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LIKE YOU, I AM AN OPEN SPACE ADVOCATE

Open Space Seattle 2100
2008 Seattle Parks Levy
Board of Seattle Parks Commissions
2015 Seattle Parks District 
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my story with homelessness begins here . . .

. . . in seattle’s “jungle” on the evening of January 26, 2016



ethical   
what is society’s responsibility?

do we have a moral imperative?
democratic

what is the role of public space? 

what does this exclusion say 
about our social contract? 

is there long term damage to our 
democratic idea of public space?

if public land is not for the most 
vulnerable, then who is it for?  professional

have we helped or hurt the environment for those 
experiencing homelessness? 

do we have a special responsibility to confront this crisis? 



5,000 people

people in families, sheltered (30%)

individuals, sheltered (35%)

people in families, unsheltered (3%)

individuals, unsheltered (32%)

Data from the 2017 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress

AMERICA’S HOMELESS POPULATION IN 2017



Data from the 2017 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress

TEN LARGEST POPULATIONS OF PEOPLE EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS



UNSHELTERED HOMELESS 

Data from the 2017 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress



WHERE ARE PEOPLE EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS COMING FROM? 

MYTH



WHERE ARE PEOPLE EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS COMING FROM? 

Data from the King County All Home report 



5,000 people

people in families, sheltered (30%)

individuals, sheltered (35%)

people in families, unsheltered (3%)

individuals, unsheltered (32%)

Data from the 2017 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress

THE STORIES WE TELL OURSELVES ABOUT THE HOMELESS



“Why is Homelessness Increasing?”    
Washington State Department of Commerce
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so what is the proximate cause of homelessness? 



THE UNDERLYING TRAUMA: A LACK OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING



“Why is Homelessness Increasing?”    
Washington State Department of Commerce



          



AFTER THE TRAUMA OF HOMELESSNESS, WHAT DOES THE PUBLIC REALM OFFER? 





HomeLandLab Podcast



THREE STRATEGIES



CONNECTION

ME
YOU
NOW



Jonathan Martin and Scott Greenstone

CONNECTION: TELL BETTER STORIES

Seattle Times | Project Homeless



CONNECTION: GUIDANCE

Wendell Blassingame In St. James Park, Skid Row





Leah Filler

INVITATION: RADICAL HOSPITALITY

LavaMae



Leslie Smith
Alliance for Pioneer Square Activation

INVITATION: INCLUSIVE PROGRAMMING

Tim Harris
RealChange Homeless Empowerment Project



INVITATION: GIVING

Graham Pruss WeCount’s Box of Socks



Tamika Butler

INVITATION: SAFE, ECONOMICALLY DIVERSE TRANSPORTATION SYSTEMS





THE UNDERLYING TRAUMA: A LACK OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING











ROOT CAUSES OF HOUSING UNAFFORDABILITY



WE NEED TO CONFRONT OUR HISTORY: SEGREGATING HOME

      



WITH PEOPLE DYING ON THE STREETS, MANY CAN’T WAIT TO MAKE CHANGE



PREVENTION: COMMUNITY FIRST! VILLAGE

Alan Graham Community First Village



PREVENTION: THE BLOCK PROJECT
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1. THIS IS A BUILT ENVIRONMENT PROBLEM
2. THERE APPEARS TO BE NO POLICY OBJECTIVE. 
3. WE’VE DESIGNED A SYSTEM THAT CREATES MAXIMUM IMPACTS ON PUBLIC SPACES
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strengthening community 
increasing safety 

keeping families together
protecting the commons 

respecting dignity
encouraging hygiene 

promoting productivity
treating mental health

providing stability
being cost effective

ending homelessness



1. THIS IS A BUILT ENVIRONMENT PROBLEM 
2. NO ONE LIKES WHAT WE’RE DOING NOW 
3. THERE APPEARS TO BE NO POLICY OBJECTIVE 
4. WE’VE DESIGNED POLICIES, SYSTEMS AND ENVIRONMENTS THAT MAXIMIZE IMPACTS ON 
PUBLIC SPACES



THE INTERTWINED FATES OF HOMELESSNESS AND PUBLIC SPACE



THE INTERTWINED FATES OF HOMELESSNESS AND PUBLIC SPACE



YET … 



WE CAN DESIGN BETTER POLICIES, SYSTEMS AND ENVIRONMENTS



NEW MODEL OF PUBLIC SPACE AND HOMELESSNESS THAT IS AFFIRMING
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PREVENTION: HOUSING ON PUBLIC LANDS

John Wilson, King County Assessor





AUSTIN’S SYSTEM OF ENCAMPMENT TRIAGE



Restrooms

• UN standards: 224 restrooms
• City of Seattle has: 6 restrooms



PREVENTION: OPPORTUNITIES FOR HOUSING ON PUBLIC LANDS

BLOCK PROJECT 
HOMES

540 ACRES OF 
PUBLIC PARK 

PARKING

+

AN RV PARK ON 
STEROIDS

25-30% OF CITY 
LAND DEVOTED TO 

RIGHTS OF WAY

+
PLATFORM TENTS

THOUSANDS OF 
ACRES OF SURPLUS 

PUBLIC LANDS

+



“The minimum requirement for a dream is a safe place to lay your
head. We must hold our governments and ourselves accountable for
keeping our shared cities safe for everyone in them because the only
cities worth building, indeed the only futures worth dreaming of, are
those that include all of us.”

-OluTimehin Adegbeye
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