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Abstract There are no visible signs of homelessness in Malta similar to what can be seen

on the streets of many North American or European cities, yet there are few hundred

homeless who stay in shelters and another few thousand households that are at risk of being

homeless. Malta has a comparatively sizeable social housing sector (9000–10,000) and

approximately 3300 households on its waiting list. There is, however, no official recognition

of homelessness, no definition and thus, no program to alleviate the problem—the problem is

hidden under the façade of strong family ties, community cohesion and the benevolent state.

This paper has two major objectives: (1) an attempt to define and suggest a

framework in counting the homeless in Malta; (2) identify and examine major con-

tributing factors to homelessness in Malta. Although the study suggests some con-

tributing factors, the task of establishing causal relationships between possible sources

of homelessness and actual homelessness is outside the scope of this preliminary study.

This study concerns only with the section of the larger homeless spectrum, namely

those who stay in temporary shelters.

The article indicates general features, interpreting from the existing information,

which is indicative rather than conclusive. In addition to information collected from

government and non-governmental institutions, the study benefits from data collected

through in-depth interviews from two homeless shelters. Although, the quantitative data

is small and more cases would be needed to give an appropriate overview, it is hoped

that the two issues that are identified (domestic violence and children in homes) would

generate discussion. Furthermore, it is hoped that the ideas of ‘‘spectrum’’ and seg-

mentation can be shown to be useful in facilitating collection of data and identification

of possible sources of homelessness in Malta and in other culturally similar EU

countries. The result of the small sample puts forward some issues and raises some

others regarding the change in traditional family structure, the role of the state and how

public policy is formed, particularly in Malta.
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Introduction

In Greece as indeed in most Mediterranean countries the development of home-

lessness has had a noticeable delay. The phenomenon of homeless people wandering

around the big cities is fairly new. The general public is not familiar with such scenes

and tends to believe that the phenomenon of homelessness does not exist in Greece

or at least that it is not typical of the Greek lifestyle. (Sapounakis, 1994, p. 23)

The Maltese public share the same sentiment expressed in the quotation above. The

public perception is that there are no ‘homeless’ in Malta. In fact, there are no visible

signs of homelessness in Malta similar to what can be seen on the streets of many

North American or European cities.

There is no official recognition of homelessness, no definition and thus no gov-

ernment sponsored program to alleviate the problem—the problem is hidden under the

façade of strong family ties, community cohesion and the benevolent state. Even

agencies that care for the homeless avoid using the word ‘homeless’ in their names, in

their mission statements, and in the aims of the services provided. The agency’s

objective is often disguised by using acceptable discourse, such as ‘‘to reinstate mar-

ginalized people into society’’; ‘‘to reintegrate people back into their community’’, and

the agency serves ‘‘families in difficulty’’. The secrecy initiated by the service pro-

viders is complemented by the government, which accepts annual proposal for funding

and makes partial grants. In 2004, under the Support to Voluntary Organization Fund,

the government received 57 proposals for funding worth approximately LM2.4 million

and granted only LM720,000. Dar Suret il-Bniedem, the shelter studied in this paper,

submitted two proposals for its homeless shelters; however, none contained the word

‘homeless’ in their titles. While the proposals asked for a total of LM107,000, they

received only LM17,000. Thus, according to the government, the service providers and

the public, homelessness has no reality. The current arrangement gives the impression

that all the major stakeholders are happy with it, because nobody is complaining. Even

the YMCA, which broke the silence and came out with the estimated number of the

homeless in 2001, has nothing to say. Homelessness is the best-kept secret in Malta.

However, the hidden reality had to come out sooner or later.

Berger and Luckmann (1967), define reality as ‘‘a quality appertaining to phenomena

that we recognize as having a being independent of our own volition—we cannot wish them

away.’’ (p. 1) Perhaps in the tradition of sociology of knowledge, one can understand why

Maltese would want to deny the existence of homelessness—it goes against their ideal

social ‘reality’ formed under the influence of the Catholic social teaching, particularly the

principle of ‘subsidiarity’, by the ‘idealization’ of Maltese generosity, strong family ties,

and a benevolent and protective state. Maltese scholars see Malta as close and as united as a

community, which ‘‘makes people ready to help each other in times of need’’ (Tabone,

1987, p. 69; Vassallo, 1979, p. 14; YMCA, 2002, p. 2; Abela, 1994, pp. 256–261).

Applying Berger and Luckmann’s definition of ‘reality’ to homelessness in Malta and

considering the experience of many North American and European cities, the homelessness

in Malta should be considered a new ‘emerging’ reality that one cannot ignore or pretend
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that it does not exist. Homelessness is a symptom of underlying structural problems that

will no doubt grow as Malta struggles to maintain its culture and identity within the

tightened EU economic and fiscal regulations. The major problem, however, is bringing its

economy and large and inefficient public sector on par with EU standards. While struggling

with higher costs of providing social protection to its aging population, Malta must also

deal with the management of the growing number of new immigrants and refugees coming

to its shores. The first priority to reduce the deficit may require retrenchment in social

services. Thus, an acknowledgement of the existence of homelessness is not what the

policy makers see as a wise strategy at this time.

