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Abstract. Notwithstanding the constant rise in numbers, the spectre of
homelessness in Malta has been adeptly omitted from the national social agenda
throughout the years. The NSO fallaciously narrows the definition of homeless to
the mere fact of someone living without a shelter, thus entirely ignoring its
multidimensional aspect. Besides from being the major provider of services to
homeless individuals in Malta, YMCA has also developed a robust dataset which
traces the distinctive dynamics of homelessness in Malta over the past years. The
aim of this paper is to verify the relevance of this empirical research by comparing
to concurrent sociological theories.
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Recent years have seen the face of homelessness changing in Malta.
Homelessness is often perceived as a phenomenon that is static, simple, and
easily defined. However, recent data collated by the YMCA suggests that those
from more socially economic mobile classes are now also increasingly at risk of
slipping through Malta’s social safety net. While financial precariousness once
constituted the main risk factor for homelessness, nowadays, a complex
confluence of personal and institutional factors can lead to the loss of housing
such as rising housing costs, one’s mental and physical health, gender,
nationality, domestic violence, or unstable employment. In other words, the
intricate intersection of individual issues and changing broader socio-economic
conditions appear to be contributing to the rise of homelessness in Malta
(Contemporary Homelessness in Malta Quantitative Research, 2022:12).

Despite this rise, the spectre of homelessness largely flies under the radar in
Malta. Many scholarly studies and dissertations exploring homelessness in Malta
identify the invisibility of homelessness in the nation, which has rendered it
difficult to accurately monitor and gauge how many Maltese or non-Maltese
migrants experience temporary or prolonged experiences without a fixed abode to
call their own. The YMCA also points out the lack of national homelessness
statistical data and the need to provide a clear, concise definition for
homelessness that encompasses the diverse ways in which individuals can
experience this state, from which future policy can also be informed.

The National Statistics Office (NSO) identifies homeless persons as those living
in the street without a shelter (Census, 2011 p. XXIX). However, the YMCA
refers to this as visible rooflessness, arguing that true homelessness extends to
two other potential conditions as well, namely when an individual is living in



insecure and inadequate housing, such as a garage or hostel; or when an
individual is homeless and living in an institution. These two conditions
contribute to the phenomenon of “hidden homelessness” (YMCA Malta
Manifesto, 2018). It is vital to note that definitions of homelessness should extend
beyond simple semantics, as they have major implications for theory. As the
definition of homelessness broadens, previously unseen structural and personal
factors can become more prominent, because a greater diversity of people enter
the equation (Pleace 2016).

This paper will endeavour to unpack the phenomenon of homelessness in Malta
by engaging a sociological theoretical framework to outline how changing
understandings of homelessness can help to provide nuance, develop, and
broaden our understanding of the condition. It will then explore possible
structural and individual factors that may help explain why homelessness is on
the uprise in Malta and why it remains concealed. Finally, focus will shift to
briefly evaluate the need for updated social policy that addresses the current,
complex state of homelessness.

As a social issue, homelessness benefits from being contextualized within a
theoretical framework that can identify how it comes into being. From a
theoretical perspective, homelessness has interchangeably been viewed as an
individual pathology; a symptom of structural injustice, and then more recently as
a confluence of the two. Structural factors can include economic fluctuations, a
reduction in affordable housing, shifts in the national welfare system, sexism, and
racism. Personal factors can include physical and mental health issues, an
individual’s social support network, lifestyle, unemployment, divorce or
separation, troubled childhoods or trauma, and low income.

For example, the notion that drug and alcohol use combined with mental health
problems is a primary contributor to homelessness has now been found to be
inaccurate, as these issues can also arise following homelessness. Similarly,
arguments that homelessness is primarily the product of labour market shortages
or rising house prices have similarly been discredited (Pleace, 2016).
Homelessness can no longer be equated with total disempowerment that
downplays individual agency. In addition, a shift away from regarding
homelessness as referring to those who experience long-term and recurrent
homelessness creates a more complex, fluid picture of the phenomenon. Gowan
(2010) acknowledges that the ‘sin-talk” of homelessness as a moral offence has
now been dispelled as has the ‘sick-talk’ of homelessness as a pathology along
with the ‘system-talk’ of homelessness as systemic injustice. Researchers are now
increasingly acknowledging that the nature of homelessness can vary between
states, societies and cultures. There is now a growing need to understand
homelessness as a complex, ever-changing state that is a mirror of diverse
specific personal and structural factors, and in the case of Malta, to identify what
these are in order to inform policy.

