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Results from the 202Q021 effort tolimit the harmful impacts of improperly
disposed waste to huan health and ouenvironment inone Citymanaged
natural area during the Cowtd pandemic.



What wasthe Purple BagPilot Project?

Background

TheCity of Tacom&nvironmental Services (E¥partmentlauncheda Purple BagPilot Projecithe
project)to establish regular waste pickup serviceoae homeless encampmendcatedin a City
managed natural areduring the Covidl9 pandemicThe projectran for 16 weeksfrom December
2020through March 2021, andriasintended to limit the harmful impacts of improperly disposed waste
to human health and our environmerihe projectentailed weekly distribution of purpteolored trash
bags, weekly waste picklyy a thirdparty cleanup contretor, andincreasechomeless outreach in
partnership with the Neighborhaband Community Services (NC8p&tment Homeless Outreach
Team (HOT). Theoncept is similar teffortsimplemented byother municipalitiesincluding City of
Seattle, City of Austj Oregon Metro, and Coupbf San Luis Obisfgsee Referencessection). The ES
department isgrateful for theindividuals andeference materialsharedby these organizatios which
helpedto guidethe project.

Project goals
1 Testthe efficacyof regular waste pickup service at homeless encampmini@acoma
1 Reduce the harmfugnvironmentalimpacts of improperly disposed wastenatural areas
1 Improve sanitation ahomelessencampments duringhe COVIEL9 pandemic
1 Connect moraunsheltered persons with housing and other social services

Services provided
1 Weekly dstribution of purple bags plus sharps containangl Covid19 personal protective
equipment (PPBs requested
1 Weeklywaste pickupy a third-party cleanup contractor
1 Increasedbutreachbythe NCS HOT team

Why were the bags purple?

The unique purple color distinguistherojectbags from those
intended for other cleanup programs or general ugarple
colored bagdavebeen used in other cities, including Seattte
conversation with Seattle, it was cemmendedhat Tacoma use
the same color to promote regionabnsistencyand signal
intended use for unsheltered persopstentiallymoving
throughout the Puget Sound area

How was the site selected? o

The projectook placein one natural aredocatedin east Tacoma Photo 1. Purple bags with disposal
The site islesignatedPassive OpeSpaceandmanaged by the ~ nStructiorsin English and Spanish
Environmental Servicd3epartment for stormwater and habitat

berefits (City of Tacoma 2021$ignificant anitation and environmentahipacts at this site were
identified by Citystaff due tothe large population of unsheltered persons atfe presence of
environmentally sensitive features suchsdsep slopes, disturbed soils, and damaged vegetation
addition, thesite was prioritized due to its locatian alow opportunity neighborhoodn alignment with
City equity goals

Purple Bags Pilot Project Summary Report Page?
City of Tacoma, Environmental Services



Why was the Purple BagPrgect Needed?

Encampments in Citynanaged Natural Areas

Citystaff observeda markedncreasein the number of encampments ardkgree ofassociated waste
accumulatingn natural areagluring the3-4 years preceding and throughout ti@®vid19 pandemic
Thisincreasealignswith upwardtrendsin homelessnesacross the Puget Sound regids is tasked
with managementand restorationof natural areas designated as Passive Open Spateh are
typicallyundeveloped urban forestand wetland. MostPassive Open Spaaeeas areegulatedunder
the Critical Area®rotection Ordinanc€TMC 13.11yiventheir ecological importanceencampmentson
Passive Open Spaswkemanagement andestorationdifficult and sometimesmpossibledue to safety
coneerns,blocked accesgollution, and direct disturbanct vegetation soils, and hydrology

Photos 2 and 3. Pollution and disturbance to steep slopes and drainages at the SchustPassofee
Open Sacenorth of downtown Tacoma

Covid19, Environmentallmpacts and Risks to the Community

The Centers for Disease Contt©@D@ interim guidance for homeless service providers (CDC 2020)
recommenabd authorities allowunsheltered personto remainin placeduring the coursef the Covid
19 pandemic. Th CDQntent was toensure servicgroviders knewvhere tolocatevulnerable persons
asservicedecameavailable and reduce the risk sppreadng Coviel9throughthe community.In
addition, theCDCGecommended service provideimprove sanitation at homelesncampmentsin
general City staff have observed posanitationin encampmentss a result of accumulatditer and
human wastewhich can be transported stormwaterthrough the watershed and ultimately the
Puget SoundPollutants may increasautrient and bacteridoadsin waterbodies and impact ecological
function. Moreover, dsease®ther than Covidl9 may spread readilyhroughunsanitary encampments
and to thelarger communityincluding Shigellbacterig Hepatitus A, and Typh@&orman& Kaiser
Health News2019.
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Steps tolmplementation

Step Notes

1. Initial outreach to ES and NCS st#fkedwith unsheltered persons living on site to gauge
encampment residents interest inthe project Their perspectives were used to determine spec

needs and frequency of waspéckup

2  Coordination with The311 Customer Supporte@ter was briefed on the project anagreed
TacomaFIRSL1 to route community inquirieso appropriate ES staf€ommunity
Customer Syport Genter  members were also instructed to report anyrple bags found outside
to set up communication  the project site to 311 for pickup.
system