Although homelessness has been considered a ‘hidden’ social problem, mainly due to

difficulty counting and measuring the extent of it, in Malta it is hidden intentionally to

avoid shame. Chelimsky points out that when there is fear of, or shame about, a particular

characteristics, the temptation to hide it, is stronger (Chelimsky, 1991, p. 686). A report

prepared by the YMCA in Malta for FEANTSA makes the following observation:

The Maltese homeless are distinguished by invisibility, as there is an element of

shame in displaying homelessness. Unlike other countries, the homeless are not

found loitering in the cities. Social stigma and possibility of meeting acquaintances

drives the roofless to live as squatters, in World War II bomb shelters, garages or

cars. (YMCA, 2002, p. 1)

Ironically, the hidden nature of homelessness makes it easier for the government to ignore it.

In other words, there is a dilemma—in order to survive, the homeless in Malta need to remain

‘hidden’, yet the ‘hidden’ nature of it provides an excuse to authorities to deny its existence.

The objectives of the paper

This paper has two major objectives: (1) to define and suggest a framework for counting

the homeless in Malta; and (2) to identify and examine major contributing factors to

homelessness in Malta. Although the study suggests some contributing factors, the task of

establishing causal relationships between possible sources of homelessness and actual

homelessness lies outside the scope of this preliminary study.

This study is concerned only with the section of the larger homeless spectrum (an

extended definition will be provided) who stay in temporary shelters.1 The article indicates

general features, interpreting from the existing information, which is indicative rather than

conclusive. Although, the quantitative data is small and more cases would be needed to

give an appropriate overview, it is hoped that the two issues that are identified (domestic

1 There are two agencies in Malta, one is managed by the YMCA and another Dar Suret il-Bniedem
Foundation established by the Capuchin Order—both are multi-functional service providers, including
temporary shelter for the homeless (maximum 6 months). There are also many other church related agencies
that do not consider themselves as ‘homeless shelters’ and those who stay there as ‘homeless’. These
‘institutions’ may fit into the category classified as ‘‘Gray Area’’ institutions by Burt and Taeuber, 1990, cited
by (Cordray & Pion, 1991, p. 599). These ‘homes’ are scattered all over Malta—for example, St. Patrick’s
Salesian School used to be like a traditional British ‘workhouse’ where skills like printing and carpentry were
taught. Traditionally, poor families unable to take care of their children would send them to these institutions
not only for shelter but also for learning a skill. However, skill training was abandoned due to lack of funding,
and currently St. Patrick operates more like an orphanage. Some other children are also sent there because of
family breakdown and lack of care or caregiver. Sometimes the breakdown results in the formation of two
new families where the child/children from the previous marriages are not welcomed. A large number of the
children have no one in Malta and if the ‘home’ closes down, they will be on the streets.
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violence and children in homes) would generate discussion. It is also hoped that the ideas

of ‘spectrum’ and segmentation can be shown to be useful in facilitating the collection of

data and identification of possible sources of homelessness in Malta. The result of the small

sample puts forward some issues and raises some others regarding the change in Maltese

traditional family structure, all of which are worth attention.

The hope is to raise public awareness to the plight of the homeless and to lift the issue

from obscurity to the public policy arena. The study also hopes to provide some insights,

assisting and enabling authorities in the development of public policies regarding the

homeless. Homelessness in Malta is in its infancy, but will grow very rapidly as Malta is

drawn into the European Union orbit. If it is possible to stop homelessness in Malta, this is

the best time to do it. Waiting longer, the problem no doubt will become more complicated.

With the increasing size of the homeless population and the expected decrease in the

budget of social protection agencies, Malta will fall into the situation that homelessness

may become ‘‘part of the accepted order of things’’ (Stern, 1987, p. 113) and the ‘col-

lateral’ damage of the economic development, as it is in most of the Europe and North

America.

Methods for counting the homeless

Basic research on counting the homeless in North America and Europe has employed

primarily cross-sectional survey methods. The methods were designed to estimate the

number of the homeless in a country, region, city or locality. Most investigators have

identified or suggested the conditions under which the homeless find themselves (i.e., in

shelters, on the streets, etc.) due to lack of housing or shelter.

With the exception of a few attempts (Rossi, 1989; Culhane, Lee, & Wachter, 1996),

efforts to identify where the homeless are coming from have been missing. Most

investigators have focused their attention and suggestions on encouraging the expansion

and availability of permanent accommodation and support services. As a result, programs

developed for the homeless were targeted more on providing emergency assistance rather

than on intervention to provide stability and prevent the homeless from moving in and

out of the category of homelessness. Furthermore, most of the programs targeted indi-

viduals rather than communities or institutions from which they come. These programs

tend to ignore the socio-economic structure that produces and reproduces conditions

placing some individuals and families at risk of homelessness (Culhane et al, 1996,

p. 328).

