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guilty. Look responsible by keeping the outside of  the house clean 

and picking up trash. Every area is different, so try to blend into the 

neighborhood. A quiet residential neighborhood means don’t disturb 

the locals with noise, parties or loud, experimental music.

Getting Tenancy 

When you are squatting, you are illegally occupying and tres-

passing on the property. If  the police come to your door and you can 

provide reasonable doubt that you are not trespassing (that you have 

some right to the place, you are renting, a building manager, etc.), 

they may deem it a civil matter to be decided between you and the 

owner in court, not a criminal matter over which they can arrest you. 

You have not established tenancy until your squat has been deemed a 

civil matter.

If  you claim to have been there at least 30 days, you appear 

to have established tenancy by San Francisco Tenant Law. You don’t 

actually have tenancy since you don’t actually have permission to live 

there, but police are personally accountable for evicting lawful ten-

ants, so they will be less inclined to arrest you if  there is any doubt. 

����������� ���������������������
* Utility bills in your name at the address

* A drivers license, state or city ID with address

* Furnishings and wall decorations.

* A lease, deed, or property management agreement.

* Childhood photos in front of  the residence.

There is no magic change after 30 days. A lot of  it comes 

����������������� �������������� ����������������������������������-

����������������������������������������������������������������������

any circumstances, that the owner (if  they arrive with the police) is 

lying, etc., you have a chance of  keeping your squat for as long as it 
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street, not at the building that work is being done on!

If  work is going to be done on the front of  a building that 

is exposed to the street (changing the locks or removing a board, 

etc.), light signals using a cellphone work best, and don’t cast a nasty 

�������������������������������������������������� ��������������������

�����������������������������������������������������������������������

direction of  the person who is doing work. It can also be helpful to 

have someone with the person working on the house whose job is to 

watch the lookout so the worker can focus on what they are doing. 

Other signs (a gesture, a sound, or a text message) might be more 

appropriate in different contexts. 

If  someone is inside the building or in the backyard, the look-

out should only contact them if  someone is paying special attention 

to the building or if  a cop has rolled up and parked. Finally, when the 

person inside the building is exiting they should call the lookout to 

get the go-ahead when it is safe to come out. 

To open a building, look for the easiest and least conspicuous 

entrance. Upstairs windows are left unlocked more often than you 

would expect. Sometimes a screen can be cut or removed and the 

window will be unlocked behind it. If  there is one, the back or side 

door is the safest and brings the least attention. Locked windows can 

sometimes be slim-jimmed with a street sweeper bristle. This in-

volves manipulating the latch from the outside by inserting the bristle 

between the outer and inner window panels. If  the wood on the 

window frame is old and slightly rotten you may be able to pry the 

������������������������������������������������������������������

out of  their holes. Any opening that is boarded up is probably viable 

if  the wood is removed.
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Once Inside
Once inside, take care to avoid windows at the front of  the 

�������������������������������������������� ����������������������

�������������������������������������������������������������-

natively you can use a red bulb headlamp or cover the lens of  the 

�������������������������

����������������������������������������������������������

into a building to check for its viability and livability. The most recent 

piece of  dated material, like packaged food in the fridge, or the oldest 

piece of  uncollected mail will tell you approximately how long it has 

been since someone has been in the building. Old mail is also useful 

����������������������� ���������������������������������������������

������������������������������������������������������������������

damaged or condemned. Some of  us have gotten sick from exposure 

to mold. 

Also look out for hazards like exposed wiring or asbestos, 

������������ �����������������������������������������������������������

or broken ceiling joists. Look for signs of  recent inhabitation like live 

plants, fresh food or battery-operated clocks still running. Check the 

refrigerator light (so as not to illuminate the house) and turn on a 

faucet to see if  the utilities are connected. Sometimes the valve lead-

�������������������������������������������������������������� �����������

see water initially, check underneath. Check the brand of  locks on 

the doors, as Schlage and Kwikset hardware are not interchangeable. 

Make a mental list of  supplies you will need for any additional work 

you want to do on the house. 

