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Staff Guidance for Responding to Encampments in Hartford  
Effective Date:  April 15, 2021 
Revised August 26, 2021 
Approved by: Tracy Yarlott-Davis, Town Manager 
 

The Town of Hartford is committed to the long-term strategies of housing development and 
other avenues for individuals and families to have clean, safe, affordable housing.  Prevention 
strategies and affordable housing development strategies are not addressed in this particular 
document; however, it is important to acknowledge that the emergency response strategies 
outlined in this staff guidance fall within a broader framework to ultimately exit unhoused 
individuals and families from the homelessness system to permanent housing. 

This guidance’s goal is to address the adverse health and safety impacts of unsheltered 
homelessness, with compassion and care not to criminalize poverty.  This staff guidance also 
provides a framework for assisting property owners with encampments on their property, 
including Vermont Agency of Transportation (VTRANS). This document specifically defines an 
encampment as one or more individual’s regular accommodations consisting of tents, huts, 
trailers, or vehicles. 

The overall purpose of this staff guidance is to manage the adverse impacts of homeless 
encampments by balancing the interests of all residents (i.e. unhoused, housed, business 
community), and focusing encampment actions on mitigating negative outcomes as they 
pertain to public safety, public health, and equity outcomes. This guidance allows staff to have 
an action plan ready at any time. 
 

General Public Safety Considerations 

Public safety emergencies requiring a fire, medical, and/or police response should be 
immediately reported to 911, and those departments shall respond according to the 
ordinances, codes, statutes, and/or regulations under which they operate and are authorized to 
enforce. For example, the investigation of crimes committed at encampments, especially 
violent crimes, arson, and narcotics trafficking, shall be conducted consistent with the laws and 
policies that currently govern all other criminal investigations, irrespective of location or 
whether the suspect is sheltered or unsheltered. 

Regarding public safety considerations that are not necessarily public safety emergencies (e.g. 
accumulation of trash/debris, right-of-way obstructions, distancing of tents/vehicles/structures, 
etc.), the Town Manager, in consultation with the Department Directors, and Town Health 
Officer shall determine the level of intervention depending on specific findings, which are 
presented later in this staff guidance. 
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Authority for Decisions and Actions 

While the Town Manager is ultimately responsible for decisions and actions, they will consult 
with the Department of Public Works, Police Department, Fire Department, Hartford Health 
Officer, and other departments as needed.  The division of responsibilities between each Town 
department may be adjusted as necessary depending on available resources, capacity, and 
emergency responsiveness. Each department may, from time to time, create or revise 
additional specific procedures necessary to effectuate the roles and duties described in this 
staff guidance for their individual department. 

The Department Directors or their designee for Public Works, Fire, Police, and the Health 
Officer will: 

• Provide regular input on issues governed by this staff guidance, based in their departmental 
expertise;  

• Participate in collective decision-making for any intervention proposed under this staff 
guidance;  

• Perform any aspect of an intervention delegated to their department once the intervention is 
approved. 

 

This staff guidance aims to:  

1. Designate high- sensitivity areas, where unmanaged encampments are presumed to 
cause unreasonably high levels of health and safety impacts due to the nature of the 
location;  

2. Determine findings that will prompt intervention;  

3. Provide guidance on addressing unreasonable health and safety risks, promoting 
voluntary compliance, and strategies to address non-compliance.  

 

1. High-Sensitivity Areas  

High-sensitivity areas are locations where the health and safety impacts of homeless 
encampments have a heightened potential to degrade sensitive natural resources, critical 
infrastructure, or create significant obstruction to residences, businesses, emergency routes 
and rights-of-way. 

High-sensitivity areas may include, but are not limited to:  

• Schools and adjoining grounds 
• Licensed daycare facilities 
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• Hospitals 
• Parks 
• Jurisdictional wetlands, waters, and waterways 
• Floodways and floodplains 
• Critical wildlife habitats 
• Other public lands (including lands managed by State agencies).  

 

Therefore, encampments shall not obstruct traffic lanes, bike lanes, or sidewalks.  They also 
shall not be located within: 
 

• 50 feet of jurisdictional wetlands, waters, or waterways established by any governing 
body.  

 
• A floodway or floodplain as designated by the Federal Emergency Management Agency. 

 
If the encampment includes an individual who is a registered sex offender, or convicted of a violent 
felony, the Police department may require the individual to be 2,000 feet away from schools, 
playgrounds, parks, or athletic fields.  This final determination will be made by the Police Chief or 
Deputy Chief. 

