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What is a Homeless Bill of Rights? 
• Powerful legal tool that can 

protect the civil and human 
rights of homeless people 
 

• Prevent common forms of 
discrimination 
 

• Help homeless people realize 
the rights many take for 
granted 
 

• Help lay a legal foundation to 
end homelessness 
 

• Enacted at both the state and 
local levels 
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Why are Homeless Bills of Rights Needed? 

• 3.5 million Americans 
experience homelessness each 
year. 
 

• There are fewer shelter beds 
than homeless people in every 
major American city. 
 

• Many communities are 
criminalizing, rather than 
solving, homelessness. 
 

• Discrimination against 
homeless people is pervasive 
and challenging to remedy 
under existing laws. 
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Where Have Homeless Bills of Rights  
Been Passed? 

 
• Homeless bills of rights have 

been enacted in Rhode Island, 
Connecticut, Illinois, and the 
United States territory of 
Puerto Rico. 
 

• Legislation has been proposed 
or considered in California, 
Hawaii, Oregon, Vermont, 
Missouri, Massachusetts, 
Tennessee, and Maryland. 
 

• These laws are rapidly gaining 
momentum across the country. 
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What Can a Homeless Bill of Rights Include? 

Varies according to the needs in each 
state. 
 
Common provisions: 
 
• Move freely in public spaces 
• Equal treatment by state and 

municipal authorities 
• Freedom from discrimination while 

seeking or maintaining employment 
• Emergency medical care 
• Vote, register to vote, and receive 

documentation necessary for voter 
registration 

• Protection from disclosure of 
information or records conveyed to a 
temporary residence 

• Reasonable expectation of privacy in 
personal property 
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How Can Advocates Help Enact  
Homeless Bills of Rights? 

• Gather information from homeless 
people when determining 
homeless bill of rights priorities 
 

• Develop a plan for building a broad 
coalition of support for the bill, 
including legislators, community 
groups, law enforcement, 
members of the legal community, 
and members of the media; 
 

• Develop an education and 
outreach strategy to demonstrate 
the need for the bill and to combat 
stigma against homeless people; 
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How Can Advocates Help Enact  
Homeless Bills of Rights?  

• Develop a legislative strategy that 
includes a plan for identifying and 
negotiating potentially 
controversial provisions; 
 

• Consult legislative and legal 
experts when drafting the bill to 
maximize the bill’s chances for 
enactment and withstanding any 
potential legal challenges; and 
 

• Develop an implementation and 
enforcement plan to ensure that 
an enacted law ultimately has a 
positive impact on the lives of 
homeless people. 
 
 



nlchp.org 

How Have Homeless Bills of Rights  
Been Implemented? 

• Early stages of 
implementation 
 

• Rhode Island example: 
• Public outreach and 

education 
• Discriminatory practices 

changing 
• Homeless people more active 

in advocating for themselves 
 

• Enforcement mechanisms 
are important! 
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Contact Information 
 

Tristia Bauman 
Housing Program Director 

tbauman@nlchp.org 
202-638-2535 ext. 102 
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A Homeless Bill of Rights (Revolution) 

Sara K. Rankin, Seattle University School of Law 

• Article cited in National Law Center’s Report 

• Link available at http://ssrn.com/abstract=2376488. 
 

Surveys current efforts in 9 states and Puerto Rico 

• Different substantive and strategic approaches 

• Potential challenges and benefits 
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Substantive Considerations 

Positive rights  
• Housing, healthcare, food, workforce training 

 

Negative rights (freedom from…) 

• Discrimination 

• Violations of general constitutional rights to privacy and 
property, etc. 
 

Anti-criminalization 
 

 
 

 
 



Strategic Considerations 

End goal 
• Enactment 

• Public dialogue, awareness 
 

Timeline 
• View of incrementalism 

 

Starting point 
• Go big?  How big? 

 
 

 
 



Range of Models 

Puerto Rico (enacted) 

Rhode Island (enacted) 

California  

 

• Status 

• Substantive provisions 

• Strategic hallmarks 

 

 
 

 
 



Puerto Rico 

Status 
• Series of laws enacted since 1998 

 

Substantive provisions 
• Ex.  Shelter, nourishment, healthcare, workforce 

training, and anti-criminalization  
 

Strategic hallmarks 
• Implementation; administrative entity 

 
 

 
 



Rhode Island 

Status 
• Enacted; inspired CT, IL, HI, VT, MO, MA 

Substantive provisions- negative rights 

• Ex. Use and move freely in public spaces, equal 
treatment, privacy, property, discrimination 

Strategic hallmarks 

• Enactment priority 

• Monitoring; incremental development 

 
 
 

 
 



California 

Status 
• Proposed last session; regrouping 

 

Substantive provisions 
• Ex. housing, legal counsel, anti-criminalization 

 

Strategic hallmarks 
• Getting substantive priorities, especially anti-

criminalization provisions, enacted 

 
 

 
 



Considerations 

Substantive goals? 
 
Strategic goals? 
 

Going forward: 
• Judicial enforceability? 

• Implementation and enforcement:  roles for advocates? 
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Q & A 
Please type your questions into the 
question/comment box on the toolbar 
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Thank you! 
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