
The Socio-Technical Landscape of 
Displacement: A Comprehensive 
Analysis of Homelessness, Advocacy, 
and Survival in Boulder, Colorado 
(2024-2026) 
The municipal ecosystem of Boulder, Colorado, serves as a quintessential case study in the 
friction between high-valuation urban development and the escalating crisis of housing 
precariousness. As of late 2025 and early 2026, the city has transitioned into a phase of 
heightened legislative enforcement, technological mediation of aid, and the emergence of a 
sophisticated digital counter-narrative led by individuals with lived experience. The following 
analysis examines the multifaceted dimensions of this crisis, ranging from the tactical protocols 
of "stealth camping" and the gatekeeping mechanisms of "Coordinated Entry" to the radical 
solidarity of mutual aid networks and the shifting political ideologies of the Boulder City Council. 

The Digital Architecture of Peer-Led Advocacy: 
"Homeless Boulder" 
One of the most significant shifts in the regional landscape is the emergence of "Homeless 
Boulder" (homelessboulder.com), a platform that redefines the relationship between the 
unhoused population and the institutional systems designed to manage them. Built on the 
foundational ethos of being "by people who’ve been there, for people who are there now," the 
site represents a transition from passive service reception to active, peer-led accountability and 
transparency. 

Philosophical Foundations and the Role of William Lodge 

Central to this digital movement is the writer and advocate William Lodge, whose work provides 
a bridge between the visceral reality of the streets and a wider public discourse. Lodge’s 
contributions, particularly his analysis of "stealth camping" as a "dance between physics, 
psychology, and humility," frame homelessness not merely as a lack of shelter, but as a state of 
forced invisibility requiring profound cognitive and physical discipline. Lodge’s advocacy 
emphasizes that "losing your home doesn't mean losing who you are," a sentiment that serves 
as a psychological bulwark against the dehumanizing effects of prolonged displacement. 
The "Homeless Boulder" platform operates as a decentralized intelligence network. It provides a 
"Home Resource Directory" that includes "Honest Resource Reviews," which contrast sharply 
with the sanitized descriptions often found on official city websites. These reviews detail wait 
times, staff temperament, and the specific "barriers" (such as identification requirements or 
sobriety hurdles) that can prevent individuals from accessing basic services. This mechanism of 
"calling out" services that treat people poorly while recognizing those that excel creates a 



peer-driven regulatory framework that forces institutional accountability. 

Digital Tools for Survival and Navigation 

The platform’s utility extends into practical technical navigation. For instance, it offers detailed 
guides on utilizing the RTD LiVE discount program via the Colorado PEAK website, a process 
that is often inaccessible to those without consistent internet access or digital literacy. By 
providing a dedicated contact line (+1 303-219-1572) for story-sharing and resource inquiries, 
the platform facilitates a real-time data loop that tracks the efficacy of Boulder’s social safety 
net. 
Feature of "Homeless Boulder" Strategic Objective Socio-Technical Impact 
Honest Resource Reviews Mitigate misinformation and 

prepare users for institutional 
barriers. 

Reduces service-access 
anxiety and optimizes limited 
travel time for the unhoused. 

Accountability Reporting Document service failures and 
advocate for dignity-centered 
care. 

Shifts the power dynamic from 
provider-centric to user-centric. 

Digital Navigation Guides Facilitate access to state and 
regional benefits (e.g., RTD 
LiVE, PEAK). 

Lowers the barrier to entry for 
essential municipal and state 
services. 

Peer-to-Peer Storytelling Validate lived experience and 
provide warnings to the 
community. 

Builds collective resilience and 
a shared identity beyond the 
"homeless" label. 

Tactical Invisibility: The Physics and Psychology of 
Stealth Camping 
As legal avenues for public existence are systematically closed, "stealth camping" has emerged 
as a refined survival strategy. Unlike traditional camping, which seeks engagement with nature, 
stealth camping is an exercise in total environmental integration and social invisibility. 

The Mindset of "Think Like Water" 

The core philosophy of stealth camping is the avoidance of "permanence" and "novelty." 
Humans are psychologically predisposed to ignore patterns that look "boring" or familiar while 
reacting to light, sound, and geometric shapes that signify human presence. Practitioners are 
advised to "think like water," blending into "edges" such as tree lines, brush behind fences, or 
unused corners of railroad buffer zones and utility corridors. 
Tactical recommendations emphasize the avoidance of "maintained" spaces—fresh gravel, 
trimmed grass, or new fencing—as these indicate active surveillance and public ownership. 
Instead, the goal is to leave "no trace and no story," arriving after sunset and departing before 
sunrise to minimize the window of potential detection. 

