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Executive Summary

Objective:

to understand the number, geographical distribution, types and reasons of
streetsleeping in Hong Kong, through conducting a survey, in order to provide
accurate data for policy and service planning;

« to investigate the causes of streetsleeping and explore the inadequacy of current
services and policies, through a qualitative case study.

Method: Face to Face interview in districts with higher number of streetsleepers
Duration: 13/10/2000-15/10/2000 (three nights)
Street Sleepers discovered: 631
Street Sleepers willing to answer questionnaire: 439
Successful questionnaire; 416
Response Rate;  70%
Successful Rate:  66%

Results and Analysis:
1. Quantity and Trends of Streetsleepers
1.1 Increasing Number of Streetsleepers

« The number of streetsleepers discovered in our survey was 631. As estimated
from previous studies, streetsleepers in the surveyed region accounts for 96% of
all streetsleepers in Hong Kong. Hence the total number of streetsleepers that
could be discovered is 655. The past street sleepers survey of Social Welfare
Department (SWD) estimated that about 50% of streetsleepers could be
discovered on streets. We thus estimated that the total number of streetsleepers in
Hong Kong as 1,310. -

« According to the survey of SWD in January 2000, there were 819 streetsleepers
in Hong Kong. Our survey showed that the number had increased to 1,310 in
October 2000, an increase of 60% in 10 months.

Reasons for increasing number of streetsleepers :

« The increase of streetsleepers has ‘time-lag’ effect with the downturn of Hong
Kong economy. Many poor people can support their living for about 6 to 12
months by means of their own savings or else borrowing money from relatives
and friends. . Therefore the upsurge of streetsleepers in 2000 was a reflection of
economic downturn in 1999, when high unemployment existed in Hong Kong.
Moreover, the fact also suggested that the economic recovery in 2000 has not
benefited the lowest strata of Hong Kong, those grassroots workers are still facing
the threat of unemployment, under-employment and low wage. In the situation of
insufficient income, those people in economic crisis were forced to become
streetsleepers.
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1.2 Recent Trends of Streetsleepers
1.2.1 Younger in Age

« The results of the last three surveys of the SWD showed that only 11% to 12% of
the streetsleepers were under the age of 40. In this survey, we discovered that the
percentage of streetsleepers under the age of 40 had increased significantly to
20%. The average age of the streetsleepers also decreased from 54 to 50.

1.2.2 Shorter Duration of Streetsleeping

+ In 1996, only 10.5% of the streetsleepers had slept on the street under 1 year, in
1998 the ratio increased to 16.3%, and it continuously increased to 28% in
January 2000. In this survey, we found that the ratio sharply increased to 37.1%.
The increasing ratio of short-term streetsleepers indicates that many streetsleepers
are new joiners of streetsleeping.

1.2.3 Heterogeneous in Case Type

+ The case type of streetsleepers becomes more heterogeneous. In this survey,
about half of the street sleepers were social marginals, in which drug addicts
constituted one fourth of the streetsleepers. The mental illness and the alcoholic
constituted one tenth of the streetsleepers. Another 20% were disabled and elderly
people. The other 30% belonged to the ‘unemployed and working poor’ category,
in which 20% were unemployed and 10% working poor.

« 3 out of 10 streetsleepers belonged to the able-bodied unemployed or working
poor category. Their main reason of streetsleeping was financial crisis. They
could not afford the rent and were excluded from the formal housing market. This
‘new’ category of streetsleepers is different from that ‘old’ social marginal
category who faces social exclusion by the mainstream society.

1.24 Late Night Sleeping

« Another trend of current streetsleepers was that an increasing number of them
appeared very late at night in their location of streetsleeping. Over 35%
streetsleepers arrived at their streetsleeping location later than 10 p.m. The
reasons of late night sleeping were ‘too early will be prohibited by the safety
guard’, ‘too noisy’ and ‘wait until the closing of shops’. In the period of survey,
there was not any late night service provided by SWD and NGOs, hence
streetsleepers were neither contacted or served by concerned service providers..