The most effective approach suggested in counting the homeless is to develop proba-

bility samples of homeless persons at their sleeping places, in shelters, on the streets, in

flophouses or cheap hotels, or other places. This approach is, however, very expensive and

tends to miss important segments of the homeless population. The most recent approach,

which tends to be very cost effective, is using a sample of the homeless at service locations

where they congregate during the day. These locations include food lines, day shelters,

health clinics, as well as where they sleep at night (James, 1991, p. 734).

While Rossi (1989) counts only those who are actually without shelter ‘literally

homeless’ on a given night, many others include the ‘almost homeless’. This category

covers a wide range: those who were doubled up and tripled up in substandard housing;

people who receive welfare checks and run out of money for a week or so; those in detox

centers and psychiatric hospitals and prisons who have to return to the streets for lack of
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appropriate accommodation; and those who camp in the parks and in their cars (Louise

Stark cited by Borak, 1991, p. 26; Cordray & Pion, 1991, p. 590; Fitzpatrick, 1998, p. 199;

Jencks, 1994, p. 77; Layton, 2000, pp. 54–55).

The first attempt to count the homeless in Malta was initiated by the YMCA in 1999.

This was a survey of existing shelters in Malta that cater to the homeless. The survey

excluded children’s residential facilities, homes for the elderly and homes for disabled

persons. The survey was repeated in 2001. The 2001 survey indicated that there were 191

homeless adults and 64 children housed by 12 shelter ‘Homes’. The count included 50 beds

used by the YMCA as homeless shelter at the Mount Carmel Hospital, Malta’s only mental

institution.

The literature on homelessness in Malta is almost non-existent. It consists of a number

of newspaper articles and two student dissertations dealing not with homelessness as an

issue but with a particular shelter, from a service provision point of view (Deguara, 2002;

Schembri, 2001).

The problem with definitions

Homelessness as a concept can simply be defined as the state of a condition where

someone is without home/a shelter. However, homelessness as a symptom of a deep seated

structural and socio-cultural problem is not that simple to define. In fact, it is not an

identified static state. It is an ever-changing condition of a person or household repre-

senting a multi-layered spectrum with many shades that overlap one another, which makes

it very hard if not impossible to distinguish and define. Although, for the majority,

homelessness is a temporary state, some have difficulty escaping it. Some unfortunate

others ultimately succumb to its debilitating and violent nature and their tortured bodies

and broken souls are found where they have sought refuge, on the street, under bridges and

in abandoned buildings.

Homelessness is a relative concept and is socially constructed within a particular

political economy and cultural norms. Homelessness refers to a spectrum with contin-

uous sequences or ranges that indicate continual change in both cause and effect. The

spectrum runs from someone in ‘inadequate’ housing (families sharing toilets and a

frail elderly person trapped in a third-floor apartment with no elevator) to those who

suffer from absolute homelessness, being literally ‘roofless’ (living on the streets). The

range of the spectrum is broad: those in temporary shelters; women in violent households

with no refuge; those doubled-up with friends or relatives; those who are up to be

released from an institution (hospital, prison, group home, etc.) and have no place to go;

and those in the ‘core housing need’ paying more than 50% of their income for housing

and are in danger of losing their accommodation due to circumstances outside their

control.2

Experts agree that the number of the homeless depends on how the concept is defined

and the types of places enumerators visit to obtain a count (Burt & Cohen, 1989, p. 1;

Jencks, 1994, pp. 4–5; O’Reilly-Fleming, 1993, p. 11). Depending on the definition used,

the number of homeless in Malta may vary from 300 to 18,000. There is no agreement

among the scholars, practitioners and politicians what actually homelessness is.

2 Although there is no reliable data, it is a well known fact among the service providers that a large number
of people, some with disability, are housed in Mount Carmel Hospital (the only mental health institution in
Malta) for lack of affordable, suitable and adequate housing, parental care or misdiagnosis.
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Whatever definition we may choose, scholars agree that an accurate count of the

homeless is a very difficult if not impossible endeavor (Clapham, Kemp, & Smith, 1990,

p. 114; Daly, 1996, pp. 14–17; Doling, 1997, p. 208; FEANTSA, 1999, p. 4; O’Reilly-

Fleming, 1993, p. 7).

According to Rossi, policy makers need to know the magnitude of homelessness, to

develop workable solutions. Rossi notes that the lack of credible and reliable descriptive

data is a major obstacle for the development of a policy. However, without knowing the

magnitude of the problem it is difficult to decide how much expenditure may be needed

(Rossi, 1991, pp. 1030–1031).

It is important that researchers decide which measure to be used in advance and

maintain it during the data collection as well as analysis. However, selecting which

measurement will be used is often more a political decision than a methodological one and

sometimes depends on the purpose of the research.

Although there is no commonly agreed definition of homelessness, it should not become

an obstacle for research or policy development. Cordray and Pion (1991) suggest that

waiting for consensus to develop around a singular conceptual definition might not be

productive. They argue that there are too many political pressures to expand or contract the

definition, and these forces cannot be controlled by the researchers.

