
Near the end of the Bellingham City Council's March 22, 2021 Committee of the 
Whole meeting, Mayor Fleetwood and Public Works Director Eric Johnston gave 
their perspectives on the City's latest sweeps of homeless encampments at that 
time, which was the sweep of Geri Fields on March 16 and of Laurel Park on 
March 19. 
 
After all others had spoken, Council President Stone offered her observations 
related to the information that had been presented.


2:03:15 https://youtu.be/QbAwYVsjxCA?t=7395


“Thank you for that follow-up.


“And I think it’s important, I mean, that differentiation between those who are 
currently unhoused and sleeping in tents in our community, and volunteers in the 
community who have been making donations and providing, you know, support 
in a variety of fashions, and protesters who have repeatedly articulated demands 
- right? - to the Mayor, as well as Council Members through - whether that be 
public comment, in the form of, you know, oral testimony, or emails, voicemails, 
you know, a variety of ways. 


“But what Director Johnston just said is very important, that each of these 
people are individuals, and the work of the City, and the continuum of services 
that we’ve been looking at, you know, is really to provide a broad base of 
services, and a wide variety of services, but services that are aimed at serving a, 
you know, a broad population of individuals who are in sort of a particular place, 
or have particular needs. 


“And we’re not in a position to be able to provide individualized services, on a 
case by case basis - right?  I mean, unfortunately, that’s not what the City’s able 
to do as a government entity. But we partner with social service agencies who 
do a lot of that outreach within the community. 


“But I feel like we’ve been silent, or maybe haven’t addressed, you know, what 
people were calling for. And I believe that we’re likely all on the same page. But I 
think it’s worth articulating clearly, that when people are asking or demanding for 
absolutes - I mean, there’s very rarely an absolute in any - in any of the worlds I 
live or operate in. There’s always some exception. 


“And so things like amnesty for all protesters, you know, to drop all charges, and 
cease all investigations related to the 27th - I mean the 28th of January at City 
Hall. One, that raises concern for me as a Council Member, with accountability 
and criminal activity in our community and seeing things escalate, and wanting 
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to make sure that, you know, that there is accountability and that, if things 
transpire, that we do follow through on that. 


“And when we talk about permanent, you know, no-barrier, housing for all. I 
think we’ve discussed that previously, but maybe not specifically articulated the 
harm that that can do within - you know, looking at that continuum of services, 
and hearing from providers today - one of the gaps, you know, wasn’t, sort of 
the need for permanent no-barrier housing. 


“But I feel like permanent no-barrier housing for all is something that, in my 
opinion, would undermine, and sort of perpetuate homelessness, and would 
really restrict individuals ability to move through - right? - and transition through 
those continuum of services. And I don’t think it’s something that we can, you 
know, condone, or support.


“And so when you’re asked for something like that and saying, you know, where 
are people supposed to go, the concern is about the misinformation about Base 
Camp, and, you know, well, people who have been using can’t go there, and the 
reality is you can’t use on site - right? - I mean, there are places where these 
programs, yes, have rules and the rules are in place to protect the residents 
there, as well as the broader community. And it’s, you know, an essential part of 
providing those services and being able to support people in finding success.


“And similarly, the permanent ban on all encampment sweeps - you know, I 
think we’ve acknowledged that our policy really has been to leave people in 
place. If this has been their choice and they’re not - Base Camp isn’t the place 
for them, or they’re on hard times, and they haven’t been able to, you know, 
secure, sort of conventional housing as we know it and there may be in a 
process - that we’re not going to just chase them around the City.


“But we do have some accountability issues with respect to the public health 
and safety concerns. And the reality is, is that we can’t turn a blind eye and say 
that all encampments, you know, will never be touched. 


“We’ve seen stark examples of the concerns for public health and safety that 
arise - and again, maybe sometimes it’s, you know, out of an individual’s 
concern, but it’s at a risk to the individual who’s staying in that location and 
living in that situation, as well as to the broader community that surrounds, you 
know, those individuals.


“And so, I just really want the broader community to understand that what’s 
being advocated for, I really believe is a disservice to the people that these 
individuals are claiming to try and protect and serve. 




“And so, I want to again acknowledge the hard work of our staff and the team 
work across - with the County and other service providers - to really stay the 
course on this incredibly difficult journey, and acknowledge the broad support of 
programs that are in place and the actions that we talked about earlier today 
that, you know, we’re taking to continue to expand funding and also expand 
capacity. 


“And so, certainly every individual, you know, matters, or we’re hoping to be 
able to help every body, but we also have to keep our eye on making sure that 
we don’t increase those numbers, right?  
 
“And if we take our eye off the ball and, sort of, these programs further down the 
continuum that are helping - rental assistance, and other things that are helping 
to prevent people from slipping into the situation where they are unsheltered, 
that’s, you know, that’s, in my opinion, some of the most important work that 
we’re doing, because at that point, you know, you have much better fighting 
chance to keep someone there, versus how much more difficult it becomes 
once you’ve lost that housing and now you’re trying to re-enter.


“And so, I don’t - I’m not asking for a vote from the Council, but I think that it’s 
important we’re all on the same page in some respects, and that, as an 
administration, and as a Council, that, you know, we’re doing this work, sort of, 
in lockstep. There will be times when there’s disagreement and, you know, some 
tensions and some push-back, but the reality is, is that we’re all, you know, 
moving in the same direction with the same end goal in mind. 


“And so, just want to extend that appreciation and acknowledge that that work 
continues and we know there’s a lot left to do. So.”
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