2. Reasons for Streetsleeping and Relapse

2.1 Economic problem is the major cause for starting streetsleeping

«+ Over 75% streetsleepers cited economic problem as the major cause for starting
streetsleeping, e.g. “‘do not have sufficient money to pay the rent’, ‘unemployed’.
This signifies that the majority of streetsleepers joined the rank of street sleepers
involuntarily, most of them were forced to sleep on streets because of their
economic vulnerability.
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2.2 Re-housing during streetsleeping period

« 21.3% respondents had moved from streets to normal accommodation and then
returned to streets (relapse) again.  This shows that streetsleepers have
willingness and opportunity to escape from streetsleeping. However, it also
signifies that many ex-streetsleepers may relapse again on the street after
re-housing.

2.3 Reason for relapse: poor adaptation and economic reason

« Cannot adapt “environment”, “restriction” and “flat mates” are re-housing are
major reasons for relapse of 50% of “relapsed” streetsleepers. Nevertheless,
economic reason is also the second important factor for relapse.

- If we want to lower the relapse rate successfully, we should provide longer
follow-up for streetsleepers after re-housing. We should increase their adaptation
ability and prevent them from streetsleeping again. Ways to improve their
economic condition, such as job search assistance, referral for training
programmes and CSSA are also crucial factors for preventing relapse.

3. Employment and Working Conditions of Streetsleepers

3.1 Most streetsleepers are marginal workers in poverty

« Over 80% of employed streetsleepers were underemployed (working less than 35
hours a week). Their workloads were irregular. Over 70% of them worked less
than 10 days a month and over 30% of them even worked less than 5 days a
month.

« The major reason for streetsleeping was economic reason and most streetsleepers
were in economically vulnerable position. According to the occupation and
industry of their present job or last job, most of them were engaged in low pay,
low skill manual labour work. About one sixth of them were waiters in the
catering industry, 14.3% were construction workers, and 10% in each of the
following categories: coolies and transport workers, manufacturing workers,
hawkers and cleaners. Most of their job security was low; about 55%
streetsleepers were causal workers for their present or last job.

« The salary of their present or last job wasvery low. The average monthly income
was HKD 5,271. This shows that most streetsleepers were engaged in low pay
jobs. The low income did not allow them to have sufficient saving. When they
faced the crisis of redundant, industrial accident or illness, they couldnot pay the
high rent and turned to sleep on streets.



s 2000 751 e

4. Situation of and Motivation for Receiving Service
4.1 Motivation for receiving service, job search and re-housing
- If we compare the motivation for receiving help, job search and, re-housing, (1
represents ‘I like it very much’ and 5 represents ‘I don’t like it very much’), the
average scores of the three services are 2.48 ~ 2.58 and 2.13 respectively. This

suggests that the motivation for re-housing was higher than the motivation for job
searching, and the motivation for job-searching was higher than the motivation
for receiving help from SWD and NGOs. However, in actual behaviour, the ratio
of streetsleepers who have actually searched for housing was lower than those
searching for job. It may signify that the streetsleepers found it more difficult and
had more barriers in finding housing than job and we should provide more
intensive services for re-housing.

4.2 Drug Addicts, Alcoholic and Gambling Streetsleepers

« Among the drug addicts, alcoholic and gambling streetsleepers, over 65% of them
had tried drug detoxification treatment or quitted from alcohol and gambling,
however only 30% of them were successful.

« The major reason for reengagement in drug addiction is ‘peer influence’. This
shows that if we cannot prevent the ex-drug addicts from streetsleeping after their
detoxification; they may encounter their drug addict peers in the streetsleeping
location. They may restart taking drugs due to lack of self-control ability.

« ‘Drug addiction’ and ‘streetsleeping’ are two reciprocal and reinforcing situations.
We suggest that future services for streetsleepers and drug addicts should be more
integrated and a *holistic’ approach should be adopted for handling the problems
of drug addict streetsleepers.