As long as the researcher identifies who on the continuum (the spectrum) of home-

lessness has or has not been included, the users will be able to understand the numbers and

appreciate the problem. Several authors propose a reporting methodology, which they call

‘intelligent segmentation’. This means that when a total estimate is given, regardless of the

conceptual definition, the researcher has to identify the specific subgroup (e.g., shelter

residents, persons on the streets, those in inadequate housing or residents of institutions)

that the count represents. Although each subgroup may have its own conceptual definition,

the inclusion or exclusion of any subgroup will depend on the purpose of the count. This

methodology may eliminate the necessity of developing an all encompassing interna-

tionally valid definition of the homelessness (Cordray & Pion, 1991, p. 593; Kondratas,

1991, p. 643).

The danger of not specifying the subgroup in reporting may turn reality into fantasy.

Announcing a number without specifying what is included or excluded has ‘staying power’

(Kondratas, 1991). This was what happened in Malta. The YMCA’s estimated 300

homeless remained a ‘fact’ that no one dared to challenge. Such a situation, especially if

the ‘new ‘reality’ is difficult to accept, may in a given political atmosphere turn into

political debate over the failure of the old policies rather than the development of new

policies that have potential for success.

The following table depicts factors that may have an impact on homelessness (i.e., on

the homeless spectrum) in Malta. The table identifies both the homeless and those who are

at risk of being homeless. Such information has at least two major benefits. (1) Without

getting entangled in the argument over the definition of homelessness, it identifies all the

possible groups and section of the population who can be included. (2) It also identifies all

those groups who are at risk of becoming homeless. Such information needed if we want to

combat homelessness. Even if the policy is to reduce or control the situation, policy makers

need information on possible factors that may impact the size, the formation and extent of

homelessness (Table 1).

Homelessness is a complex issue and an alarming symptom indicating major structural

and individual problems in society. The table below presents the bases for our theoretical

argument that is elaborated here to define the ‘homeless spectrum’. In addition to those

who are residents of shelters, the table depicts all the possible shades of the spectrum,
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Table 1 The homeless and those at risk of becoming homeless October–November 2004

Categories Definition Numbers

Adults Children

Rough

sleepers
Those who are unwilling or unable to stay in regular

homeless shelters and sleep outside in bus shelters,
under bridges or in their cars

1 0

Homeless

shelter

residents

The ‘stock’ of homelessness, which refers to the number

of people or households who are homeless at any point

in time (see Fitzpatric et al, 2001, cited in Edgar et al.,

2002, p.4). Those who are staying in a homeless shelter

in a temporary situation

141 64

Victims of

domestic

violence

Those, mainly women, who stay in domestic violence

shelters for protection

200 19

Homeless housed

at Mount

Carmel Hospital

These are the homeless who are placed in Mount Carmel

(paid by YMCA) due to lack of shelter beds

50 00

Total homeless 392 83

At risk of becoming

homeless

Sub-standard /

inadequate

housing

Dwellings that lack one or more amenities such as indoor

toilet, hot & cold running water, electricity, etc.

12108 1504

Dangerous / life-

threatening

conditiona

Those living in dangerous and life-threatening conditions

due to the building’s structural deficiencies

190 00

Core housing need Those spending more than 50% of their income on

housing (including those at risk of eviction and mortgage

default) – no data available

00 00

Doubled-upb Those who temporarily stay with friends and relatives 1407 1865

Prisoners Prisoners that are due to be released but have no

accommodation and no one to offer them shelter

(no data available)

0 0

St. Luke Hospital There is a sizeable group of the elderly who have been taken

to the hospital for surgery or other emergency treatment by

their relatives and friends. However, when the patients were

to be released, relatives have refused to take them back,

claiming they are unable to care for them.c

200 00

Youth Those 16+ who have remained in ‘hostels’ and ‘homes’ due

to a lack of appropriate accommodation

0 43

Orphans Children under 16 who have no family or relatives in Malta and

will become homeless if evicted or if the home is closed down

0 75

Children from

broken families

Children under 16 who have family or relatives in Malta but whose

potential care-givers are unable or unwilling to take care of them

0 225

Sub-total at risk 13,905 3712

Homeless 392 83

Estimated total of the homeless and those at risk of becoming homeless,

including children

18,092

Prepared by Cyrus Vakili-Zad

aThere are around 10,000 units of social housing in Malta. In May 2005, there were approximately 3300 households on the

Department of Social Housing waiting list. The figure represents the number of residences declared having dangerous

structures by the government inspectors (Department of Social Housing, 2003). We don’t know about others that may have

been living in a dwelling with similar problems
bThe data were collected from those who were on the waiting list and do not represent the entire population who live in

such conditions. Therefore, the actual size of the population is probably much larger. Government statistics also show 2125

people who are in ‘shared dwellings’
cDr. Lawrence Gonzi (then the Minister for Social Policy) responding to a question by Labour MP Joe Abela, admitted that

there were between 60 and 80 elderly waiting at St. Luke Hospital for admittance to St. Vincent de Paul residence

(Independentonline, June 4, 2003)
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considering them as those at risk of becoming homeless if any of the structural or personal

factors malfunction. It is difficult, if not impossible to draw a causal relationship between

one of these factors and homelessness without a comprehensive targeted study. Home-

lessness is a phenomenon produced by a combination of these and other factors. The mix,

however, varies depending on the society’s welfare regime, dominant culture, family

structure and the informal support system.