3  Coordination wih the NCS NC3HOTstaff providedoutreach to unsheltered persorat least bi
Departmentto provide weeklyduring purple bagdistribution events.
additional homeless
outreach

4  Coordination with Cleanuf Thecleanup contractowas instructed where to pick ypurple bags and
Contractorto establish how to report relevant data to ESaff.
pickup and data collection
expectations

5 Coordination wih City CityEmergency Management staffovidedCovid19 PPEincluding
Emergency Management masks and hand sanitizacquired through the CARB&, to limit the
to procureCovid1l9 PPE  spread of Covid9 andimprove sanitatiorat the site

6  Outreach to housed A postcardstyleinformationalmailer was sento approximately 300
neighbors, City Council, residential homes lodad near the siteA more detailed~AQstyle
and community groups documentwassentto City CouncilES staff presented project overview

to acommunity néwork group:the Pierce County Coalition to End
Homelessnes websitewasalsocreated tofurther increase access to
information about the project

7  Design and purchasef The purple bags featurieons indicating the intended uger bagging
purple bags litter and not sharps, directions to call 311 for pipkin English and

Spanish, and the informationelebsite address. The design was similar
that used by Seattle and Oregon Metro.

8  Weeklypurple bags Purple bags were distributeah a weeklybasisby at least two ES staff
distribution, pickup, and  Distribution took placevery Thursdayollowed by weekly pickups every
outreach Friday.Shaps containers and PPE watistributed as rgquested by

unsheltered person\NCS staff joined to provide outreaahleastbi-
weekly.

9  Weeklydatacollection The cleanup contractor collected and shared data, inclutfisgrumber
of bags picked up andtal weight of litter picked upES staff tracked the
number of bags distritted. All data was recorded in a spreadsheet, wh
was used to calculate thate of bagsautilized by encampment residents.

10 Sharingnformation Project results were sharedglith internal ES and NCS staffd pesented

following end of project

to the Pierce County Coalition to End Homelessn&hss report is
intended tofurther share project information with interested parties
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http://www.cityoftacoma.org/purplebags

Results

Purple Bags Utilization by Unsheltered Persons
At the end of thel6 week period 475purple
bagshad beendistributed and 315 had been
picked upfor a 66% return rate Some
unsheltered persons haather nonpurple-
coloredtrash bags on hand and used thdse
collect litter in addition to the purple bag$he
weight of dl bags plus additional unbaggedlky
itemspicked up by the end of the project totaled
21,520 pounds. 4

Encampment Vacation

The project came to aendby week 16vhenall
unsheltered persons had left the sibe were
about to leave Severaindividuals were
connected with housing opportunities through
NCS HOT staff. Several others leftgite of their
own choosing

Photo 4. Large collection of purple bags and other

Cost Comparison debris left by encampment residents for pickup.

The status qudor manyland managersn Tacomas reactivecleanuys following the vacation of
encampment sitesReactivecleanupsare expensive becaudéter and environmental impacts
compoundover time Reactive leanupsare especialltime-consuming and hazardous natural areas
such assteep slopesnd wetlandsvhere access is limitedth contrast purple bagsvere distributed
proactively(i.e. before substantial debris buildupnd contractors were able to pick them &pm the
site and drop off to the landfilh abouttwo hours Cost comparison between these approaches is
complicated by factors that are difficult to predict and/or quansgfych adotal duration of purple bags
distribution, dynamic encampment populations, and dynaerigironmentalconditions(e.g.degree of
precipitationcausing stormwater to transport pollutants downstreardpwever, both types of cleanups
occurred at the project site during fairly staldacampment and environmentabnditions.Ultimately,
the 16-week proactive purple bags method was cost effectiveen compared to a recent, reactive
cleanupat the same sitéhat spannedmultiple dayssee costs below)

Reactive Cleanup Proactive Purple Bags Cleanup
Single ontractor cleanup ~ $8750 Weeklycontractor pickup $4224
Staff coordination $350 Staff coordination $840
405purplebags $135
TOTAL $9100 TOTAL $5199
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Policy andRegulatory Considerations

Policy oRegulation

Relevance

City of Tacoma Equity Goals

The project aligns with at lea8tout of 5 City equity goals.
Partnering with unsheltered persons to facilitate
environmental cleanup and providing regular waste pickt
servicessupports(1) equitable service delivergnd (2)
purposeful engagementn addition, the project3)
supportshuman rightsby promoting basisanitary living
conditions.

City of Tacoma Community Survey

Homelessness wabke issue most cited by responderits
the 2020 Community Survdly dzS & @vianyajordssue do
you think Tacoma will face in the next 10 years?
Homelessneswas mentioned twice as many times as an)
other issueacross every council districkhe project
addresses need the community is broadly concerned
about.

