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Six in 10 of the homeless interviewed in nationwide
study were working, mostly in low-wage jobs
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The first nationwide study of home-
lessness in Singapore found that
about 1,000 people were sleeping
on the street.

They were sleeping rough in most
parts of the island, but more were
found in the older and larger hous-
ing estates such as in the city area,
Bedok and Kallang.

These areas also had more rental
flats, as homelessness is linked to
poverty. The study did not specify
which areas in the city it was refer-
ring to.

Over eight in 10 of the homeless
were men and of those inter-
viewed, six in 10 were working,
mostly in low-wage jobs like clean-
ingand as security guards.

Half the number had been tough-
ingitout on the streets for between
one and five years, and nearly one-
third did so for six years or longer.

They slept in places like void
decks, commercial buildings and
playgrounds.

The study was done by Assistant
Professor Ng Kok Hoe of the Lee
Kuan Yew School of Public Policy
(LKYSPP) at the National Univer-
sity of Singapore,

He led a team of close to 500 vol-
unteer fieldworkers who covered
12,000 blocks of flats and other pub-
lic and commercial spaces over
three months to count the numbers
sleeping on the streets.

The fieldworkers, who started
work after 11.30pm, recorded the
number of people who were asleep

or going to sleep in public spaces.
These rough sleepers also had
some form of bedding or many be-
longings.

The study also interviewed 88 of
the homeless people.

Prof Ng said: “Homelessness ex-
ists in Singapore. But despite grow-
ing policy and public attention in re-
cent years, the size of the homeless
population in Singapore is not
known. Knowing the number of
homeless people and where they
may be found allows services to be
designedand organised ina system-
aticway.”

The study, which was released
yesterday, is an independent one
fundedby aresearch grant fromthe
LKYSPP. The Ministry of Social and
Family Development (MSF) also
helped to mobilise social workers
for the street count and asked the
homeless interviewed if they are
willing to seek help from govern-
mentor social service agencies.

The key findings include:

+ Some sixin 10 of the homeless

USEFULWHEN DESIGNING SERVICES

Knowing the number ofhomeless
peopleand where they may be
found allows services to be
designed and organised ina
systematic way.
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ASSISTANT PROFESSOR NG KOK HOE, of
the Lee KuanYew School of Public Policy.

were working but their median
wage was $1,400 amonth,
compared with the national
median wage of $3,467.

About half said they were
sleepingon the street as they
were unemployed, did not have
regular jobs or earned very little.

So they could not pay their rentor :

mortgage,or they had sold their
house. Family conflicts and
break-ups were cited as another
mainreason for homelessness.
Some 26 per cent either rented a
flat from the Housing Board at

- Key findings
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: measure the scale of homelessness
{ in Singapore found the following:

The Ministry of Social and Family
Development has defined a
homeless person as someone
“who feels he has no home to

go back to, whether he owns

a house or is renting a place”.

2 Areas with the largest
i numbers of he people:

Areas with the
fewest include:

[ Downtown || Bedok || Kallang |

highly subsidised rates or bought :

an HDB flat. However, some
chose not togo home because of
conflicts with their co-tenant.

» Some 40 per cent of those
interviewed had soughthelpin
thepastyear. They didso froma
number of places including the
Social Service Offices which
administer the Government’s
financialaid schemesor their
Member of Parliament.

Prof Ng noted the complexity of :
their problems, saying that could :
be areason why 40 per cent sought :
help but still found it hard to break :
outof their homeless predicament.

Mr Lee Kim Hua, a senior director :
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at MSF, said the ministry defined a :

homeless person as someone “who :

DEMOGRAPHICS

feels he has no home to go back to, :

whether he owns a house or is rent- :

ingaplace”.

He said: “As long as he doesn’t :

feel safe going back at night to
sleep, we take itas homelessness.”

Mr Lee said the ministry has :
stepped up its partnership with :
community groups to reach out to :
and aid the homeless over the past :
two years. This is needed, asamong :
other reasons, some of the home- :
less may be afraid of and shun help :
from the authorities but not staff :

and volunteers from charities.

