EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 Background

The Information and Research Working Group, created under the Joint Implementation Model of the Drug and Alcohol Strategies, identified the need to conduct a province wide needs analysis of individuals who have an alcohol and/or drug problem where homelessness has become a feature.  A Steering Group was appointed to oversee a research project exploring this issue, with representatives from the Department for Health, Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS), the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE), the Council for the Homeless and the NI Community Addiction Service (NICAS).  Deloitte was appointed to undertake the research project in conjunction with the Simon Community.

The overall aim of the research is to provide a detailed account of substance misuse among homeless people that could be used to inform future prevention and treatment activities (detailed objectives are listed in Section 2.2).

The methodology for the research is set out in Section 3.  In summary it involved the following activity:

· interviews with 154 homeless people recruited via 33 temporary accommodation providers across Northern Ireland;

· a survey of homelessness and substance misuse service providers;

· consultation with other stakeholders; and

· a literature review of policy context and good practice in the areas of homelessness and substance misuse.

1.2 Conclusions

Conclusions are detailed in Section 8.1 and the key points are summarised below.


1.2.1
Patterns of Substance Use

The research leads to the conclusion that substance misuse is a significant issue among homeless people in terms of both prevalence of use and dependency.  Risk behaviours were associated with substance use and the incidence of mental ill health among the population was high.  The research also indicates that substance use is a factor in becoming homeless on one or more occasions and remaining homeless.

1.2.2
Review of Services

There is a requirement to address the range of services available to homeless people with problem substance use, both in terms of treatment and homelessness provision.  Homeless people strongly urged the need to improve substance misuse and homelessness services to better meet their needs in terms of the range and specialisation of services available, preventative services, information provided on services and the quality of support available from staff to deal with the joint problem of homelessness and substance misuse.  A recurrent finding was that despite the prevalence of substance use, homeless people prioritised securing accommodation over addressing their drug and alcohol problem.

1.2.3
Policy and Strategy Issues

The issues of homelessness and substance misuse are not well integrated at a policy and strategy level, although there has been some evidence of effective integrated practice at operational level.  A number of joint policy and working structures already exist which have a part to play in addressing this issue.  However, a specific bridging mechanism is required to bring various strategies and structures together at a regional level and to identify and meet needs at a local level.

1.3 Recommendations

The primary recommendation is that the findings of this research and the issue of substance misuse and homelessness be disseminated widely and that an appropriate co-ordinated response to the problem be developed.  Further detailed recommendations are set out in Section 8.2 and the key issues are summarised below.

1.3.1
Policy and Strategy

It is recommended that mechanisms be put into place to develop a regional strategy for an integrated housing, homelessness and substance use service, both from a preventative and reactive perspective.  A possible model for the strategy is set out in 8.2.1.  The suggested model involves a two-tier approach, with a Regional Strategy Group whose role is to set policy and oversee service integration, and four Area Groups whose role is to identify and meet local needs.  In addition to the establishment of this model, reviews of existing strategies should also ensure that the issue of homelessness and substance use is given appropriate weight.

1.3.2
A Service Continuum

Feedback from homeless people through this research highlights a clear need to ensure that homeless people across Northern Ireland have access to a continuum of integrated services in relation to substance misuse and homelessness.  This continuum should be appropriate to different groups with varying needs, and consistent with the ‘good practice’ identified in the literature review and the findings of this research.

1.3.3
Information and Prevention Services

Those in temporary accommodation need support to deal with substance misuse and its impact on both their health and their capacity to move into more permanent accommodation.

Information and prevention services must be designed to be more accessible to those in temporary accommodation, for example, through greater provision of outreach services, clinics in hostels and other on-site support.

Those under threat of homelessness where substance misuse is an issue also need support, and mechanisms should be put in place to ensure early intervention that prevents these individuals from becoming homeless.  The role of primary health care, housing, police and other public services in providing early intervention services should be explored.

1.3.4
Training 

It is recommended that steps be taken to ensure that those in accommodation services working with homeless people can access a programme of training in substance use issues.  The training needs of those working in treatment services who may have contact with homeless people should also be considered and a regional programme of training or set of guidelines be delivered.
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