Pleace (2016) asserts that European academics have historically relied too heavily
on American research and evidence and that there are inherent dangers in
applying these ideas and data to interpret European homelessness. The scale of



transitional homeless populations appears to be significantly smaller in some
European contexts where there are more extensive social welfare networks than
in America (Benjaminsen, 2016). Recent research also indicates that the nature of
homelessness can be distinctive in countries with radically different welfare
systems (Pleace, 2016). Pleace (2016) additionally emphasizes that the prevailing
sociological notion of homelessness arising as a negative assemblage of structural
and individual factors lacks precision. He argues instead that many contemporary
European theorists are shifting to reinterpret homelessness as a culmination of
social problems combined with a recognition of individual agency and choices.
While this still acknowledges the intersection of structural and personal, it is
oriented towards a more analytical, precise interpretation of homelessness that
acknowledges there is no single route, but clusters or sub-groups of experience
that contribute to trajectories of homelessness (Pleace, 2016: 25).

An altogether more nuanced, flexible theory is now needed.

In a bid to help theorize and make sense of homelessness from a place of greater
nuance and complexity, Pleace (2016) cautions against assumptive research that
views homelessness as a clearly defined, simple and easily understood social
issue, as such an approach that does not encourage asking questions. Anderson
(1993) points out that approaching homelessness in this way is, however,
favoured by political factions who wish to narrow the definition of homelessness
to focus solely on individual pathologies, thus drawing attention away from wider
structural problems or the creation of policies that truly help to foster change.
Pleace (2016) argues that data collected on homelessness must focus on the
intersection of structure and individual — the way in which one experiences using
a system, their experiences with landlords, and their interactions with the world of
homelessness.

The theory of homelessness that thus develops is one that moves away from an
understanding of homelessness as a long-term, roofless state, towards a complex
picture that is constantly changing, defined by structural factors, personal
behaviours and recognition of the role of individual agency. As the definition of
the homeless population expands, exemplified by the definition used by the
Maltese YMCA, new characteristics, new sets of behaviours and new structural
factors will be added to the mix, and the current theory may need to give way to
another (Pleace, 2005). A dynamic, curious approach to understanding
homelessness must also investigate more questions of ethnic, culture and gender
inequalities and stigmatization, where current data suggests women and migrants
experience homelessness disproportionately (Pleace, 2011; Mayock and
Bretherton, 2016).

With a contemporary theoretical basis for understanding homelessness now
fundamentally established, it is important to apply this theory to Malta and
explore how recent specific structural factors and personal changes in Malta may
be giving rise to growing experiences of homelessness.

Recent research carried out by the YMCA Malta (Homeless Human Evolution,
Retrospective Research 2012-2022 and Contemporary Homelessness in Malta:



Quantitative Research 2022), along with insights gathered by Broekroelofs (2019)
about the experiences of homeless women at Dar Niki Cassar, provides up-to-
date, raw and rich data from which to begin piecing together a more
contemporary understanding of Maltese homelessness. Although much of this
data is expressed in quantitative format, it also engages subjective insights
captured from those currently living in homeless circumstances. The resulting
picture is one that encompasses diverse structural factors and personal
circumstances specific to those living on Maltese soil, both nationals and non-
nationals alike, thus painting a picture that depicts homelessness in Malta at
present more accurately than the NSO (National Statistics Office) can achieve.

Since 2008, the average number of referrals received by the YMCA has increased
by 36.36% (Homeless Human Evolution Retrospective Research 2012 - 2022).
Furthermore, national indicators from the NSO (2022) suggest that almost 17% of
the population, equivalent to more than 85,000 people, are living in private
households that are identified as being at risk of poverty. In 2021, over 70% of
people categorised as socially deprived also considered housing costs as a heavy
financial burden (NSO, 2022). These numbers suggest that beyond an increasing
incidence of homelessness in Malta, rising numbers of people may also be
vulnerable to experiencing homelessness, primarily due to rising housing costs
that are incommensurate with wages or work availability.

Broekroelofs (2019) emphasizes that for the last two decades, the Maltese
housing sector has not been able to deal with the challenges of an expanding
economy, limited housing and changing lifestyles. There has been a rise in rental
prices while an increase in wages is left behind, leaving many squeezed in trying
to cover home rental costs. Moreover, Broekroelofs (2019) also notes that there is
a recognised trend of working homeless in Malta, according to the CEO of
YMCA. The growth of employed homelessness is due to a very low minimum
wage in relation to the rental income, which is significantly more expensive.
Finally, she points out that the Maltese housing market has shifted as a result of
the outdated rent legislation which has led to a shrinking private rental sector.
When an individual suddenly suffers a loss or reduction in income, the ability to
continue paying for adequate housing can rapidly become insufficient, and then
being able to find other affordable housing is thus also challenging. The statistics
gathered in the YMCA’S 2022 quantitative study reflect this reality, with
financial problems representing the lead cause of homelessness for many different
clusters of people. The YMCA research also structured responses with respect to
gender, age and ethnicity to provide more accurate insights into the pathways (or
sub-groups as Pleace refers to them) that give rise to homelessness.

