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“The Problem of Homelessness in Ukraine”

The paper presents a situation with homelessness in Ukraine. Particularly, the following aspects are covered: the legislation, the institutions which serve the homeless people, approaches to data collection methodology, causes of homelessness, challenges with establishing of the new services for homeless people and complications with research activity in this field.  

The Homeless Situation 

The situation with the homelessness in Ukraine is rather strained and deteriorating. Political and economic changes in Ukrainian society cause processes that lead to increase of number of homeless people. Big cities are most suffering from this problem, where a large quantity of homeless persons are concentrated as they come there for better life from different parts of Ukraine. Well-developed infrastructure of Kiev, the capital of Ukraine, as well as better standards of living, make the city attractive for people looking for means of subsistence. Homeless persons are among them and the number of them is constantly increasing. The number of homeless people in different cities is decreasing or increasing depending on the season. In winter, more homeless people are looking for s shelter in large cities, in spring they move to the south, to the Black Sea coast, where they can find season work, or to the country side. 

Obviously, homeless people are often forced to live this way, but a large number of homeless people have temporary, often illegal work at the black market to earn for their living. Besides, a vagrant person may have a private house in a village but is forced to leave it as he/she couldn’t get a job. A lot of villages in Ukraine with appropriate housing conditions (houses, communication, roads and so on) are almost empty because active citizens have moved to large cities searching for job. 

During the Soviet times the Criminal Code contained an article according to which those individuals engaged in vagrancy (a homeless way of living), mendicancy or antisocial behavior could be held accountable for these action before a court. Usually, they were taken to a Reception Centre, which served mainly for identification purposes.

In case a homeless person hadn’t his/her personal identification documents, the officials tried to identify him/her, his/her picture was taken and he or she was given new documents. During 30 days of staying there, the authorities looked for a job or provided some job training and a place to live (usually hostels were supported by factories and enterprises). The homeless were given a special document (prescription) to go there and in order to start a new life. The police officers were responsible for supervision of this process. 

The idea that Ukraine should bring its legislation closer to the European standards had resulted in withdrawal of this article from the Criminal Code. However, consequences of the economic stagnation, massive unemployment and overall poverty haven’t been taken into account. Currently, it is not the police responsibility to deal with the problem but in reality they have to work with homeless people in different way because it was practically no ones responsibility until very recently.

Among all the authorities, the police officers are best informed and aware about the problems of homeless people, thus the statistics on the homeless in Ukraine are based only on the data provided by the Ministry of Internal Affairs (Police). Usually they collect the data on the number of persons who were detained and taken to the Receptions all around Ukraine. But recently the quantity the Receptions has declined sharply and there are more than 40 in number. Presently only few large cities of Ukraine, including Kyiv, Charkiv, Dnipropetrovs’k, Odessa, Poltava etc, provide this type of services. 

The mission of Receptions is first of all to identify the person detained and verify whether the person has committed any crime or not; but in reality they often have to provide services to those who address them for permanent housing, medical support or sanitary services. It is wrongly believed that all Reception Centre clients have criminal past. But according to the personal of Reception Centres only part of clients have criminal past and ex-prisoners experience.

 Sometimes the homeless are asking to let them stay for few periods in the Receptions because of the cold weather, lack of food or illness. This situation creates some kind of ethic dilemma for directors of Receptions because to do it means to break the law but not to do means to leave a person in an extraordinary situation without help. 

According to the data of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, there were more than 40,000 homeless persons in Ukraine in 2005. This information can only partially clarify the problem, since those numbers include people who attracted attention of the militia officers by their behaviour and the prosecutor’s sanction was obtained to keep the person in that unit. The people whose behaviour did not give any reasons for detention and homeless women make most of the number or larger part of it in comparison to that given above. Militia officers also mention that they arrest people who do vagrancy, mendicancy or begging. But as a rule they do not detain those with signs of severe illnesses, elderly people and women who don’t demonstrate asocial behaviour. 

Another big group, which also is included into general number of homeless people in Ukraine, is the immigrants. They are inmates of Receptions but not homeless people. For example, only the third part of those staying in the Kiev Reception during my last visit was the citizens of Ukraine. Another third of them make citizens from other republics of former USSR. The rest of the clients come from abroad, particularly from China, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and African countries, among them lots of transit economic migrants, looking for a way to get Western European countries, as well as refugees. 