Gear Selection and Sensory Discipline 

The choice of shelter in a "stealth" context is dictated by height and color. Tents are frequently 
avoided because they "scream ‘someone lives here’" and are difficult to conceal in flat 



environments. Low-profile options include dark-toned tarps (brown, green, or black) staked low 
to the ground, or emergency bivvies wrapped in cloth to mute the "crinkly" sound of the material. 
The "golden rule" of this survivalist geometry is that no part of the shelter should be taller than 
the occupant’s knee when they are lying down. 
Sensory discipline is equally paramount. The use of white light is a "broadcast signal" for 
location, leading practitioners to use only red-filtered lights or dim phone screens. Sound 
discipline extends to disabling phone vibrations, as low-frequency hums carry significantly in the 
quiet of an urban night. Odorless foods like peanut butter, tortillas, and granola are preferred 
over anything that requires cooking, as fire is considered a catastrophic breach of stealth. 
Survival Metric Stealth Protocol Psychological/Physics 

Rationale 
Lighting Red light or dim phone screens 

only. 
Red light does not destroy night 
vision and is less visible from a 
distance. 

Sound Phones on silent; no rustling 
fabrics. 

Human hearing is tuned to 
novelty in quiet environments 
(ignored spaces). 

Positioning Parallel to paths; break up 
straight lines. 

Human vision is optimized to 
detect "crossings" and 
geometric symmetry. 

Olfaction Odorless, cold food (no fires). Scent and smoke are 
long-range indicators of human 
presence. 

Legislative Enclosure: The 2024-2025 Encampment 
Ordinances 
The operational reality of the unhoused in Boulder is increasingly defined by a sharpening 
legislative "noose." Following the 2024 U.S. Supreme Court ruling in City of Grants Pass, 
Oregon v. Johnson, which upheld the rights of municipalities to ticket individuals for sleeping in 
public even when no shelter is available, Boulder has aggressively expanded its enforcement 
protocols. 

Redefining Public Nuisance and Misdemeanor Conduct 

In May 2025, the City of Boulder passed a significant expansion of its camping prohibition, 
making it illegal to camp, lay down, or store personal property in any public right-of-way, trail, 
park, or public building. The ordinance was modeled after similar codes in Clark County and Las 
Vegas, reflecting a regional trend toward the criminalization of homelessness. 
A critical evolution in this legislation is the "tightening" of the definition of camping. The 2025 
ordinance classifies "Equipment or supplies" as evidence of camping, including items such as 
lanterns, wagons, tents, huts, and even knapsacks. Furthermore, it introduced the category of 
"contaminated property"—defined as items visibly soiled with biological waste or wet enough to 
pose a mold risk—which can be seized and disposed of immediately without the standard 
24-hour notice. 



Enforcement Escalation: The "Pink Tag" Strategy 

Enforcement data from early 2025 reveals a nearly 100% increase in citations compared to the 
same period in 2024. Between January and March 2025, the city issued at least 115 citations, 
with a notable uptick occurring alongside the deployment of permanent urban rangers. 
A particularly aggressive tactic identified along the Boulder Creek Path is the posting of "pink 
tags" (notices to vacate) along entire trail corridors, even in areas where no tents are present. 
This creates a "pre-emptive enforcement zone" where individuals can be ticketed or jailed for 
"resistance and defiance" the same day they arrive. The shift from 24-hour notification to 
immediate removal in certain zones highlights a transition from managed encampments to a 
policy of total displacement. 
Legislative Detail (2025 
Ordinance) 

Definition/Expansion Legal Consequence 

Camping Definition Includes "laying down" or 
"storing" personal property. 

Misdemeanor; up to 6 months 
in jail or fines. 

Contaminated Property Visibly soiled or wet items 
(biological/mold risk). 

Immediate seizure and disposal 
(no 24-hour notice). 

Public Parks Expansion Now includes all "undeveloped 
land" within city limits. 

Removal of the previous 
48-hour recreational allowance. 

Enforcement Buffer Pink tags posted along entire 
trail corridors. 

Immediate removal/ticketing for 
any presence in the tagged 
zone. 

   

Institutional Gatekeeping: The Coordinated Entry and 
"OneHome" Systems 
For those seeking to exit homelessness through official channels, the process is mediated by 
"Coordinated Entry" (CE). This HUD-mandated framework is designed to move away from a 
"first-come, first-served" model to one based on data-driven prioritization of the most vulnerable 
individuals. 

