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Seattle, WA – It does not take long after arriving in Seattle to realize that you are walking among the destitute.  Immediately after coming off the Washington State ferry crossing Puget Sound from Bremerton, I had to pass through a small city of tents which are currently located in the median beneath an overhead freeway.  One of the tents had a red sign attached to it which appeared to be an eviction notice.  I did not see any on other tents in the area.  The tents certainly seem to be permanent fixtures.  Some have grocery carts (presumably stolen) filled with possessions adjacent to the tents.  There is no doubt that the occupants are here for the long haul.
 As I walked further uphill toward the city center (about 4 blocks) I noticed a large number of people laying on the sidewalks.  Some were asleep; others were pan handling from a prone position. All looked haggard, unkempt, and “burnt-out cases.”  Some of those panhandling were aggressive, essentially demanding money.  Most simply held out their hands with a forlorn look of total depression.
A recent article I saw indicated that, among American cities, Seattle now ranks third in the number of homeless.   I do not know how this data was obtained or how accurate it is.  I am not even certain that there is a legitimate method of counting what is essentially a moveable target.  What I do know is that for an occasional visitor the scene is unsettling.  What I also know is that the situation is markedly worse now than when I wrote about this problem after visiting here nine years ago (Eyes Right, Seattle Slew, 4/3/2009).
The Seattle government has periodically addressed the homeless issue by attempting to build additional housing, providing meals, and even giving out some of the tents which I saw.  What is certain is that these measures are not reducing the numbers on the street.  It may be, of course, that the west coast cities are where many of those down-on-their-luck individuals end up as they travel west.  When they reach coastal cities in California, Oregon, or Washington, there is no remaining option to continue west, so they stop here because of the mild weather and government policies friendly to the homeless.  
In an effort to provide a remedy to house those who are currently homeless and the ones who are certain to continue to show up, the Seattle City council has recently passed legislation levying a “head tax” to be used (allegedly) to pay for homeless services and affordable housing.   Specifically, businesses with at least $20 million in annual gross revenue must pay $275 per full time worker each year to the city.  You can imagine, of course, the reaction of essentially every major employer in Seattle.  Even though many of these corporations have historically been considered “progressive” (e.g., Starbucks, Amazon), each has voiced considerable opposition to the new tax.  A major hit to the bottom line will do that to any company concerned about profits and stock market reactions.  Even though local politicians foolishly believe that these corporations with long established roots in the region have no option but to accept these new taxes, they might want to re-think this premise.  Boeing corporation, for example, has already moved a significant segment of its airplane construction operations to South Carolina;  Amazon is in the midst of a well-publicized search for a location for a “second headquarters” in another part of North America.  Perhaps those council members should re-read Aesop’s fable of killing the goose who laid the golden egg.
The essential fallacy of continuing to provide even more assistance to the homeless in Seattle is obvious:  the greater the benefits provided, the stronger the attraction of city for a future influx of even more down-on-their luck folks to head here.  To put the situation in crass, yet very real terms, why would a person not spend money on the now legal drugs readily available here in western Washington instead of paying for food and housing if the politicians will take care of you?   In spite of the natural beauty and other advantages of this magnificent Northwest city, its elected officials may be putting it into a death spiral.
I thought that you might like to know.
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