The homeless people did not exist for Ukrainian social policy – neither were there any legislation nor social services for this group of clients until last time. The important contribution was made by the Parliament hearing in December 2003 on the concept of homeless people or homeless citizens. Before they used the terms BOMZH, an acronym for a vagabond, literally “Without Definite Place of Residence”. Equivalent concepts are used as follows: ‘vagrancy’ and ‘mendicancy’ or ‘go begging’. 

In June 2005 a new law “On basics of social welfare of homeless citizen and children without shelter” was passed. The main idea of this law is to create a special system for registration of homeless people, establishing following services: night shelter, centre of reintegration and social hotel. The law comes into force from the 1st of January 2006.

The Services to the Homeless

The overwhelming majority of services for homeless people are provided in the institutions for elderly people. These could be shelters for night lodging at ‘territorial social services centres for pensioners and lonely disabled people’, shelters for released prisoners, specialised boarding houses for elderly people released from custody (1:3). Only several cities in Ukraine and the Kiev city have the Centres for adaptation or re-socialisation aimed to support people in their wish to change homeless way of living and return to their community. 
The Head Department for Social Protection of the Kyiv City Administration, which is responsible for the functioning of social agencies and social workers, has decided to intensify its attention to the problem of homeless people. New possibilities for further development of policies at the local level were feasible after the conclusion of the contract of 16 August 2002 between the Main Department for Social Protection of the Kyiv State City Administration and the Association of the Netherlands Municipalities to implement the joint project “Reintegration of Homeless Women in Kyiv City”. An Integral Approach at the Local Level”, in which the Main Department of the Ministry of Internal Affairs in Kyiv, the Main Department of Health, the Job Centre of Kyiv, the Centre of Social Service for the Young People, and Kyiv Centre for Work with Women, the School of Social Work at the University of “Kiev-Mohyla Academy” were involved. Owning to the project, there are new possibilities to learn the experience of reintegration of homeless women in the Netherlands in detail, and to adapt it to the local environment, as well as to create a model, which would serve as a basis for the local state bodies to provide services for the clients like these in other places of Ukraine. The official opening of the Centre, which can provide service for 80 clients at one time, took place on 10 June 2003. 

It is important to notice that it is the first institution in Ukraine that provides services to women who have less possibility to be employed, who suffer from being separated from their children, which have to stay in boarding institutions. The Centre’s stuff use case management and 8-steps model in their work and pay attention to physical and psychological status, practical skills of independent life, job, place for living, financing acquiring, pro-social behaviour and the status of every single homeless person. 

But the idea about the mission the Centre was put into question. After the end of reintegration period, a lot of women stayed at the Centre because they did not manage to earn enough money to pay the apartments’ rent. The problem originates from lack of inexpensive housing and there are no affordable hostels or hotel rooms for these people. 

One of the oldest (starting from 1996) and famous projects in Ukraine aimed at homeless people support is Charitable Foundation “A Road Home” in Odessa city. Lots of social workers, NGO’s and state organisations are aware of this Foundation’s work, visited it and studied its work. The Foundation’s staff are working in partnership with “Big Issue Scotland” (DFID) and Eurasia Foundation, are open for exchange of experience, they provide consultations and information support to those interested in development of services for homeless people.

A special feature of Charitable Foundation is the Registration Centre the mission of which is to register homeless. It is located in the centre of Odessa city near Privoz (market place) where a lot of homeless people live and look for means of subsistence. Location is what makes the work of such organisations successful, however city authorities prefer to locate this kind of institutions outside of the city. But one of the features of homeless people is low level of mobility: they try to find places to sleep at night nearby the place where they can find means of subsistence during the daytime. Because of high tariffs for public transport, homeless people do not have enough opportunities to travel around and get services situated in the outlying districts. 

It is obvious that the main problems of homeless people in Ukraine are caused not so much by loss of housing as by their impossibility to fulfil their civil rights, the most important of which is the right to work. Loss of housing for most people automatically means loss of place of registration (propyska). In case of loss of passport, a person that has no registration required by the Decree of the Ukrainian Cabinet of Ministers “On confirmation of temporary order for registering persons at the place of their living” of 16.01.2003 #35 is practically deprived a possibility to resume it. All kinds of social services, assistance, privilege, pension registration in the Unemployment Centre, medical and other services are only available to a person in the presence of passport. To be legally employed is impossible for a person who has no passport. But the way of living of those who have no permanent housing makes them extremely vulnerable to robbery, lost of personal things etc. Thus, the most important problem of homeless people is loss of documents identifying the person and the passport in particular. 

