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Executive Summary  

 All over the world people go without shelter, food and the basic necessities to 

live a full, promising life. Often looked down on as the dredges of society, but yet, the 

homeless population continues to grow. There are many effects of homelessness on our 

society and on our environment. The goal of this paper is to outline the socioeconomic 

aspects and environmental damage that is caused by people who are ignored by society. 

More specifically, I will highlight Olympia, Washington and its current issue of 

homelessness in order to analyze how the environment, economy and health and safety 

concerns are affected by homelessness. With this information, my hope is to bring more 

light to this issue and call on the powers that be for solutions. 

 

Introduction 

 In the midst of the lush beauty of the Pacific Northwest, Olympia Washington 

serves as an example of natural beauty and as the capitol of Washington state. Over 

time, the area has been home to those without. However, and sadly, there is a cause 

and effect for everything. With that said, there is evidence of the area being degraded 

on a socio-economic and environmental level by an increasing homeless population. 

 The extrospective will attempt to identify the effects of the homeless population 

in Olympia Washington. This will be done by examining the environmental and socio-
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economic relationships with homelessness, to include, human health concerns, 

environmental destruction and societal costs.  

 Homelessness is not a problem that has developed overnight. Each year more 

and more people move to the streets as a result of extreme poverty. There are many 

reasons why a person can become homeless. Finding that reason is simple, the difficulty 

lies within the causality of creating communities within another community, i.e. 

encampments. Those afflicted by homelessness are usually not aware of the 

environmental and economic destruction that reflects their survival. However, those 

living in surrounding areas have seen the change. As unfortunate as this subject is, a 

need to examine the ways harm is being done to everyone sharing this landscape is 

warranted.  

Socio-economics 

 General 

 According to the Thurston County homeless census for 2015, 476 members of 

this community were documented as homeless, however the number is estimated 

closer to 700 with a sect of the population not being reported properly. This number 

does not seem staggering, however, Olympia is a small city in comparison to the likes of 

New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, etc. 2015 was an important, landmark year for the city 

of Olympia, as a ten-year plan was created in 2005 in order to best serve these 

individuals and eliminate homelessness for good (in the local area). According to the 
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data harvested from Thurston County, of the 476 individuals that are homeless, only a 

third of them have consistent shelter. Which leads to the two thirds of the rest of the 

population seeking shelter by any means necessary. Furthermore, the program lacks a 

record of success. In 2005 the homeless population was 441 which is only slightly 

smaller than the 2015 reported numbers. In 2010, that number spiked to 976, being the 

largest population within the ten-year program. To be fair to the census, it is only as 

good as the number of people that are reporting. Due to the highly wooded areas, it is 

safe to assume a larger population exists outside of highway on/off ramps, alleyways, 

overpasses and shelters.  

Often, a shelter is wherever a person can find suitable defense from the weather 

and personal safety within the public sector. Again, this has a cause and effect. 
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 According to the 2015 cost benefit analysis done by the same Thurston county 

program that collected census data, the annual cost of homelessness to the city and 

state comes to $129,728,300.00 (Please note that services such as medical care and law 

enforcement encompass budgets for the entire community). Most of the costs come 

from providing adequate medical care, shelters and incarcerating homeless people. 

Note that the numbers are raw but provide a brief overview of how much money is 

allocated to helping serve the needs of the public. To demonstrate, the city of Olympia 

as recent as 2015 began increasing police patrols, requiring more officers and a larger 

patrol canvas. A need for more funding was appropriate but would be wholly 

unnecessary if the problem could be solved (best case scenario) or at least if the city 

could see a dramatic decrease in the overall homeless population.  

 Of the $130Mil allocated, most of the money is used to house inmates and 

staffing safe places or shelters. However, the majority of the money is from immediately 

life threatening physical and mental medical conditions. These types of conditions are 

on the upswing because of the unpredictable weather patterns within the Pacific 

Northwest, often attributed to climate change. In King county Seattle, a spike in 

seasonal medical conditions has spiked. The climate is no longer moderately temperate 

and has shown high heat in the summer months and even extreme cold in the winters  

(National Health Care for the Homeless Council,2016).  

Social programs throughout the city are not entirely non-profit organizations. 

Granted there are quite a few non-profits trying to assist in the problem, there are still 
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levels of state and legislative involvement. An increase in the Washington Work Source 

program has been revamped to provide more job training services to those who are in 

need. The Work Source service offers free services not only for the aforementioned job 

training, but also offer free access to office amenities, crucial to finding employment. 

This is program also pays out unemployment insurance for the state (Worksource, 

2016). *see attached graphs provided by Thurston County 

 Commercial and Residential 

 Unfortunately, there is a social stigma revolving around homelessness. Again, 

aesthetics come in to play, the sight of used drug paraphernalia, unwashed and 

unkempt individuals often create a picture that most are too ashamed to look at. The 

appearance creates a litany of warning signs to the potential customers of businesses in 

the Olympia downtown areas and even more often, a perception of crime based on fear 

and poorly discarded drug paraphernalia. Often, this sight can push away potential 

customers locally, and more importantly investors looking to create a new market for 

those potential customers.  

Potential investors and land owners are also now operating at a loss from 

ownership of these areas, as property values have lowered due to the sight of homeless  

individuals and the improvised shelters relatively close to the commercial and 

residential zones. These shelters are necessary for the individual homeless but act as a 

deterrent to most investors and customers alike.  
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Consequentially the homeless population can lower local business revenue, due 

to general fear and disgust that has become a mainstay attitude of the affluent. This 

notion is based on general economic and social cues. People will not populate areas 

they deem unsafe, thus less foot traffic in local stores and businesses and less interest in 

residential property.  

