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Bench test ��Many elderly homeless people resist help but one initiative to get them off the street is working ��Radhika Holmstr¿m�Wednesday July 31, 2002�The Guardian <http://www.guardian.co.uk/> ��At 10.30pm in the Sanctuary on the Harrow Road, west London, three elderly men settle down for the night. There are no beds for them, however. They are laying their heads on ordinary bench seats that have been in use all day. 


The provision is quite deliberate. The new "night centre" at the Sanctuary aims to accommodate people who have spent years sleeping on park benches and, as far as they are concerned, sleeping under a roof is enough to get used to. 


Mainstream hostels frighten a lot of homeless people, old and young. But older people have far fewer specialist options. The night centre, which is run by the homeless charity St Mungo's, is for those "entrenched" older rough sleepers (predominantly white men), who have spent years on the street, avoiding virtually all contact with services - often with anyone at all, including other rough sleepers. 


St Mungo's development officer David Westwater says: "Many older people mistrust younger homeless people - they prefer to tuck themselves away somewhere a little farther out rather than sleep in shop doorways. That generation is more easily intimidated." 


People born before the advent of the welfare state often do not feel they have an automatic right to provision, he says. But as they get older and frailer, street life exacerbates all the physical and mental ailments associated with ageing. For many, the brutal reality is that if they do not get into some sort of provision, they will die on the street. 


Westwater is also closely involved with Help the Aged's work on homelessness and the elderly. As a leading partner in the UK Coalition on Older Homelessness, set up last December, Help the Aged is funding outreach work in London (through St Mungo's and the housing association Thames Reach Bondway) and Newcastle upon Tyne (through the charity Haven Tyneside). Everyone agrees that specialist outreach work is the only way to get through to this group: it requires concentrated, long-term effort - but does eventually pay off. 


The coalition estimates that up to 1,000 elderly people could be sleeping rough in England and Wales. St Mungo's accommodates 110 over the age of 50 with a history of rough sleeping. Since January 2000, 420 rough sleepers over 50 have lived in St Mungo's projects. Haven Tyneside has seen more than 70 older homeless people in the past 22 months. 


Sam Perry is an older persons' outreach worker for Thames Reach Bondway. "Older homeless people face quite different issues from a lot of other people," she says. "Continuity and time are really important; it takes a long time for people to break their routine. 


"You have to be quite creative and start building up trust before you can start exploring their options. Once you know where someone goes, you can drop by, offer them a cigarette and have a chat. A lot of people may never go in, in which case you have to link them in as far as you can. You're always actively encouraging them to consider housing, but you can't push it too far because the barriers will just go up if you do." 


The key thing, Perry stresses, is to treat people with respect. "Everyone deserves a chance," she says. 


Steve is one of the people who only "went in" after painstaking outreach work. By the time outreach services first made contact with him, he had been sleeping in a garage for several years, spending the day walking around the area. "I went round and about the cafes," he recalls. "I didn't talk to people. I was settled in my own way. I didn't want to go." 


Contact and assessment worker Christopher Murray, who works with Westwater at St Mungo's, describes Steve as a "classic example of someone who's entrenched" - quiet, pleasant, but resistant to any idea of change. 


"Chris came to the garage and shouted through the door," says Steve. "I wanted to tell him to get lost, but he kept calling and I changed my mind." The pair slowly built up a relationship, but Steve doggedly refused to move until his garage was demolished. At that point, social services stepped in and, on the basis of the established relationship, were able to offer him support he would take up. 


If the Sanctuary had been an option at that point, say Murray and Westwater, they could have directed Steve there before his garage was demolished. The centre has filled a crucial gap, as a way people can test out provision before committing to it. 


Based on the ground floor of a bigger hostel for older people, the Sanctuary's night centre is explicitly not a night shelter. It is set up to cater for only three people, referred by outreach staff, and has been designed to be as non-institutional as possible. There are hooks over the bathroom mirrors, so that anyone who does not want to see their own reflection - a common reaction among the street homeless - can hang a towel over it; there is also no clock, so anyone who wants to know the time has to start up a conversation. 


Users will have access to all the other services on offer at the hostel (like healthcare and resettlement), but none is compulsory. The main thing is that the users do not get just food, shelter and a shower - they stay the night. At 10.30pm,the night staff comes on duty and night time begins. The difference is deliberate and it is something that many people have to re-learn after years on the streets. 


"Specialist street-outreach services for older homeless people have already proved to be extremely effective for those unable to access mainstream services," says Joe Oldman, Help the Aged's older homelessness and housing needs manager. "The next stage is for the government's homelessness directorate and local authorities to formulate approaches that address the distinctive needs of this group." 


The benches at the Sanctuary are one example of a practical approach. In fact, Westwater points out, beds are not really important at all. "One client eventually went in, but every night he'd build his little bash on the corner of the floor and sleep in that," he says. "He was indoors and the priority wasn't getting him on his bed, it was getting him to accept more services." 


Sleeping rough 


Many people become homeless for the first time in old age. Some do so because their home was tied to their job; others find it difficult, or too distressing, to live in the family home after their parents or partner dies. Others become confused about signing on, or paying bills, and are turned out of their homes when they fall into rent arrears. 


Not all end up sleeping rough, but almost one in five rough sleepers is over 50. Of these, a quarter are over 60. St Mungo's outreach workers have found older people sleeping rough in woods, parks, sheds, disused toilets, abandoned buildings and old cars. 


Campaigners are pressing for a full range of specialist services for the older homeless or those at risk of losing their homes. This includes more housing, especially long-term, supported provision; services that seek out older rough sleepers; pilot projects to help people with complex needs; and prevention work with people at risk of losing their tenancies. 


Help the Aged has joined forces with Zurich Financial Services Group to fund a three-year scheme in east London to help the elderly homeless re-engage with their community. The East London Meaningful Occupation Programme, run by the St Botolph's Project, aims to motivate older homeless people to take up skills training, volunteering opportunities and part-time jobs. �





