
November 30, 2020 
 
 
 
Dear City Council members, Mayor McClure, City Manager Gage, and Chief Williams,  
 
The NAACP Economic Justice Task Force is asking you to temporarily lift the anti-camping ordinance(s) 
that are currently in place in our community. We request that unsheltered individuals be allowed the use 
of tents and tarps to create shelter for themselves through the end of the projected frost season which is 
May 1st or the end of the social distancing restrictions in place due to COVID-19 -- whichever is later.  
 
With the current COVID-19 restrictions that are in place with our crisis cold weather shelters, there will 
be hundreds of individuals who are left without access to shelter this winter. Having the ability to be 
protected from the wind and precipitation is crucial to keeping this vulnerable population alive and 
protected during the winter months. In addition to protection from the elements, tents help to hold in heat 
for individuals that are struggling to survive on the streets of our city.  
 
Since the end of October, outreach teams have already seen individuals with frostbite, hypothermia, and 
other health complications related to prolonged exposure to cold and/or wet conditions. If action is not 
taken, lives will be lost this winter due to exposure and lack of shelter spaces. We urge the city to take 
immediate action to protect the lives of community members at risk of injury and/or death this winter.  
 
We had hoped that additional shelter locations could be secured to protect the unsheltered community in 
the coming cold months. As of now, out of the more than 400 churches in the city of Springfield, less than 
ten have been willing to offer their spaces as cold-weather shelter locations. In addition to the low number 
of willing churches, multiple small shelters also require a heavy volunteer load from the community, and 
volunteer numbers have also been low up to this point.  
 
As an alternative to churches, members of this committee have put forth the location of the National 
Guard Armory at Fremont and Division for possible use under the current State of Emergency order that 
is in place in our state through March 31, 2021. We were told that the guard would not allow the use of 
this space for the humanitarian cause of protecting vulnerable citizens without shelter.  
 
The empty CVS building at Glenstone and Sunshine was also offered as an additional shelter site by task 
force members. In initial conversations with city leaders via email, we were informed, “you have 
indicated your desire to establish a facility at the former CVS building, 1735 South Glenstone, to provide 
food and lodging to the unemployed and working poor pursuant to Zoning Ordinance Section 36-303 
(34), Economic and Housing Calamity.  Planning staff has reviewed the location for zoning compliance 
and has found that it is more than 1,000 feet from an elementary or secondary school and thus may be 
considered for use as such a facility.” However in recent days, we were notified by Building Development 
Services that they were cancelling inspections until further notice.  
 
While it would be the preference of this task force that additional indoor shelter space be secured for the 
winter, that does not seem to be a reality at this time. Therefore, we believe that in the current situation 



with COVID-19, a growing homeless population, and limited shelter options, allowing individuals to 
create shelter for themselves in a tent is the very least that must be done at this time to protect lives. 
 
As you may be aware, last year the Supreme Court declined to hear (and therefore let stand) the 9th 
Circuit ruling in Martin v. Boise, in which the court ruled that “[S]o long as there is a greater number of 
homeless individuals in a jurisdiction than the number of available beds in shelters, the jurisdiction cannot 
prosecute homeless individuals for involuntarily sitting, lying, and sleeping in public." It follows from 
this opinion that homeless individuals must also be allowed, with the reasonable restrictions proposed 
below, to use tents, tarps, and blankets to create adequate warmth and protection from wind and moisture 
to protect themselves from injury and death as they sit, lie, or sleep in public. We do not wish to seek 
legal redress from the city, but we will pursue all options as we seek to protect our homeless neighbors.  
 
Through partnerships and organizations represented on this task force, we are willing to provide tents for 
individuals who are in need of them to protect them from frostbite and hypothermia. However, before 
investing resources on tents, we would like to know that tents are not going to be torn up by law 
enforcement officers - which is the current practice in our community.  
 
We ask that these tents be allowed to remain up 24 hours a day to provide shelter in the daytime as well as 
the evening. Currently, our only day shelter in Springfield is facing capacity issues that will only grow 
throughout the winter months if there is no other way for unsheltered individuals to stay dry and warm. 
There is great concern at what would happen to neighbors with no shelter- if Veterans Coming Home 
Center were to need to close for a prolonged period of time due to COVID-19 or other reasons. Tents will 
provide an element of shelter during the day that could help to alleviate pressure on the day shelter.  
 
We understand that there are concerns that come with making this temporary, life-protecting change 
which is why we would suggest the following guidelines be in place:  
 

1. New tents are allowed to be set up in designated locations around the community. These locations 
will allow for security patrols, centralized meal deliveries, coordinated medical care, trash clean 
up, and contact tracing for possible COVID-19 exposures within the unsheltered community.  

 
2. The number of tents in each designated location be limited for social distancing and noise control.  

 
3. Regulations could be placed on noise to stipulate no loud music coming from designated camping 

locations to protect local neighbors and businesses.  
 

4. Existing tents in wooded areas without complaints would be allowed to remain in place, 
unbothered, at the end of the projected frost season which is May 1st or the end of the social 
distancing restrictions in place due to COVID-19 -- whichever is later. 

 
5. Trash service would be secured for these locations with a trash bin being placed for ease of clean 

up and removal. The Connecting Grounds is willing to absorb the cost of providing trash service 
at these locations. Trash that is not picked up regularly would be grounds for having to remove 
tents from a location.  



 
6. Porta-Potties could be placed at tent locations to improve the hygiene of the areas. The 

Connecting Grounds is willing to absorb the cost of providing these facilities and their regular 
maintenance through the duration that they are needed.  

 
Coordination could be provided with outreach teams from area support agencies to help meet the needs of 
individuals that would be staying in these areas.  
 
Suggestions for designated areas would be church parking lots who would be willing to grant permission 
and/or publicly held property like city parks or vacant schools that are not used as heavily during the 
winter months. Task force members would be willing to contact local churches and help with the logistics 
of the implementation of this life-saving plan to protect unsheltered individuals.  
 
We ask that this issue be addressed with a sense of great urgency. Members from our task force will be 
present at the December 14th city council meeting for accountability and discussion on this issue.  
 
 
 

Sincerely,  
 

Toni Robinson, President of Springfield, MO NAACP 
Adrienne Denson Ewell, Vice President of Springfield, MO NAACP 

Cheryl Clay, Secretary of Springfield, MO NAACP 
Christie Love, Pastor, The Connecting Grounds, Co-Chair of Economic Justice Task Force 

Tracey Wolf, UMC Minister, Co-Chair of Economic Justice Task Force 
Katie Kring, Springfield Street Choir 

Jenn Simmons, National Avenue Christian Church 
Pat Johnson, Retired Nurse, Homeless Advocate 

Andrea Natal, TCG Outreach Center Director 
Holly Madden, Family Connection Director, The Connecting Grounds 

Kai Sutton, Women in the NAACP, Community Advocate  
Chris A. Rice, Manager Veterans Coming Home Center  
Katie Kepley, Manager Veterans Coming Home Center 

Ashley Quinn, Justice Coordinator, National Avenue Christian Church 
Leonard B. Horton, MSU Journalism Instructor; REALTOR© 

Jr Chappell, Nurse Practitioner, Springfield, MO NAACP Member  
Annie Bush, Homeless Advocate and Task Force Member 

 Phil Snider, Brentwood Christian Church 
Emily Bowen-Marler, Brentwood Christian Church 

Ben Stringer, Associate Pastor, The Venues 
 
 


