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October 22, 2017 

 

Councilmember Sawant 

PO BOX 34025 

Seattle, WA  98124-4025 

 

Dear Councilmember Sawant, 

 

Seattle Fire Fighters are very concerned about the proposed legislation that would prohibit the removal 

of unauthorized encampments in the City of Seattle. 

 

As you know Seattle Fire Fighters respond to each and every citizen and provide the same high level of 

service to them regardless of where they live or their economic status. Every week we respond to 

hundreds of homeless individuals with acute medical or emergency needs and we see firsthand the 

tragic, unsanitary, unhealthy, unsafe, and often horrific conditions that many of the unsheltered 

individuals in our City endure. An increasing number of these emergencies are at unauthorized 

encampments in fundamentally unhealthy and unsafe conditions. While there are no easy solutions, 

letting vulnerable individuals live in these conditions without intervention cannot be the answer. 

 

While Seattle Fire Fighters will always respond to those in need and facing fire and medical 

emergencies, the high volume of trips to unauthorized encampments in recent years poses very real 

health and safety concerns to our members. Needle sticks, exposure to biohazard and contaminants, 

and assault are serious issues that our fire fighters face at unauthorized encampments every day. Your 

proposal to restrict the City from appropriately addressing unauthorized encampments on public land 

creates a substantial hazard for fire fighters and, in our opinion, would lead to greater medical and fire 

emergencies for our most vulnerable residents. Before Council condones people living in unhealthy 

and unsafe encampments, I ask you to consider the significant increased risk that your decision poses 

for Seattle's firefighters, and all City employees.   

 

Our compassion for these individuals, like the compassion of most other citizens in Seattle, exists 

concurrently with a sense of helplessness; we want to do something about it, but what? Although fire 

fighters respond and extinguish their tent or trailer fires, provide emergency medical services, give 

them an emergency blanket, or even give them a little money for food or coffee, the unsanitary, 

unhealthy, and unsafe conditions remain as a result of their lack of housing, especially in unauthorized 

encampments. These unauthorized encampments become extremely unsanitary and dangerous places 

when allowed to exist. They not only foster disease but allow for more crime against the unsheltered 

population and a reduced ability for important services to reach them. One can only assume that many 

of the crimes occurring there disproportionately affect women and the most vulnerable among them. It 

is inhumane to allow unauthorized encampments to continue and grow.  

 



 

 

 

However, one thing that has been developed by the City to address this situation and help those 

struggling with homeless is the Navigation Team. The Navigation Team has been the most effective 

response to the homelessness crisis. As you know, the Navigation Team is comprised of outreach 

workers paired with specially trained Seattle Police Department personnel, who connect unsheltered 

people to housing and critical resources, while helping address pervasive challenges around the issue 

of homelessness in Seattle.  

 

According to the City of Seattle website the Navigation Team’s purpose is to “bring more people 

inside and create faster resolutions to hazardous situations. They will begin working with unsheltered 

individuals who have urgent and acute unmet needs...The Navigation Team will work with people 

living with the most severe challenges, such as ongoing opiate addiction or mental health issues...This 

population of people living unsheltered are too often found in dire circumstances, in unauthorized 

encampments where they are more vulnerable to serious criminal activity.”  

 

Fire fighters understand more than most exactly how these people are living and what conditions they 

are living in. We also understand the complex nature of this problem. However, our oath to protect the 

public demands that we voice our deep concern that as a city we cannot allow these unauthorized 

encampments to continue when they pose a public health risk and endanger the health and safety of the 

inhabitants, other people in that area, and fire fighters. 

 

Seattle Fire Fighters Union, Local 27 urges you to continue funding this critical service in order to be 

actively compassionate towards this population and to continue to reduce the health and safety threats 

they face until other, more long term, solutions are found. Do not let perfect be the enemy of good.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

 

Kenny Stuart 

President 

Seattle Fire Fighters Union 

IAFF Local 27 

Lieutenant 

Ladder 8 Seattle Fire Department 

 