 

2. Findings Prompting Intervention  
 
Encampments located in high-sensitivity areas are always subject to intervention given the 
potential degradation to critical infrastructure or the presence of significant obstructions to 
egress.  
 
For encampments located in other areas that do not meet the criteria outlined above, the Town 
Manager in consultation with Town staff, will consider the following findings in deciding what 
level of intervention is appropriate.  
 
Public health findings include, but are not limited to:  
• Confirmed case of infectious disease(s) 
• Confirmed exposure to infectious disease(s)  
• Excessive animal or vermin vector hazards (e.g., rats, other vector vermin) 
• Presence of biological vector hazards (e.g., blood, fecal matter) 
• Notice of public health emergency at a site declared by a local, state, or federal public health 
entity 
• Need for cleaning or restoration as identified by public health officials and/or the Department 
of Public Works. 
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Public safety findings:  
• Location of encampment impedes the right-of-way, lane of traffic, bike lane, or ADA access;  
• Location of encampment such that First Responders (including, but not limited to, Fire, Police, 
and any health care workers), are impeded in performing their essential government functions;  
• Pervasive criminal activity;  
• Damage to essential infrastructure (e.g., reservoirs, bridges, public utilities, drainage and 
sewer systems);  
• Excessive amounts of waste/garbage/debris as determined by the Health Officer, or the 
Director of Public Work  
• Proximity of encampment to objective dangers (e.g., edge of a steep slope, on an in-use train 
track, in a vehicular lane of traffic).  
• Excessive fire hazards and/or calls for service as determined by Fire and/or Police  
• Unpermitted outside fires  
• Presence of open electrical splices or illegal wiring.  
• Roadway obstructions as determined by the Fire Department  
• Fire hydrant obstructions as determined by the Fire Department  
• Storage of tires, gasoline, or propane tanks, and unsafe storage of combustible materials or 
accumulation of combustible waste.  
 
 

3. Compliance  
The Town must balance the rights of encamped individuals against its fundamental duty to 
maintain public safety and public health.  
 
If the Town receives a complaint of an encampment that may be in a high-sensitivity area or 
have public health or safety findings, they will: 
 
• Convene an on-site meeting with representatives of Police, Fire, Public Works as well as 
the Town Manager and the Health Officer. If current work priorities do not allow all parties to 
meet in a timely manner, they will observe the area on their own and provide feedback to the 
Town Manager. 
• Based on the above factors, the group will determine if the encampment is in a high-
sensitivity area or not compliant with public health or safety requirements as listed in Section 2. 
• The Health Officer or other Town staff or contracted staff, as designated by the Town 
Manager, will attempt to achieve voluntary compliance with public health and safety issues. 
• If the encampment is in a high sensitivity area, the Health Officer, or other Community 
Wellness staff as designated by the Town Manager will provide applicable housing vouchers 
and connections to other local services as available from State and local community agencies. 
• If the encampment residents are unwilling or unable to voluntarily comply, the Town 
may intervene in ways, including but not limited to: 

o Posting the area against Trespassing and having the individuals cited and/or 
removed. 

o Advising property owners on how to post the area against trespassing. 
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o Requiring the property owner to mitigate the site to remove public health 
hazards as listed above. 

o Directing Police and Fire to comply with local, state, and federal laws in an 
ordinary manner.  

 
Town staff will also convene an after-action meeting to determine how we can improve our 
response. 
 
Except when urgent health and safety concerns require shorter notice, encampment residents 
will be given at least 48 hours to accept an offer of shelter or alternative housing if such 
referrals are available. Once a shelter or alternative housing referral is accepted., encampment 
residents will have another 48 hours to remove their belongings and any trash or debris. 
Exceptions my be made if the shelter referral is not available immediately upon confirmation 
with the providing shelter. 
 
 A person is also free to voluntarily relocate if shelter provisions are declined. All declinations 
will be documented. Outreach efforts and service offers will continue, as resources allow, with 
the goal of ending the individual’s unsheltered status.  
 
During this period, encampment residents will receive notice that they must remove and 
relocate any personal possessions. Anything remaining after the person has relocated will be 
discarded. 
 
 
 

Notes on the August 2021 revision: 

• The form was not an effective method for capturing the information.  Staff found email 
much easier to use and record their concerns. 

• We found that at times it has been too difficulty to get all of us together at the same time, if 
that’s the care time is of the essence and people should visit the site in smaller groups or on 
their own. 

• Based on the period of April – August 2021, we removed some of the vaguer distancing 
criteria related to schools and playgrounds. 

• Based on our responses between April and August, 2021 we clarified the process when we 
offer someone shelter referrals and the timing surrounding that process 