The Mechanics of Vulnerability Assessment 

In Boulder County, Coordinated Entry is a "required step" for anyone seeking homeless-related 
services. The process involves a short assessment (often the VI-SPDAT) administered at the All 
Roads Shelter (4869 North Broadway) or via phone (303-579-4404). The assessment covers 
housing history, disabling conditions, and safety needs, resulting in a vulnerability score that 
determines eligibility for specific pathways. 

1.​ Diversion Services: Targeted at individuals who are not Boulder County residents or 
those who can avoid the shelter system through "light assistance," such as family 
reunification or landlord mediation. 

2.​ Navigation Services: Reserved for individuals with a high likelihood of exiting 
homelessness quickly. It provides short-term case management and access to reserved 
shelter beds. 

3.​ Housing-Focused Sheltering: For the "chronically homeless," this pathway offers 
long-term shelter while individuals are matched with permanent supportive housing (PSH) 



vouchers through the "OneHome" system. 

The OneHome System and Regional Prioritization 

OneHome serves as the centralized database for the seven-county Metro Denver region. 
Prioritization is informed by specific "vulnerability factors," including: 

●​ Three or more disabling conditions (e.g., Traumatic Brain Injury, mental health, chronic 
health conditions). 

●​ Systems involvement (history of incarceration or foster care). 
●​ Fleeing domestic violence. 
●​ Total length of time spent literally homeless. 

While the CE system is intended to ensure "equitable access," it also acts as a significant 
bureaucratic filter. Staff must complete intensive training to manage the Colorado Homeless 
Management Information System (COHMIS), and the rigorous data-sharing requirements can 
be a deterrent for individuals wary of government surveillance. 

All Roads Shelter: Capacity Crisis and the "Housing 
First" Pivot 
The All Roads Shelter (formerly the Boulder Shelter for the Homeless) is the epicenter of the 
city’s institutional response. However, 2025 has seen the facility grapple with severe capacity 
limitations and a shifting strategic focus. 

Bed Reductions and Turn-Away Statistics 

Budgetary pressures and a decrease in government funding forced the All Roads Shelter to 
eliminate 20 beds in April 2024, reducing its nightly capacity from 180 to 160. This reduction has 
led to a consistent spike in "nightly turn-aways," with an estimated 20 to 24 people seeking 
shelter being rejected each night. 
The shelter’s board of directors, including former City Council member Bob Yates, has noted 
that funding is being diverted from "emergency beds" toward "case management" and 
"housing-focused" services. This shift aligns with the "Housing First" philosophy, which posits 
that stability is best achieved by placing individuals in permanent housing before addressing 
secondary issues like addiction or mental health. However, critics argue that this pivot neglects 
the immediate life-safety needs of those who remain unsheltered during the transition. 

The Barrier of the "Non-Sobriety" Shelter 

While the All Roads Shelter does not require sobriety for entry—acknowledging that addiction is 
a barrier to housing—it prohibits the use of substances on-site. This nuance creates a practical 
dilemma: individuals who are actively using substances often prefer the streets, where they are 
at risk of arrest, over the shelter, where they are at risk of expulsion for possession. Former 
homeless citizens like Jen Livovich have expressed concern that the increasing prevalence of 
fentanyl and methamphetamine in the community is making the shelter environment less safe 
for those in recovery, further driving people toward unsanctioned camps. 



Shelter Metric (All Roads) 2023 Performance/Capacity 2024-2025 Status/Change 
Bed Capacity 180 beds. Reduced to 160 beds (April 

2024). 
Turn-Away Rate Minimal (except in extreme 

weather). 
20+ individuals per night. 

Service Focus Emergency overnight 
sheltering. 

Shift to "Navigation" and 
"Housing Focused" case 
management. 

Day Services Showers, laundry, Wi-Fi, and 
lunch (9 AM - 2 PM). 

Maintained as part of the Day 
Services Center. 

Labor and Economic Re-entry: The "Work Works" 
Solution 
For a subset of the unhoused population, stability is pursued through intensive vocational 
programs. The "Ready to Work" program, operated by Bridge House, serves as the primary 
model for labor-integrated housing. 

Bridge House: Ready to Work (RTW) 

The RTW program is a one-year "stepping stone" to self-sufficiency that combines paid 
employment, congregate housing, and supportive case management. Trainees work 30-40 
hours per week in Bridge House social enterprises, such as the "Community Table Kitchen" or 
the "Outdoor Crew," which provides landscaping and sanitation services for the city. 
A unique feature of RTW is the financial model: trainees are required to pay one-third of their 
salary for room and board, which helps them build a verifiable rental history. The program 
maintains a strictly drug and alcohol-free environment and reports a 74% success rate in 
placing graduates into permanent housing and mainstream jobs. From a municipal fiscal 
perspective, the program is highly efficient; while a trainee costs approximately $48,000 per 
year, it offsets the $550,000 annual cost often associated with a single individual living in chronic 
homelessness. 