Stormwater Managemerdand the
NPDES Phase | Permit

The City is required to addresscillistormwater discharge
according to theNashington State Department of Ecology
NPDES Phas&tormwaterPermit There are no specific
total maximum daily loads (TMDLSs) for encampment
associated waste in Washington state at preséoiyvever
this is beingonsidered for the next version of the permit
and thereare several @ments of theexistingpermit that
relate. Engaging withunsheltered persont cleanupis
one method of enouraging public participation to
implementstormwater management programgoals.Other
municipalitiesincluding the City of Austjinave developed
TMEDOLsfor litter carried insurfacewater (City of Austin
2020) In addition, the Californi#ater Control Board has
RS@PSt2LISR GKS dal dzyly CSOl
t NPKAOAGAZ2YE 6/ | AthapsNgCifichlly
addresshuman waste fromencampments (@lifornia
Central Coast Regional Wataward 2009).

Critical Areas Preservation Ordinance

The Critical AreaBreservation Ordinanc€CAPOIs
intendedto protect ecologically importanareas such as
steep slopes and wetlangger Tacoma Municipal Code
(TMQ Chapterl3.11 ES staff have observed substantial
environmentaldegradationwithin Qritical Areasassociated
with encampments. This degradatianpedes
environmentalfunction andprogress towardsichieving
ecological restorationHand removal ofitter is an allowed
activity underthe CAPO.
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Challenges

Torn Bags

Bags were occasionally toopen by transient individuals
looking for resources and shars reported by encampment
residents It was determinedhrough conversations between E S
staff and encampment residents thbags might bdess prone
to being torn ifleft outside individal ercampments rather than [
gatheredtogetherinto one centralized collection are&ags &
were not found tornopenafter shiftng to this practice

Sharps

Unshelteed persons were asked if thegud usesharps
containers during weekly bag distribution eveatsdnearlyall
replied na However sharps werestill found in bags and
scattered around the site. It may be thansheltered persos
did not want to identify with potentially illicit activitieg\
stationary sharps containestation installed for general
community use ray be tested as an alternative for sharps
disposal at other sites.

Photo 5. Sharps spilling out
from torn purple bag

Next Steps and AdditionaDpportunitiesfor Consideration

Expandbag distributionthrough new ESledicated Homeless OutreacheamCoordinator

Given the success of the project, therple bagsnodelis beingexpanded to additionaEtSmanaged
natural areas as well asgionalstormwater facilitiesn 2021.A newHOT coordinator assigd to the ES
Departmentwas hired in 20210 coordinatethis expansionin addition, other City departments are
consideringmplementirg apurple bagsollection servicat homeless encampnms locded on other
propertiessuch as downtown Righuf-Ways (e.g. planting strips and alleys)

Explore opportunitiesfor green jobs training founsheltered community members

Unsheltered persons mayenefit fromthe opportunityto perform habitat stewardshipdivities inthe
naturalareas where they resider neartheir temporary structures (such as tiny homesinited
education andob training is commonlidentified as a barrier to employmeiind economic securitgy
unsheltered personslhere isa potential opportunityto facilitatein-demand joktraining andneeded
ecological restoratiofy unshelered persons as demonstrated throutie Weed Warriors Nature
Stewards Program based in King Coumhis norprofit organizatiorwas gramed funding toprovide
trainingto residents ofatiny houseencampment managed by Low Income Housing Institute (LIHI) in
Seattle.Participants from the encampment receive stipendsyrnweed identification and ecological
restorationskills andgain onthe-groundwork experiencgWeed Warriors 2021A similaimodelcould
be explored for a pilot project ilacoma through partnerships with the Passive Open Spacegmog
EarthCorps, andther partner organizations

Purple Bags Pilot Project Summary Report Page7
City of Tacoma, Environmental Services



Pursue opportunities for regional collaboration

Following a joint presentation on purple =and encampment waste programs by City of Tacoma and

City of Seattle at the 2021 Municon Stormwater Permit Conference, an open inviteisissued for

other municipalstormwater staff to create a community of practice around encampment waste

responseEShas organized a team of City staff that have been involved in various comnaluivin

campaigns, projectandLINR INJ Ya G KF G | RRMNB 2&4z00 RY.ill&H dsud@iga 05T & o
fAGOGSND Ay ¢FO02YI Qa ySAIKOoO2NK22RA YR tdz3S34 {2dzyR
priorities, and programming opportunitieBotential regional partnerships and collabtoa with

5SLI NIYSYyd 2F 902ft238Qa [AGGSNI t NBOSYGA2y [ 22NRAY
with municipalstormwater managers and WSDOT hegng explored.

Additional cleanup, e€ologicalrestoration, and habitat monitoring athe pilot site

Litter and significant erosion persistéallowing vacation of encampmenés the pilot siteeven after
residents utilize purple bagsAdditional cleanup and ecological restoratiavas required taepairsteep
slopesanddamaged vegetabn that was left behind after yearof encampment activity.agetation
monitoring and site maintenance activities are currently underway.

T

Photos 6 and 7One
Sl t steep slope before and
- : % RN R Y after encampment

ool P vacation and ecologita
restoration atthe
project site.Erosion
control blanket and
native trees, shrubs,
and ground covers
were installed to
improve stormwater
and habitat benefits
over time
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