Homes in this area are no longer coveted, as people do not want to live in an 

area where a large portion of the population is impoverished. Homes and land lose 

value and cause an economic downswing in the market. Often, pushing people, 

ironically, to homelessness, an end to this cycle needs to manifest itself. 

Tourism 

 As mentioned, tourism is also affected by homelessness. People are less inclined 

to tour an area that seems “rundown” due to a fear of an increased crime rate and large 

drug use population. People are also less likely to visit due to higher crime rates (often 

associated with homeless, which also attributes to larger budgetary needs to fund law 

enforcement and clean up crews) and the potential to be hassled for money. Most of us 

can only sympathize so much before we just avoid the area all together, thus creating a 

potential to scare away new and old business. This directly correlates to a decline in 

profits from local businesses and because of all these factors, contributes to declining 

land values.  
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Environmental 

 

Encampments, Litter, Run-off, Disease and Drug Waste 

 With ease of access and availability, public areas have become havens for  those 

who cannot find appropriate shelter. Encampments or communal shelters have become 

a massive threat to the environment. Not only to the Earth but also to those living the 

areas.  

 Litter is a commonality found anywhere you look. Highways, streets, parks, etc. 

are used as garbage cans for the homeless and those with homes. However, homeless 

waste is usually left within the area for much longer, as encampments are usually long 
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standing structures near waterways and of course parks. These encampments are quite 

often made from anything that can provide adequate structure. The problem continues 

to rise as more and more people occupy these shelters. Recently, the city of Seattle 

began clearing old buildings and one of note was profiled locally on the news. The old 

Seattle Times building was home to many homeless. When the salvage crews and law 

enforcement went to clear the facility they found an alarming number of drug 

paraphernalia and human waste spread throughout. The reporter covering the story 

was unable to bear the sight and smell (. This raises not only an environmental concern 

but also has the potential to create a human health concern (Yazwinski,2016). For 

example, the artisan well located in Downtown Olympia, is not only a tourist destination 

but also a source of clean, natural water for the public. However, it has now become a 

loitering zone for the impoverished. It has served as a homeless bathing area and 

because of the large supply of free, clean water has become a common spot to 

congregate, especially during hot weather months. It also has an impact on the 

economy, as many privately owned small businesses near the well are seeing customers 

driven off by the fear for their personal safety and/or persistent begging that occurs.  

 The cities in the Pacific Northwest are unique because most of the residents live 

near a body of water. With these encampments we are seeing waste flow into the city’s 

waterways. This creates the potential not only for environmental destruction but also a 

raise in diseases that may affect all residents of the area. The trash and other material 

waste going into water reservoirs and non-biodegradables polluting topsoil (R,2013). On 
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a purely speculative assumption this may be responsible for some climate change on a 

larger scale outside of the Olympia city limits as the city’s water waste can flow into 

interconnected waterways via the Puget Sound.  

Drug Waste 

 Drug waste is extremely dangerous. Used hypodermic needles are found 

throughout parks and these encampments. Diseases such as HIV, Hepatitis and other 

blood borne illnesses are more prevalent in the drug and homeless community. Often 

times drug use is a clear cause of extreme poverty. Through lack of medical options and 

care, many individuals are unknowingly carrying these diseases and some spreading 

disease by prostituting themselves and sharing needles. 
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 These needles and other devices have the potential to spread disease to the rest 

of the population. Children and elderly who are not as aware or lack the proper 

observational skills to identify this threat may prick themselves while enjoying the park. 

Certain human diseases also have the potential to affect a population on a larger scale 

outside of Olympia, because most diseases, bacteria and viruses, can be spread from 

person to person and city to city. Again, on a purely speculative note the 

aforementioned blood borne illnesses can create the potential, even if the risk of 

polluting waterways with disease is very slim. 

 Furthermore, this also has a detrimental effect on the economy as well, as 

money is allocated for proper disposal and area beautification. I personally witnessed 

the work it takes to clean up encampment areas. Marathon Park, near the interstate 5 

overpass, provided shelter for many homeless throughout the years. The area has been 

“tagged”, littered and abused. Recently, the park has begun undergoing renovations and 

is being cleaned of the surrounding litter. However, this is just a Band-Aid fix and more 

money and manpower over time will need to be allocated on an annual basis until a 

solution to combat homelessness is found.  
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Health and the Homeless 

 The homeless are also affected by these diseases, but more appropriately 

climate change has created more potential health problems for the homeless. Afflictions 

that may directly affect the homeless population linked to climate change include but 

are not limited to the following: Extreme heat, rain and cold may cause weather specific 

illness like heat stroke and hypothermia. The torrential downpours and moist 

atmosphere with improper footwear can also cause fungal infections, previously only 

seen commonly in war time scenarios e.g. trench foot, jungle rot. Declining weather 

conditions may also exacerbate previous, typically non-life threatening illness like the 

cold/flu (NHCHC,2016). 
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Conclusion 

There are many problems in the world we live in, but in order to enact change 

we need to start locally and hope for a trend to begin in surrounding areas, especially 

when we are dealing with our brothers and our sisters. Due to the human epoch of 

environmental destruction, it is our responsibility to make sure those living within our 

society are given every resource and opportunity to rehabilitate themselves, regardless 

of monetary status. By addressing homelessness in Olympia, Washington we can take 

the steps needed to prevent micro and sometimes macro changes to our environment 

and socio-economic structures.  

 A steady rise in homelessness in the area warrants reasonable research and 

action to prevent the impacts on the environment and economic systems. Most 

importantly though, it is up to us to create an attitude that allows for us to work 

together, regardless of social status to affect change socially, economically and 

environmentally for the better. The future of our environment and society depend on 
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the actions and decisions we make now.  
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