Existing system of homeless people support is unable to solve the problem. Thus, the idea of the Centre is to issue passports without a registration stamp to homeless people and to register them, at the legal address of the Centre. According to the data provided by the Centre’s staff, about 25% of all clients of the Centre will be able to solve their problems independently and deprive the homeless status. 

The project “Social re-integration of homeless people” is being implemented in Chernivtsi city. The system of support and assistance for homeless is based on close co-operation between NGO “Public assistance”, Austrian organisation “Folkshilfe” and Chernivtsi city administration including several projects implemented with the financial support of European Commission. In the framework of one of them - “Food on wheels” they provide homeless people with food. Another project “Attracting community’s attention to the problems of homeless people” is targeted on highlighting homeless situation of the city in local mass media, involving community in solving the problems of homeless people. There is a “Shelter” in the city, where they provide night’s lodging and hot food (lunch, dinner) for 10 persons. There is an opportunity to use showers and laundry, have medical examination and assistance in resuming the lost documents with temporary registration.

There is also centre for 65 persons. It has a qualified staff: social workers, psychologist, medics, who provide clients with necessary assistance. In the Centre the clients can receive following services: food, night’s lodging, sanitary services, psychological and medical services, assistance in resuming lost documents of personal identification. 

In reality, the lack of legal base on homeless care makes activity of such centres very vulnerable. For example, when Charitable Foundation “A Road Home” tried to provide homeless people with food, they were forbidden to do so by Sanitation centre (Department for sanitary inspectors) because the place for dispensation of food had no hand washing facilities.  

It’s obvious that these examples of functional centres for homeless people are unique and state support and service system is extremely limited. Thus, Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine recommended the government ‘to determine central authority to co-ordinate the whole range of legal and social protection of homeless citizens’ (2:4). 

The Homeless Research

It is impossible to quantify the extent and structure of homelessness because of the scarcity of research on homelessness in Ukraine. The situation with homeless/street children is different; the problem is better studied in Ukraine. There is near 90 shelters for street children. More than 120,000 children are registered in the services for under age youngsters. A lot of them have a place to live in, but poverty, alcohol or drug addiction of parents and violence force the children to leave family and stay on the street.

There has been an attempt of scientific research, undertaken by Charitable Foundation “A Road Home”, which gives some ideas about homeless people in several cities of Ukraine. The survey was conducted in 2004 in 16 cities, with a sample of 1205 homeless people who were found on the street, shelter, Reception unit, hospital, market, and railway station. The results of this survey can be summarised as follows:

· About 60% of homeless people are 30-49 year old.

· More than 60% are men

· More than 50% are from working class

· About 30% have infectious skin diseases

· About 13% have TB and hepatitis 

· About 40% reported their alcohol addiction (3).

The special feature of homelessness in Ukraine is a big of number ex-prisoner in it. According to the data of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, 43% of homeless people in Ukraine are ex-prisoners (2: 2).
Researchers of the homelessness problem from U.S.A. and European countries often use data from different service organisations for homeless persons. But we cannot use the data of service organisations for the homeless persons in Ukraine because these mechanisms of care and support are very limited. Some NGO’s are trying to help but the NGOs staff suffers from lack of finances and can provide only “bread and bed” for small number of homeless people. Institutions formed by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy and local authorities face similar problems. The work is even more complicated by the fact that the staffs of these institutions are either not properly educated or have no experience in working with such group of clients as homeless people. Due to the fact, that unqualified personnel don’t feel confident in what they do, they tend not to spread information about their agencies’ activities, and very often they are unwilling to cooperate researches. 

There are no services in rural parts of Ukraine and it is not possible to provide any data on rural homelessness. Moreover, while considering the issues of homelessness, hidden homeless is seldom if ever taken into account. Only those who are roofless and have to sleep in the streets, entrance halls, heating mains, underground, etc. are mentioned. It is highly important to define who are homeless, because it is required for further researches, legislation development and services provision. The social scientists, policy analysts and policymakers are at the very beginning of the development of homeless research in Ukraine. They need examples of good practice of services for homeless. They are also searching for proper enumeration methodology of an accurate count and methods for study of the homeless population and its needs.
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