
Homeless problem prompts calls for action
With begging visibly on the increase
in Dublin, voluntary agencies want
the government to counteract the
problem with decisive measures.
Nicola Cooke reports

Homelessness and
street begging is on
the increase in Du-
blin city centre,

with the Dublin Simon Com-
munity reporting rises in its
figures every quarter over the
past two years.

Dublin Simon has two shel-
ters in the city centre catering
for almost 50 people, and these
are generally full every night. It
also has 23 beds for detox and
rehab, for which there is a wait-
ing list.

Its chief executive, Sam
McGuinness, said that the
numbers of homeless in-
creased last year. "In 2009,
2,450 people accessed all our
services, and in the first six
months of 2010, we had already
worked with over 1,800 peo-
ple," said McGuinness.

"Visibly, there appear to be
more people around the
streets. Our rough-sleeper
team is out dealing with these
people every night, and the last
count we did found 70 people
sleeping homeless in Dublin
city centre."

He said that up to 60 per
cent of those who used its ser-
vices had a physical disability,
and one in four had mental
health issues.

"Some entrenched rough
sleepers do not want to go into
a hostel, for numerous reasons.
They might not feel safe or
there [may] not [be] enough
single rooms.

This year, we do have the ca-
pacity to take people who want
to come in, but there is a fam-
ine in terms of housing to move
our service users into. Almost

one in three of those who use
our shelters have been home-
less for over five years.

"The government com-
mitted to end rough-sleeping
in 2010, and this has not materi-
alised. The problem will persist
unless these people have a
place to move on to. It's not
about a shortage of money -
there have been enhanced leas-
ing options for houses - it's
about the properties caught up
in Nama or that the banks
don't want sold on because
they have some issue with
them."

Roughan McNamara,
spokesman for Focus Ireland,
said the organisation was criti-
cal of the government's failure
to deliver vital housing.

He said all the voluntary
sector agencies had been in-
volved in a service reconfi-
guration to "reduce the
number of emergency re-
sponses to the needs of people"
who were homeless, and in-
stead focus resources on sup-
porting those who were
previously homeless to settle
into a permanent home.

"But the promised flow of
new homes has, in fact, been
just a trickle. In light of this,
the high level of demand for
this service comes as no sur-
prise," McNamara said.

The Homeless Agency and
Dublin City Council (DCQ
also provide emergency shelter
accommodation in Dublin city
centre.

There are six such facilities
in Dublin 1 and 2 that cater
for almost 200 people, while se-
ven others in Dublin 7 and 8

provide refuge for almost 300
more. Of a combined capacity
of almost 500, around 20 beds
per night are free, according to
the Homeless Agency.

Its research last year showed
that most adults in homeless
services (84 per cent) were Ir-
ish nationals, and 16 per cent
were foreign nationals.

Around 80 per cent of
homeless people that use these
services are men. Roughly
two-thirds of the men who use
the services are aged between
25 and 45.

Meanwhile, the concentra-
tion of drug treatment facilities
in the city centre is causing
concern to traders and busi-
nesses.

Representative organisa-
tions believe there is an over-
load of these centres in Dublin

1 and 2, leading to more drug
users congregating in these
areas to beg.

According to Health Service
Executive figures, 4,085 people
are attending for methadone
treatment in clinical facilities
in Dublin's four local authority
areas, and Dublin city centre
clinics cater for 1,172 of these,
with six city centre facilities
concentrated in a small area.

Richard Guiney, chief ex-
ecutive of Dublin City Busi-
ness Improvement District,
said the current situation was
"an enormous issue".

"The spectre of people
sleeping in doorways, and
others with paper cups held
out, is doing us no favours. I
understand from Dublin Tour-
ism that the issue has regis-
tered on their feedback

surveys from tourists.
"There are two types of peo-

ple on the streets: one group
which is genuinely in need of
help, many of whom have ad-
diction issues, and another
group which doesn't," said
Guiney.

"We know from our street
ambassadors that some people
travel in the early morning and
pitch up to beg. In the case of
organised begging, they are
dropped off in various loca-
tions and many have to hand
over their money afterwards.

"This is abuse, and also
needs to be outlawed under
the public order vagrancy leg-
islation.

"These new laws can't come
quick enough and, while they
outlaw begging near a com-
mercial premises, we also need
to include public buildings and
bus and Luas stops, so that
tourists and others aren't har-
assed there too."

Dublin City Business Asso-
ciation (DCBA) chief executive
Tom Coffey said that the policy
of housing drug treatment ser-
vices in the city centre was a re-
gressive one, allowing drug
dealers to mingle easily with
city crowds.

"We need to pursue a suc-
cessful system like the Dutch
authorities, who brought the
addiction services out to indus-
trial estates where the drug
pushers could be exposed and
would not follow their vic-
tims," he said. "DCBA, Gal-
way Business Association and
Cork Business Association
have been lobbying the govern-
ment about this."
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