5. Comparison between ‘Short-term’ and ‘Long-term’ Streetsleepers

5.1 Short-term streetsleepers are younger in age

« Among streetsleepers under the age of 40, 62.0% of them were short-term
streetsleepers (duration of streetsleeping less than 1 year), in the age group of
41-60, the ratio of short-term streetsleepers decreased to 35.5%, and in the elderly
streetsleepers (age greater than 60) the ratio further decreased to 17.7%. This
supported the fact that the duration of streetsleeping was shorter for streetsleepers
of younger age. Our survey also showed that about one third (33.8%) of new
joiners (short-term streetsleepers) were under the age of 40. Such trend was
different from the past that streetsleepers were mainly composed of middle age
and elderly people.

-iv-
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5.2 Short-term streetsleepers have higher educational attainment than long-term
streetsleepers

+ Owing to the younger age of short-term streetsleepers, and also due to fact that
Hong Kong has implemented nine-year compulsory education for 23 years,
36.9% short-term streetsleepers had an education attainment of junior secondary
or above, only 9.4% of them never went to school. Among long-term
streetsleepers, only 17.3% had junior secondary or over education attainment and
one fourth never went to school.

5.3 Short-term streetsleepers have higher motivation for job searching

« Short-term streetsleepers have higher motivation for job searching. Among the
short-term (duration of streetsleeping under 1 year), 31.9% ‘wanted to search job
very much’ and another 38.5% ‘wanted to search job’, altogether about 70%
short-term streetsleepers wanted to search job. However, among the long-term
(streetsleeping for more than 10 years), only 16.7% ‘wanted to search job very
much’ and another 22.8% “wanted to search job’.

- Short-term streetsleepers tend to be younger, better educated, so they have more
advantage in getting a job. Moreover, their will was not yet eroded by the social
isolation of long term unemployment and streetsleeping, therefore they have
higher motivation for finding a job to improve their own economic situation.

5.4 Younger streetsleepers have higher motivation to change

« We discovered that the correlation between the duration of streetsleeping and the
motivation for getting help from government and NGOs was not significant.
Nevertheless, we found that streetsleepers in younger age have higher motivation
for job searching as well as re-housing. Age was a crucial factor in determining
the motivation to change.

« Correlation between ‘Age’ and “Motivation for job search’ was significant.
Streetsleepers in younger age had higher motivation in job searching. 31.1% of
streetsleepers under the age of 40 “‘wanted to search job very much’ and another
44.6% “wanted to search job’. For those streetsleepers between the age group 41
and 60, 30.8% and 31.7% “‘wanted to search job very much’ and ‘wanted to
search job’ respectively. It signifies that the middle age and the younger age street
sleepers had a strong motivation in job searching.

- Streetsleepers in younger and middle age had higher motivation for re-housing.
40.0% of streetsleepers under the age of 40 ‘wanted to be re-housed very much’
and 38.6% ‘wanted to be re-housed’. For streetsleepers of age group between 41
and 60, they also had high motivation to be re-housed, 41.9% and 38.6% of
them ‘wanted to be re-housed very much’ and ‘wanted to be re-housed’
respectively. For those elderly streetsleepers, the sum of corresponding
percentages were 30%, however 28.8% did not want to be re-housed.
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6. Suggestion
6.1 Reinstate emergency fund in the CSSA system
6.2 Introduce late night outreach visits
6.3 Increase emergency shelter for streetsleepers
6.4 Increase long-term single person hostel
6.5 Introduce special single person hostel
6.6 Increase supply of public rental housing units for single person
6.7 Introduce outreach mental illness assessment service
6.8 Form inter-departmental coordinating committee for streetsleepers
services
6.9 Create more job opportunity and promote self-reliance
6.10 Promote community education to prevent social discrimination

-Vi-
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