The number of homeless in Malta

All agencies dealing with poverty, children, the homeless, or even domestic violence were

established by one or another of the religious orders in Malta. With the exception of an

agency, Appogg, there is no municipal or local council role in providing services.3 In the

spirit of subsidiarity, the state is trying to stay away from those societal functions that can

be fulfilled by lower-level agencies closer to the individual, which include the Church,

NGOs and the family. Therefore, the state sees its role only as providing some support

funding to these often multi-functional agencies. However, agencies are expected to apply

annually by revealing their operating costs and functions and submitting an annual report.

Merely applying, however, does not guarantee funding. In 2004, the Ministry received 57

applications for support, refused funding for 11, and provided partial funding for the rest

amounting on average to 30% of the total requested funding. Dar Suret il-Bniedem, one of

the largest service providers (lately services have been expanded to include refugees),

received only 15% of the amount requested. Thus, to maintain services, the agency has to

do major fundraising. Such a funding structure no doubt creates uncertainty and prevents

long-term planning. In 2004, the author directed a study of the two shelters managed by

Dar Suret il-Bniedem; the findings are summarized in the following.

Dar Suret il-Bniedem, Valletta

Suret il-Bniedem was established in1998 by a Capuchin foundation from a small charity

called the Welcome Home, which was run by a Capuchin priest Father Leopoldo Tabone.

A few months later, an ex-convent in Gzira, which was much larger than the place the

agency had in Fgura, was loaned to them by the Augustinian Sisters. The new place offered

space for 24 beds and is now used for men only. In November 2002 a unit in Valletta

opened for women and children.

The data drawn on in this paper are based on a qualitative in-depth interview with all the

residents in these two shelters, one in Valletta for women and another in Gzira for men.

When in July of 2004 the study was conducted, there were only 8 women and 10 men

residing at these two shelters.

Women’s shelter (Dar Tereza Spinelli) Valletta

Although the official length of stay has been determined for the maximum of 6 months by

the shelter administration, the length of the stay among the residents ranged from few

3 In 2000 the Ministry of Social Policy set up the agency APPOGG with the aim of prioritizing and
strengthening services for children in need of care, developing human resources, integrating all social work
services, harmonizing service standards and practices as well as positioning itself for expansion. APPOGG
delivers 24 services that target many sectors in the community with particular emphasis on children.
It manages a domestic violence shelter as well.
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weeks to 16 months. When they were asked about their last residence before coming to the

shelter, with the exception of one who came from Mount Carmel hospital, the rest men-

tioned their own ‘homes’, calling it either the parents’ or the husband’s home, perhaps

indicating the transitional nature of the homelessness. Two had financial problems and

were evicted by their landlords, one was a refugee, but the rest were there because of the

breakdown in the family, including one young girl who was thrown out by her parents

when she became pregnant out of the wedlock. This confirms our suggestion that the major

precipitating factors in Malta may differ from those in North America or Western Europe.

The age of the residents showed extremes in both directions—while the majority were aged

less than 45 (two were 17), there were also two who were over age 50.

Men’s shelter, Gzira

The age of the men in this shelter varied between 16 and 60s. However, the majority (70%)

were under 25 years of age. Length of stay ranged from 3 to 5 weeks to 3 years. Seven

came from their parents’ homes, one from his own home, one from Mount Carmel hospital

and one from a friend’s home. Two claimed that they were evicted by their landlords, one

leaving Mount Carmel with no place to go, but the majority (70%) were victims of broken

families. While 60% claimed first-time homeless, 40% had previous homelessness expe-

riences. During the previous homelessness spell 60% stayed at the same shelter, one in

another shelter, one with his separated wife, one with his parents and one with friends.

The result of this small preliminary study raises several major issues that need to be

placed in a comparative setting to appreciate their potential value.

A. Marital status Studies of homelessness in North America and Western Europe

indicate that very few of the homeless are married or have marriage experiences in the past

(Rossi, 1989, pp. 129–130; Fitzpatrick, 1998, pp. 207–8). Our data partially support that

conclusion. No one in our homeless population was married at the time—two were single,

but the rest were separated from their spouses. However, the majority had children and

were hoping to go back to their families.

B. Physical and mental health Quite a large number of studies have reported the very

poor health (both physical and mental) of the homeless in comparison to the general

population (Breakey et al., 1989; Burt, 2001; Daly, 1996, pp. 111–20; Fitzpatrick, 1998,

p. 204; Gelberg & Siecke, 1997). In our case, it was completely different. All the residents

claimed to be in good health with no limitation or health impairment.

C. Education and employment The relationships between unemployment, poverty,

and homelessness have been identified by many researchers as well (Culhane et al., 1996,

p. 346; Daly, 1996, pp. 29–33; Hutson & Liddiard, 1994, pp. 50–52). Our study results

support the strong relationships between the lack of employment and possibility of

homelessness—only two, including one with a diploma, had full-time employment and the

rest were unemployed. With the exception of one that never went to school, the rest had

finished primary education with one having a diploma. Among the men, three had finished

primary school, four secondary, two technical and one had a university degree.

