel voted 
on a one-year pilot program for a homeless street outreach team.35 This team will be comprised of paid staff, 
focused on preventing aggressive behavior and directing those in need to available services. 36 

Conclusion

Fort Collins has instituted several initiatives that attempt to address the root causes of homelessness. However, 
this effort is starkly juxtaposed with the continuing enforcement of municipal ordinances that criminalize 
the precise actions that homeless individuals need to take to survive on the streets.  Fort Collins municipal 
ordinances criminalize activities inextricably linked to homelessness and poverty, such as sleeping outside 
and panhandling. The number of citations issued under these ordinances indicates that these ordinances are 
strictly enforced. 

This current approach of criminalizing homelessness isn’t working to decrease homelessness, nor its visibility. If 
Fort Collins continues to allocate more resources to the criminalization of homelessness than to the services and 
institutional changes required to find long-term solutions, Fort Collins will fail to meet the its Homeward 2020 
goals to alleviate homelessness in its city and continue the cycle of poverty for its most marginalized residents.
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