What is homelessness?

Simon believes that any person who sleeps rough, lives in emergency accommodation or in inadequate, insecure or unsafe housing is experiencing homelessness.

Rough sleeping is the visible and extreme side of homelessness. This is what most of the public think of when they hear the word 'homeless'. There are thousands of individuals and families who are homeless and living in emergency accommodation.

Being homeless is more than about being without a roof over your head it's about a lack of security, lack of belonging, lack of privacy and lack of safety. The experience of homelessness is arguably one of the grossest violations of human rights in developed economies like Ireland.

Homelessness is not, and should never be accepted as, an inevitable outcome for any person. 

We believe that homelessness in Ireland can be ended. By an end to homelessness we mean no one will have to sleep rough because of a lack of appropriate services, no one will have to live in emergency accommodation for longer than is an emergency, and no one will become homeless due to a lack of services or inadequate housing provision.

How many people are homeless in Ireland?

Determining the number of people who are homeless at any given point is logistically a difficult task. Official government figures are based on the last Housing Needs Assessment, undertaken in 2005. This shows that 2,399 households were categorised as homeless in 2005, with 1,725 households living in unfit accommodation, 4,112 in overcrowded accommodation and 3,375 involuntarily sharing. This only reflects a snapshot of the situation on one night and does not reflect the experiences of many more families that are impacted by homelessness throughout the year. The definition of homelessness used [text link] is also subject to interpretation by the local authorities that undertake this assessment, and different authorities apply it in different ways. As we worked with 3,346 people experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness in 2006, we believe that the figure may be more significant than that officially recorded.

Further info

· A needs assessment system for people who are homeless:www.makeroom.ie/policy/keypolicy1.html
· How does the legislation on counting and meeting the housing needs of people who are homeless work in practice ? www.simoncommunity.....

· What could a new definition of homelessness look like? [click here for PDF]
Why people become homeless

While people from all walks of life have become homeless, general the experiences that lead to homelessness are underpinned by poverty.

For many years homelessness was seen as a failure by the individual, it is now commonly accepted that homelessness is a structural as opposed to a personal problem.

Many of the people who are currently homeless are in this situation because of a failure of public services to adequately meet their needs in the past. Many have experienced various forms of institutionalisation over the lives. Others have experienced family breakdown or mental ill health, and there have been insufficient responses to ensure that the person does not become homeless. Many people when they first 'present' as homeless have little other than a housing need, which with appropriate support, could be address immediately.

The causes of homelessness can be broken down into risk factors: general societal factors that can make individuals/groups more vulnerable to homelessness and trigger factors: which are specific point in time events which provoke homelessness.

The 'individual' risk factors associated with homelessness include: 

· poverty 

· unemployment 

· family disputes and breakdown 

· sexual or physical abuse 

· a background of residential care 

· experience of prison or the armed forces 

· drug or alcohol misuse; school exclusion 

· and poor mental or physical health 

The specific events which 'trigger' homelessness include: 

· leaving the parental home following disputes 

· marital or relationship breakdown 

· eviction 

· widowhood 

· discharge from the armed forces; 

· leaving care 

· leaving prison 

· and a sharp deterioration in mental health or an increase in alcohol or drug misuse. 

Fitzpatrick and Klinker (2000)
Health and Homelessness

Homelessness is usually caused by the experience of some form of personal crisis - such as a relationship breakdown or bereavement, or physical or sexual violence in the home combined with the experience of poverty. Wider systematic failures also play their part in reinforcing the cycle of homelessness. People are still released into homelessness from institutional care. When a person is homeless, there are insufficient specialist addiction treatment or mental health services that are needed to overcome the issues that affect that particular person. As they try to move out of homelessness, rent cap levels in the major cities make it impossible to source appropriate private rented accommodation.

The multiplicity of health needs that can result from being in such an extreme situation as homelessness must not be underestimated. The most significant profiling exercise to date, commissioned by the National Advisory Committee On Drugs in 2005, found 90% of people experiencing homelessness had a physical health complaint, 48% reported concerns regarding their psychiatric health, 76% had an alcohol problem and 64% had recently used illicit drugs. Homelessness kills, as we are too often reminded in each of our Communities. In 2006, 25 people supported by Cork Simon services died, while Dundalk Simon and Galway Simon lost 4 and 8 residents respectively over the same period. In the last 12 months, 18 individuals supported by Dublin Simon have passed away. The average age of death of someone sleeping rough is 42 years. The average age of death for the Irish male is 78 years. 