D. Isolation and estrangement One of the major characteristics of the homeless in

North America and Western Europe is the isolation and detachment of the homeless from

family, friends, and the community social network. Many attribute such isolation and

exclusion as the major contributor to the homelessness (Rossi, 1989, pp. 132–33; Wright &

Rubin, 1991, pp. 946–47). However, among our small population of the homeless, only one

who was coming from Mount Carmel hospital said that she did not have any friends. All,

including her, had close relatives in Malta, even in the city of Valletta. Among the men,
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approximately, 70% had friends and relatives in the city. This is an important finding. If it

is confirmed by further studies with a larger population, we may have identified some

major differences between a ‘southern’ or ‘Mediterranean’ welfare regime and those either

in the Anglo-Saxon or Conservative—Corporatist models.4 If substantiated, it also raises

another issue in regards to the principle of ‘subsidiarity’ believed to be a characteristic of

societies that are predominantly Catholic and are located in southern Europe, such as

Spain, Portugal, Italy and Malta.

Reasons for homelessness in general and in Malta in particular—a preliminary

observation

The number of the homeless among the 15 former members of the European Union has

been estimated to be around three million (Avramov, 2002, p. 6). The majority (96%)

are in the four largest countries of Italy, France, Germany and the UK. The number of

the homeless among the countries that are usually grouped as ‘Mediterranean’ welfare

states—such as Spain, Portugal, and Greece—seems to be small. Although Malta could

fall into that category, the ratio of the number of homeless to its population is fairly

high—higher than all three. (See Table 2 below.)

Fitzpatrick (1998), comparing homelessness in Europe, attributes the low rate of

homelessness in southern Europe to the less developed services for the homeless and to the

fact that homelessness is a new phenomenon. It might also be an indication of a distinct

social and cultural context. There are few public services for the homeless in southern

European countries—therefore, there is greater reliance on family and friends—and it is

possible to stay in tents and caravans. Unlike northern countries, the roofless population in

southern Europe includes a significant number of children and families (Fitzpatrick, 1998,

pp. 202–03).

The above observation applies to Malta as a southern European (Mediterranean) country

where family plays a crucial role in providing social protection. It appears, however, that

the traditional family solidarity and harmony has been exposed to the side effects of

advancing modernization, urbanization and individualism. These are hallmarks of a market

economy and the growing forces of globalization. As Malta becomes more urban and as the

speed of modernization and individualization accelerates, family and community ties tend

to break. Thus, the line of responsibility and protection would gradually move further to

the Church and ultimately to the state.

The available data indicates that the majority of the homeless in Malta are women and

children and come from one source, broken and dysfunctional families. Thus, we can

divide them into two groups: (1) children and the youth who are victims of abuse and

neglect; and (2) women fleeing domestic violence. However, it seems that the causal

factors for both groups could be the same—attributed mainly to marital problems and

broken family ties.

According to a survey carried out for the Malta Sunday Times by sociologist Mario

Vassallo, respondents were asked whether they knew of any married couples with serious

marital problems. More than 87% of the respondents said they did. The main reason was

said to be ‘money problems’, mentioned by 55% of the respondents; 12% said the main

4 For welfare models see: Esping-Anderson, 1990; Leibfried, 1992; Trifiletti, 1999; Katrougalos, 1996;
Ferrera, 1996.
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reason was ‘extra-marital relationships’; and 9.3% said it was a ‘lack of respect for

women’s rights’ (The Sunday Times, January 9, 2005).

In my conversation with the Children’s Home staff, I was told the majority of the

children referred to them are from dysfunctional families. The question I asked was why

the extended family does not want to take up these children and help to raise them.

According to the staff, a large percentage of these children have ‘challenging behavior’, a

problem socializing and staying in school, and many suffer from attention deficit and are

therefore hard to control.

Under such pressure, the Maltese family is buckling up, unable to cope, distancing itself

from these ‘irregularities’ that are inflicted upon its structure and threatening its solidarity.

This brings us to the words used by the author of the YMCA report defining the problem:

‘‘The Maltese homeless are distinguished by invisibility, as there is an element of shame in

displaying homelessness.’’ There is shame in displaying the lack of control over one’s

difficult or disabled child, the ‘insubordinate’ wife who defies traditional norms and values,

the daughter who is pregnant out of the wedlock, and the elderly person who is sick, frail,

disabled and not ‘presentable’ to friends and the public.

Furthermore, there are other related issues in the housing field in Malta, issues that

indicate serious financial problems for the Maltese family in the future. The ratio of house

borrowing to the national income in Malta increased from 9% in 1987 to 18% by 1998.

This is very high compared with other countries in Europe such as the UK (4.7%) and the

Netherlands (7.1%), and even countries that are considered members of the Mediterranean

or southern European welfare regime—the figure for Italy is only 0.4% and for Spain 2.3%

(Camilleri, 1999).