Re-entry Services for the Justice-Involved 

The overlap between the unhoused population and the justice-involved population is significant 
in Boulder. The Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO) provides immediate paid 
employment and skills training for individuals returning from incarceration. CEO operates 
transitional work crews and provides "daily pay," a critical feature for individuals who lack the 
financial cushion to wait for a bi-weekly paycheck. Similarly, the "Empowerment Program" offers 
trauma-informed vocational assistance and housing referrals specifically for women impacted by 
the criminal justice system and homelessness. 

Radical Solidarity: Mutual Aid as an Alternative Safety 
Net 
Operating entirely outside the city’s Coordinated Entry system are mutual aid organizations that 



provide survival resources based on the principle of "solidarity, not charity". These groups often 
explicitly reject the bureaucratic gatekeeping of municipal aid. 

Boulder Food Not Bombs (FNB) 

FNB provides free vegan and vegetarian meals at the Boulder Bandshell every Saturday at 3 
PM. The organization is horizontally structured, with no "directors," and involves the people 
eating with the group in its decision-making processes. FNB’s history is rooted in anti-nuclear 
and anti-war activism, viewing the redistribution of "waste" food as a direct protest against a 
society that prioritizes military spending over human needs. 
In Boulder, FNB redistributes over 35,000 meals and 5,000 lbs of clothing annually, funded 
entirely through community benefit shows and donations. The group’s philosophy—"building a 
new world in the shell of the old"—positions it as a radical alternative to the city’s 
enforcement-heavy approach. 

SAFE Boulder and "The Wagon People" 

SAFE (Safe Access For Everyone) Boulder County operates a distribution network for survival 
gear that is often the target of city cleanup efforts, including sleeping bags, tarps, and tents. 
Other entities, such as "The Wagon People" and "Two Guides Mutual Aid," focus on hygiene 
products and medical supplies. These groups often find themselves in direct friction with local 
government, as their provision of "encampment supplies" is viewed by some city officials as 
"enabling" unsanctioned camping. 

Political Polarization: The 2025 City Council Discourse 
The 2025 Boulder City Council election highlighted deep ideological divisions regarding the 
management of homelessness. A survey of candidate questionnaires reveals a spectrum 
ranging from uncompromising enforcement to a complete moratorium on the camping ban. 

The Case for Enforcement and Redirection 

Candidates like Jennifer Robins and Montserrat Palacios Rodarte argue that the city "cannot 
shelter and house the world" and must strictly enforce laws to protect public spaces. They 
advocate for "redirection"—suggesting that transient individuals should be moved to Denver or 
surrounding counties that may have more available beds. This perspective views the camping 
ban as a necessary tool for maintaining the "quality of life" for taxpaying residents and mitigating 
environmental damage in sensitive floodways. 

The Case for Compassion and Alternatives 

Conversely, candidates such as Matt Benjamin, Nicole Speer, and Rob Smoke contend that 
enforcing the camping ban when shelters are full effectively "criminalizes existence". They 
emphasize "upstream solutions" like housing stabilization, diversion services, and the creation 
of "middle-income" housing to prevent people from entering homelessness in the first place. 
Rob Smoke specifically criticizes the city for "running in place on a treadmill" for two decades, 
arguing that making the police the primary resource for a housing crisis is both fiscally and 



morally bankrupt. 

The Sanctioned Campground Debate 

A focal point of the political debate is the proposal for a "Sanctioned Campground." The 
proposed pilot would limit the site to 25 tents on elevated platforms, requiring participants to 
have completed Coordinated Entry. Proponents see this as a safer, more manageable 
alternative to the creek-side camps, while opponents argue that such environments are "difficult 
to close once they open" and "costly in money, staff time, and effort". 
Candidate/Official Stance on Camping Ban 

Enforcement 
Core Policy Priority 

Jennifer Robins "Yes, we should always 
enforce." 

Prioritization, diversion, and 
fiscal accountability. 

Montserrat Palacios Rodarte "Yes... redirect transient 
people." 

Increased density for 
"middle-income" workers. 

Matt Benjamin "No... during extreme 
weather/full shelter." 

Inclusive and resilient housing 
reform. 

