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Population: 60,2101

Self-Sufficiency Standard: $52,9642

Persons Below Poverty Level: 17%3

Homeless Population: 4144

Shelter Beds Available: 2555

Grand Junction is the largest city on the western side of Colorado. Because of its location and economy, it is 
the primary social services center for both western Colorado and Eastern Utah. In fact, it has “the only shelter 
between Denver and Salt Lake City that houses men, women, and children.”6 It is situated along several 
major highways and is serviced by the Amtrak Railway Company and Greyhound Bus Company. It is also 
surrounded by vast public lands and river systems, including the Colorado River. Because of its accessibility 
and services, Grand Junction most likely has the largest homeless population within a 150-mile radius in each 
direction, and once in the city, mobility can be difficult due to the limited public transportation. 

The 2013 point in time count indicates that there are at least 414 homeless individuals living in Grand 
Junction—which the city calls a “growing” problem.7  Even so, the city only has two shelters that maintain 
roughly 255 shelter beds in the winter, and fewer in the summer.8 One of these shelters, HomewardBound, is 
currently facing a budgetary crisis that may lead to it closing its doors.9  City officials have admitted that a lack 
of beds leaves a great number of homeless residents without access to shelter.10  As a result, many people who 
have no other resources are forced to seek shelter outdoors. Most of them find places to sleep along the rivers, 
where there is vast open space, and others find places to sleep near downtown on the streets or in parks.

Citations and Case Dispositions

Enacted Anti-Homeless Ordinances: 511

Citations Issued Under Anti-Homeless Ordinances (2011-
2014):

1,446

Number of Behaviors Banned: 5

Grand Junction currently has five municipal ordinances that criminalize five separate categories of activities 
associated with homelessness.12 A sixth municipal ordinance, limiting panhandling in certain areas and after 
dark, was recently declared unconstitutional after the ACLU brought a lawsuit.13
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The city was unable to provide enforcement data prior to April 2011,14 but data it did provide revealed several 
trends. Since April 2011, the police department has issued a total of 4,932 citations or warnings under all 
city municipal ordinances.15  Out of those citations or warnings, 827 or 17%, were issued to individuals who 
violated one or more of the five municipal ordinances identified above.  

The vast majority of these citations or warnings were issued under either the trespass of public or private 
property ordinance or park closures ordinance. Trespass violations include, among other things, entering 
or refusing to leave any public or private parking lot during the hours it is closed and entering or refusing to 
leave any public place after being ordered to do so by police.16 Grand Junction police also rely on a similar 
ordinance that makes it “unlawful for any person to be or remain in any of the public parks of the City during 
prohibited hours.”17 

Not all trespass citations or warnings were issued to self-identified homeless individuals, but they are issued 
in a way that disproportionally targets people who are homeless. For instance, since 2011, 767 citations or 
warnings were issued under the trespass ordinance. Out of those, 383, or 50%, were issued to homeless 
individuals.
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Another striking trend in Grand Junction is the number of homeless persons arrested and incarcerated for 
violating municipal ordinances. A single municipal ordinance violation does not result in an arrest, but if 
fines go unpaid, it can turn into an arrest. The number of total citizens incarcerated for violating a municipal 
ordinance closely matches with the number of homeless individuals who were cited each year.18 According 
to a recent study on individuals incarcerated in the Mesa County Detention Facility, many of the incarcerated, 
who are homeless, are likely to suffer from a mental illness.19 

Alternative Enforcement

Issuing citations and warnings are not the only ways Grand Junction officials attempt to deal with homeless 
community members.  To combat panhandling, the city erected a series of street signs near medians with the 
message, “Giving spare change won’t make a change.”20  In the past, it was also reported that officials in Grand 
Junction “locked public bathrooms and shut down water fountains in downtown parks so as to discourage 
homeless people from coming to the area.”21  These tactics did not have much of a deterrent effect, as many 
people panhandle directly under the signs. In response, the city recently passed an ordinance limiting the 
times and places a person could panhandle.

 

Source: http://www.gjsentinel.com/news/articles/time-for-change-city-says
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Services for Homeles Residents

Grand Junction likely provides the most 
services for homeless residents within 150 
miles in each direction. In a 2010 news article, 
Police Chief John Camper summarized the 
city’s concern by saying that there is a fine 
line between the city serving transients and 
becoming a beacon for them.22  Currently, there 
are only two shelters available in the city, plus a variety of organizations that offer day services to homeless 
individuals.  One of the shelters, HomewardBound of the Grand Valley, along with other organizations, 
is heading the construction of a 40-unit complex to house families and individuals who are chronically 
homeless. 23 The project has been recognized as a “testament to Grand Junction’s commitment to providing 
more humane and cost-effective interventions for their most vulnerable.”24  However, HomewardBound was 
also just denied $50,000 in funding by the city to keep its shelter doors open after it saw a 30% increase in 
services over the past year.25  In denying the shelter’s request, the county commissioners stated that the city 
was facing a large deficit and simply could not afford it.26  Surprisingly, HomewardBound is the “only shelter 
in Colorado that doesn’t receive money from the city or county” in which it is located.27

This lack of funding may prove life threating for those who cannot find shelter in the winter when temperatures 
can get as low as two degrees.28  In 2007, approximately eleven persons died in the streets of Grand Junction.29  
Whether or not the city provides funding to these shelters, the homeless population of Grand Junction must 
sleep somewhere. 

Grand Junction also became the focus of tough criticism when three of its police officers raided a homeless 
camp in May 2010, slashing tents and bike tires and smashing food with their batons.30  The officers claimed 
that they raided the camp in search for a particular suspect, and that the tactics used were consistent with 
their police training.31  The city responded by firing all three officers involved in the tent-slashing incident 
and denied such training; however, a survey of homeless individuals in the area reported that this type of 
aggressive police behavior was common.32

In response to these event and other studies in favor of a fairer approach, the Grand Junction Police Department 
initiated a Homeless Outreach Team in January 2011.33 The goals of the outreach team were to reduce chronic 
homelessness in the city and to build relationships between its homeless residents and police officers.34 
The team is now considered a “community resource unit” and consists of four police officers that engage 
with homeless individuals and refer them to local service providers.  Members of the unit also train with the 
Colorado Springs Homeless Outreach Team. Despite these efforts, homelessness is still growing in the city, 
and the number of individuals fined or incarcerated for engaging in life-sustaining activities is increasing. 

 …there’s a fine line between the city serving 
transients and becoming a beacon for them.
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