Recent data published by the National Statistics Office (NSO) indicate that since 1994,

the total amount borrowed by Maltese, on average, increased from 20.3% of their total

income to 46.4% in 2002. At the same time the amount they borrowed to purchase or finish

their dwellings increased from 16.4% of their disposable income to 33.5% in 2002. This

Table 2 Estimated average annual number of people who may have been dependent on services for the
homeless in EU member states in the early 1990s

Country Number of
homeless

1995 Country
populationa 1000

Ratio of one homeless
to thousand population

Luxemburg 200 405.7 0.49
Belgium 5500 10,130.6 0.54
Ireland 3700 3597.6 10.2
Malta 300 369.5 0.81
Portugal 4000 10,017.6 0.40
Greece 7700 10,595.1 0.73
Spain 11,000 39,343.1 0.28
Denmark 4000 5215.7 0.76
Finland 5500 5098.8 1.08
Netherlands 12,000 15,424.1 0.78
Sweden 14,000 8816.4 1.58
Austria 8400 7943.5 1.05
Italy 78,000 56,845.9 1.37
France 346,000 57,752.5 6.00
UK 460,000 57,943.5 7.93
Germany 876,540 81,538.6 10.75
Total 1,836,840 371,038.2 4.95

Adopted from Avramov, 1996
aPopulation data for 1995 is from Eurostat
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means that, on average, the Maltese have borrowed LM0.34 of every LM1 they earned in

the form of disposable income (NSO, 2004).

Since 1987, when data collection was started, the number of women in one domestic

violence shelter (Dar Merhaba Bik) went from 36 in 1987 to 140 in 1997, and the number

of children from 20 to 109 (White Paper, 1998, p. 11).5 In 2003, approximately 100 women

were given shelter by the same agency. Between July 2003 and June 2004, the agency

housed 105 women and 68 children. Considering the small size of Malta, the power of the

Church and the family to intervene or cover up, the number of cases does not in any way

reflect the actual situation. If reporting were encouraged and appropriate support system

were available, we might see much larger numbers.

Additional data indicate that between 1994 and 1999, more than 1500 children were

referred to Child Protection Services Unit (CPSU). These children were abused sexually,

physically, emotionally, or neglected by their parents and care-givers. During the same

period, 1553 women received services provided by the Domestic Violence Unit (NSO,

November 2004). If these are sources of homelessness in Malta, we should not be surprised

why homelessness is kept secret—nobody wants to face this new reality.

In my private conversations with the service providers, I was told that they see increasing

numbers of young prostitutes (Maltese) who had come from children’s homes. According to

these social workers and care providers, well over half the prostitutes of Maltese origin were

former residents of these institutions. Furthermore, they claim historically due to the lack of

resources or expertise or both, these institutions have been unable to protect their former

clients after they reach the age of 16 and have to leave the institutional care.

The family—thought to be the source of strength and solidarity in Malta—is also the

institution that produces and reproduces inequality, ignores women’s rights, fosters

violence against women and children, and, when it breaks up, becomes a major source of

homelessness. Myriam Spiteri Debobo, the president of the Malta Labour Party (MLP)

Women’s Group, raised the issue of economic dependency and the lack of legislation

protecting women who are victims of domestic violence: ‘‘There is nothing in the law

which protects them and they get stuck in a vicious circle because they are still dependent

on the abuser for support (Independentonline, 2004). Such a view is partially supported by

research. Nicholas relates discrepancies between the percentage of women in the labor

force in Malta before and after marriage. While 51% of the girls under 25 were in gainful

occupations, only 8.2% of women remained employed after marriage (Nicolas, 1975, p. 40).

Why is homelessness a growing problem in Malta?

The first signs of the ‘new reality’ hit the Maltese public on January 17, 1999, when an

article appeared in the Malta Times regarding the extent of the homelessness in Malta.

According to the article, on Christmas Eve, Fr. Charles Cini, from the Osanna Pia youth

Hostel in Sliema, was approached by a young man of age 22, who was seeking refuge at

the hostel. Evidently, the young man (Victor) was 7-years-old when his parents separated.

Since then, Victor became homeless, roaming the streets, abused psychologically, sexually,

and fell into trouble—even spent time in prison. Fr. Cini, who provided him with a place to

stay, declares that, ‘‘Being Christians, we are all called to share in this responsibility and

5 There are altogether five domestic violence shelters in Malta providing temporary home to approximately
200 women and their children. With the exception of one, L-Ghabex (which is considered an emergency
shelter and was established by Appogg), the other four are sponsored and partially funded and staffed by one
or another of the religious orders.
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face the problem of the homeless in Malta and Gozo.’’ (Malta Times, 1999, p. 46) Fr.

Cini’s article and the fate of Victor, the first publicly known ‘homeless’ in Malta, brought

the ‘hidden’ problem into the open and set the stage for the others to make a case.

In September 2000, Angela Fabri interviewed YMCA chair, Jean Paul Mifsud, who

said, ‘‘Although we do not actually see homeless sleeping on our pavements, there are a

considerable number of unfortunate people who for variety of reasons have been left

stranded with nowhere to spend the night.’’ Mr. Mifsud further pointed out that there are

300 homeless living in shelters and the number of boys aged 13–17 who are homeless as a

consequence of family problems has been increasing (Fabri, 2000, p. 7).