Lauren Folkerts "No... enforcement without 
alternatives." 

Flexible land use and housing 
density. 

Rob Smoke "Poor results... inadequate 
policies." 

Moving away from police as the 
primary resource. 

Max Lord "Impractical and immoral... 
missed the core." 

Changing land-use for 
periphery housing; hostels. 

Technical and Social Barriers to Mobility: RTD LiVE 
and the PEAK Website 
For individuals attempting to maintain employment or attend medical appointments while 
unhoused, transportation is a critical utility. The Regional Transportation District (RTD) offers the 
"LiVE" program, providing a 40% discount to those earning below 185% of the federal poverty 
level. 

The Digital Divide in Benefit Acquisition 

The application process for the LiVE discount is exclusively mediated through the Colorado 
PEAK website. This requirement creates a "digital gatekeeper" effect. Applicants must upload 
photos, verify categorical eligibility (e.g., enrollment in SNAP or Medicaid), and maintain a digital 
profile. For individuals who are "literally homeless," RTD does not require a fixed in-district 
address—they can use a service agency’s address to receive their physical ID cards. However, 
the initial hurdle of navigating the PEAK system often requires the assistance of case managers 
or the peer-led guides found on platforms like "Homeless Boulder". 

The "MyRide" and Cash-to-Stored-Value Infrastructure 

Once approved, LiVE participants can use the "MyRide" card or app, which includes "fare 
capping" features that automatically convert single rides into day or monthly passes. For those 
who lack bank accounts, RTD has expanded its retail network to allow cash-paying customers 



to "top up" their cards at outlets like King Soopers and Safeway. This hybrid digital-physical 
infrastructure is a vital component of the "Navigation" pathway, as mobility is a prerequisite for 
attending the "Ready to Work" job sites or "CEO" work crews. 

The Paradox of Prosperity: Middle-Income 
Displacement and the "Clutch Report" 
The discourse in 2025 has increasingly shifted toward the "missing middle"—the population of 
teachers, service personnel, and city workers who are increasingly priced out of Boulder. The 
"Clutch Report," frequently cited by City Council members, suggests that the cost of providing 
"human need without conventional shelter" is significantly higher than the cost of housing 
investment. 

The Fiscal Transparency Movement 

A significant segment of the electorate, represented by candidates like Jennifer Robins, is 
demanding an overhaul of the city’s $600 million budget to focus on "outcomes, transparency, 
and accountability". There is a growing skepticism toward the city’s reliance on "outside 
consultants" and a demand to shift those funds into "staff capacity and resident-facing services". 
This fiscal hawkishness often translates into a desire to hold programs like the All Roads Shelter 
or SAMPS to strict "performance measures". 

The Expansion of Wildfire and Flood Risk 

Homelessness in Boulder is not merely a social issue but an environmental safety concern. The 
Marshall Fire and subsequent "extraordinary fires" in central Boulder have increased public 
anxiety regarding "urban camping" in open spaces. This has given a new urgency to the 
enforcement of the camping ban, as camps are viewed not just as "nuisances" but as 
"frightening" wildfire risks. However, advocates like Christopher Batlle point out that the goal of 
"sweeping" encampments often fails to address the root cause, merely "moving people around" 
and making their lives less stable and more dangerous. 

Synthesis: The Future of Displacement in Boulder 
The data from 2024-2026 suggests that Boulder is currently in a state of high-intensity social 
conflict. The "Housing First" model is being stressed by capacity cuts and the legislative 
emboldening of the city following the Grants Pass ruling. This has created a "pincer maneuver" 
for the unhoused population: they are faced with a "required" Coordinated Entry system that has 
a 20+ person nightly turn-away rate, and a municipal code that criminalizes the act of sleeping 
outside in almost any capacity. 
The resilience of the unhoused community is manifested in two ways: 

1.​ The Digital Vanguard: Peer-led platforms like "Homeless Boulder" are providing the 
technical and psychological infrastructure for survival, countering the city’s sanitized 
narratives with "no-sugarcoating" reviews of services. 

2.​ The Mutual Aid Buffer: Organizations like Food Not Bombs and SAFE are providing a 
"baseline of dignity" that operates independently of municipal funding or police oversight. 



The resolution of this conflict will likely depend on the city’s ability to address the "missing 
middle" housing gap and the fiscal efficacy of programs like "Ready to Work." As long as the 
market-rate demand remains "virtually limitless" and the city’s land-use policies remain rigid, the 
"strange little dance" between physics, psychology, and humility described by William Lodge will 
remain the primary reality for Boulder’s most vulnerable citizens. 
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