Unless its an emergency, its best not to stay in the building 

the night when it is opened. Remember to retape the entryways when 

you leave!
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block-out fabric in windows facing the street and neighbors to pre-

vent inside light being seen outside at night. However, it may be best 

not to change the facade of  the building at all. The more it appears 

nothing has changed, the less likely neighbors will notice. In this case 

front rooms may need to be left vacant if  a neighbor or pedestrian 

might expect to see them empty.

 Though your impulse may be to house as many people as 

possible, you may want to limit it to two or three in the early days. 

Fewer squat mates means fewer people moving through the front 

door who might be seen. Its best to wait to go out either very early in 

the morning, after 10am when neighbors have left for work, or in the 

evening as you are less visible. 

 Being patient and observant is the best way to maintain your 

squat and minimize the risk. Here are some suggestions. Try to be 

as quiet as possible with no noise such as loud music or conversa-

tion that could be heard outside or through the walls. Limit visitors 

and large groups of  people coming and going. Trickle out trash and 

recycling in grocery store bags and not big trash bags. Dump trash in 

���������������������������������������������������������������������

cans. Keep the water and electric bill low by minimizing use. Don’t 

assume a negligent landlord will never notice a higher bill on a vacant 

building. If  you keep use minimal, the less likely it be noticed as 

utility companies charge monthly minimums. Water bills come only 

bimonthly.

 Often the neighbors will not know the landlord, but fright-

ened neighbors can result in getting the police called on you in the 

������������������������������������������������������������������

To ease their fears, act as “respectable” as you can muster. Once 

you get settled in, be friendly with neighbors, smile and wave hello. 

Act like you are paying rent and legally living there, not sneaky and 
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You might decide to move in overtly initially if  living covertly seems 

impossible. If  you do this, you will move in with a truck and furniture 

as if  you were a new tenant. This works particularly well in a vacant 

building that does not look obviously abandoned from the street or 

alternatively if  the building is commonly known to be vacant.

The First Few Weeks
��������������������������������������������������������-

�������������������������������������������������������������������

��������������������������������������������������������������������

������������������������������������������������������������������

neighbors, landlords or police will react once you are living in a va-

����������������������������������������������������������� ����������

your squat will last. If  you are discovered and forced to leave your 

home, the squat is considered to be “blown up”. 

Changing the locks to the house and giving a copy to your 

housemates will help to keep you safe once you are in your squat. It’s 

also a really good idea to search for another new location while you 

are in your current place. In case you lose your squat, you will have 

someplace to go as a back up. The average life expectancy of  a squat 

in San Francisco seems to be only three weeks. 

During the initial weeks, a squat is especially vulnerable to 

landlord or police attempts to kick you out. The landlord may do his 

own “self-help” eviction and lock you out. How your housemates 

�����������������������������������������������������������������

becomes long-term. The goal is to ease your way into the awareness 

of  the neighbors by being seen as little as possible. 

���������������������������������������������������������������

Its best to only use lighting in rooms that have no windows and 

do not leak light to the outside. In some situations, you can put up 
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Types of  Squats
�����������������������������������������������������������������

somewhere in between. 

Leave-no-trace squatting means that you live out of  a back-

pack and don’t keep all of  your stuff  at your squat, so that every time 

you leave you take everything out of  the space. Theoretically no one 

would be able to tell you had ever been there. This may be for staying 

in a construction site or somewhere thats actively being shown.. This 

temporary location can’t be long-term because it might be entered 

frequently by the owner, real estate agents, property managers, work-

ers, etc. Only use it to sleep at night so you are not discovered during 

the day.  

Covert squatting means that you avoid being seen when 

entering and exiting, don’t alter the property as seen from the curb or 

the neighbors’ view, and stay quiet when inside with minimal lights 

on. To enter and exit covertly, go through the door that is least visible 

���������������������������������������������������������������������

on the stoop and hang out (smoke, whatever), then enter when the 

coast is clear. Covert squatting is generally the most successful meth-

od for long-term viability of  a squat. Squatting covertly can give you 

the time to make any changes that are necessary to switch to an overt 

squat. Its usually best not to become an overt squat unless you have 

established tenancy (see below).

Overt squatting means that you live openly as if  you were 

living legally. This is the situation of  most well-known squatted social 

centers. A squat becomes overt usually after if  has been lived in 

covertly and has gotten tenancy or has gotten caught by a neighbor. 

ESTABLISHING