So the key is for the community :
groups to engage them and build :
trust, and when they are ready, the }
ministry can extend the help :

needed.

The ministry has brought to- :
gether the different groups helping :
the homeless and in July, the Part- :
ners Engaging and Empowering :

of the homeless
were men

Average age of
those interviewed

Over 80% 54

N 35% i
Y 41%

SOME HAVE HOMES TO GO BACK TO
0y of those interviewed said they had rented
<30%

an HDB public rental flat or bought an HDB flat
N 37%

HOW LONG THEY HAVE BEEN HOMELESS

1in3

EDUCATION LEVEL

had primary school 2

or lower education people
completed university
had secondary

school education

were homeless due to family
conflicts or familial break-up

has been sleeping in public for six or more years and
four said they have been homeless for over 20 years

Rough Sleepers (Peers) Network :

was launched. It now has 26 mem- :
bers, such as the Catholic Welfare :

Services and the Homeless Hearts
of Singapore.
Mr Lee said that the ministry is

working with the Peers Network to :

build an interim shelter for those
sleepingon the streets.

There are currently three transi- :
tional shelters catering to the home- :

less.
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When they were interviewed,
which was around midnight,

f

1in4
said they had only one meal
that day or had eaten nothing

:6in10

 were working, often in jobs such as
cleaners or security guards, or doing
odd jobs. Their median pay was
$1,400 a month.
i Source: NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE STRAITS TIMES GRAPHICS

Half of the homeless had been toughing it out on the streets for between one and five years, and nearly one-third did so for six years or longer. They slept in places like void decks, commercial buildings and playgrounds. ST PHOTO: WANG HUI FEN

Researcher suggests removing joint tenancy requirement for rental flats

The researcher who came up with
the first nationwide street count of
the homeless here has drawn up a
host of recommendations to better
tackle the issue.

Assistant Professor Ng Kok Hoe
from the Lee Kuan Yew School of
Public Policy at the National Univer-
sity of Singapore said that the de-
sign and funding of shelter services
have to be commensurate with the
complexity of the underlying
causes of homelessness.

Prof Ng, whose research interests

include public housing policy, said:
“Shelter services that impose a
short, arbitrary duration of stay are
unlikely to be adequate or accept-
able.”

A Ministry of Social and Family
Development (MSF) spokesman
told The Straits Times that there
are now three transitional shelters,
which provide temporary accom-
modation for the homeless.

Social workers will work with the
homeless to address their prob-
lems, such as employment or family

issues, and help them move into
long-term housing.

The MSFhopes to move residents
inthese sheltersinto long-term and
stable housing within six months,
but an extension of stay can be
granted if social workers deem they
need more time to resolve their
problems.

Another area which Prof Ng high-
lighted was the Destitute Persons
Act, which he felt causes the home-
less much anxiety as they are afraid
of being sent into welfare homes

against their wishes.

The MSF spokesman said that
only a small minority of those
found sleeping on the streets are
considered destitute under the Act.

The destitute refers to those who
are unable to care for themselves
and have no family support.

They are encouraged to stay in
welfare homes for their safety and
well-being. Besides, residents can
be discharged when they are as-
sessed to be ready to reintegrate
into the community.
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The spokesman stressed that
statutory powers are exercised only
as the last resort in instances where
the person’s safety is deemed to be
at risk, or when he lacks the mental
capacity to make informed deci-
sions for his own welfare.

Prof Ng said the Housing Board
can improve the eligibility criteria
and the space provided in its public
rental flats.

Under the joint singles scheme, a
single person must pair up with
another single person torent a one-

room HDB flat. Some of those sleep-
ing on the streets have a rental unit
under this scheme, but they choose
torough it out on the streets as they
have had conflicts with their room-
mate, interviews with the homeless
found.

Said Prof Ng: “The joint tenancy
requirement deprives residents of
basic privacy, creates conflict
among co-tenants and should be re-
moved.”
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