In general, for 36.5% of homeless surveyed in the YMCA’s quantitative study,
financial problems, followed by mental and psychological health issues and
domestic violence represented the three leading contributing factors towards
homelessness. In the case of women, ‘domestic violence’ represented the leading
cause of homelessness (50.6%), followed by financial problems and mental and
psychological health issues. For men, financial problems were the leading cause
of homelessness (26.3%) followed by loss of employment and immigration
issues.



With respect to age-focused causes for homelessness, financial problems were
cited by a significant 44.8% of individuals aged between 35-44 years and 40.4%
of individuals aged between 25-34 years old. However, mental and psychological
health issues were cited by a significant majority (47.9%) of Maltese residents
who were 45 years or older.

Nationality brought up yet another combination of factors in different orders. For
Maltese residents, the top 3 causes for homelessness were domestic violence
(49.5%), mental and psychological health issues, and financial problems. For
foreign residents, the top 3 causes for homelessness were financial problems
(34.9%), domestic violence, and loss of employment.

In the YMCA'’s quantitative research, the researcher noted, “Because of my lack
of familiarity and foresight with respect to local homelessness and poverty, | had
assumed that most of those present would likely be foreign nationals, but I could
immediately see that | was wrong. Most of those grouped at the tables were
clearly Maltese people who were familiar with the place and with each other
(Contemporary Homelessness in Malta: Quantitative Research, 2022: 18). The
same research reported that 52% of the homeless individuals surveyed in the
study were Maltese, followed by 26.4% from Central or Northern African
countries, with the remainder comprising a mixture of other nationalities.

Another factor mentioned and emphasized across all the research was the unique
nature of shame and stigmatisation connected to homelessness within the specific
confines of Malta. Malta is well-known for its intricate and intimate social and
cultural context where everyone knows everyone else. Kinship ties and patronage
often strongly affect interpersonal relations. Moreover, Maltese legislation
specifically prohibits sleeping and begging on the streets (Maltese Criminal Code,
Chapter 9 of the Laws of Malta, 1985). This means that in order to avoid criminal
persecution and harassment, the homeless stay hidden and invisible (which in turn
renders it challenging to identify and comprehend the issue properly). Those who
experience homelessness in Malta must therefore navigate some complex social
issues beyond personal and structural factors.

In Broekroelof’s (2019) research on homeless women in Malta, the researcher
shared insights from homeless women and social workers that spoke to this
stigmatization, shame, stereotyping and moral judgment, such as the following:

“If someone went through a period of homelessness, they are labelled for a while
because everyone knows each other”.

“They look at us like failures—I think homeless people in the eyes of the Maltese
in general are seen as: Drug abuse or spent time in prison”.

“We live in a blame culture, if you do not have a job, it is your fault—I will punish
you because you are a single mother.”



It is worth noting that despite the founding of the Victim Support Unit in recent
years, the protection of women who are victims of domestic violence is still
deficient due to the shortcomings of the judicial procedure, mainly its timing.
Furthermore, when a woman’s residency is lost due to domestic issues, the
woman is left with the option of either going back to her violent partner or
becoming homeless (Broekroelofs, (2019).

Overall, the empirical data supplied by the YMCA helps to create a robust dataset
that offers accurate, up-to-date insights about the nature of homelessness in
Malta. As the YMCA itself acknowledges, part of the motivation for this work is
to spur research-backed policy, as Malta does not currently have any social policy
specifically related to homelessness, which thus renders it difficult to shed light
on this complex, growing social issue. Filling the lacuna in the data helps to fill
gaps in understanding. Knowing homeless populations better renders it easier to
map and comprehend their situations and needs and use this data to inform policy.

The quantitative and qualitative insights gleaned from this empirical research
resonate with the theoretical framework suggested by Pleace (2016). The reasons
for which one becomes homeless are equally dependent on individual
circumstances and changing historical and socio-economic conditions. This
renders homelessness a reality that is impossible to address with a simple blanket
policy or strategy (YMCA Malta Quantitative Study, 2022). As the Maltese data
suggests, mixtures of financial hardship, housing difficulties, domestic violence,
social shame and stigmatization, harsh legislation, mental and psychological
issues and job loss come together in unique ways on this small island nation that
create trajectories that see some more vulnerable members of society to falling
into homelessness.

Our challenge as a progressive society (are we indeed?) is to fully acknowledge,
respect and understand the human beings at the heart of homelessness in Malta
and to comprehend as much as possible about the environment and circumstances
in which homelessness occurs in order to be able to successfully address it. This
requires openness and quashing of biased, fixed mindsets and theories about what
we think homelessness is, who we think homeless people are, and how we situate
homelessness within our wider national social and economic context.
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