Between January 2000 and April 2005, another 10 or so articles appeared in the daily

newspapers and a few reports were published by homeless shelters, including a report

prepared for the EU Commission, where passing references were made to homelessness in

Malta.

However, the most intriguing report—and perhaps the one with some expected impact

on the public—appeared in September 2003. It could have elevated the issue to a higher

plateau if it had been published in a North American or Western European country. On

September 4, 2003, the Malta Times ran a story by Adriane Massa with the title ‘‘Who

killed George Cefai?’’ A 29-year-old man, George Cefai, was on both drugs and alcohol

and was kept in Mount Carmel Hospital (Malta’s only mental institution). For some reason,

which is in dispute, he was released (George himself claimed that he was thrown out) from

the hospital, and a few days later he was found dead of a drug overdose. Evidently he was

known to both of the homeless shelters, but neither one was equipped to care for him.

Although, according to the article, both directors of these two shelters suggested to the

government the need for a dedicated and equipped shelter ‘crash center’ to help and care

for such individuals, ‘‘unfortunately those recommendations fell on deaf ears’’ (Massa,

2003).

However, none of these reports, sad stories, claims and counter claims, became a

precipitating factor in placing the issue of homelessness on the public agenda, as happened

in the UK.6 There was a major problem with all of these conflicting reports, claims and

counter claims—none gained the support of the power holders. Bloute argues that in a

small country such as Malta, where everyone knows everybody else’s business, it is very

difficult to separate an issue from personalities and raise it as public policy (1981, p. 183).

There are five distinct steps, before an issue gains the status of a social problem: its

emergence, through agitation, violence, interest groups, or political attention; its legiti-

mization, when a collective explanation is given; the mobilization of forces to attack

the problem; the development of an official ‘solution’; and finally, the implementation of

the plan. However, the most important step is during the legitimization stage, when the

ownership of the problem is decided. Only when the paradigm of the cause of the problem

emerges can we be sure who has the right to ‘know’ about the problem (Blumer, 1971,

cited in Stern, 1987, p. 114). In the US, for example, homelessness became a public issue

in 1981, when legal action was taken by attorney Robert Hays on behalf of vagrants in the

Bowery section of New York City. Adding to that were grim stories of the homeless

6 In 1966, the BBC showed a powerful drama called ‘Cathy Come Home’ written by Jeremy Sandford,
regarding a family who couldn’t find affordable accommodation in London, unable to pay the rent, the
family was evicted resulting in eventual break up of the family and homelessness. The then minister of
housing, Arthur Greenwood, ordered a private showing for all of his staff. More importantly, it resulted in
the establishment of a housing ginger-group shelter. The atmosphere created provided a powerful public
forum for discussion around housing and the shelter turned into an important pressure group within the
subsequent debate (Short, 1982, p. 8).
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freezing to death in Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., and other cities, which made their

plight accessible to the television audience and brought the issue forcefully to the public

consciousness (Stern, 1987, p. 115).

In Malta even George Cefai’s death failed to move the issue forward. Because he was

on drugs, it was easily perceived as his problem rather than society’s. The fact that he was

originally placed in a hospital was also seen as an indication that he was given proper care,

despite the fact that he was not a ‘deserving’ victim. Stern suggests a contestable character

of public issues, where interest groups will compete in ‘owning’ the issue and provide

paradigms to explain and legitimize it. However, in the case of homelessness in Malta, the

competition was not over who wanted to own it but to disown it. With the exception of the

YMCA, which tried to use the occasion to raise awareness as well as funding, the gov-

ernment, political parties, and even the Church showed no interest to own it. Even Cini’s

call to Christians to share responsibility for the homeless fell on deaf ears.

Even the number of the homeless (300) announced by the YMCA, which many believed

to be an exaggeration, did not meet its intended objective. One can argue that the apparent

exaggerated number may have been to get attention, or what White called ‘‘lying for

justice’’ justifying the inflated number in order ‘‘to gain support of those needed to do the

right thing’’ (White, 1992, p. xii). However, politicians feeling no pressure remained aloof

and homelessness hidden.

There are, however, clear signs that the problem of homelessness is growing in Malta:

• There is a lack of proper legislation to protect women who are victims of domestic

violence. Currently, when a woman is abused by her husband, it is the woman (the

victim) who has to leave the home and not the man. Many who are unable to find

suitable accommodation at the end of their residency in shelters are forced to go back to

their violent homes.

• Many agencies providing services to children and the youth are having funding diffi-

culties; some are closing their doors and some others are curtailing their services.

• Malta, being in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea, has become a bridge for many

refugees and asylum-seekers who are trying to reach one of the larger European

countries: Italy, Germany or France. Currently, there are more than 1800 refugees in

Malta, including many children and youths. Malta has little or no experience or

capacity to deal with such problems—many are released after a few months to fend for

themselves. They are putting additional pressure on the already shrinking market for

affordable housing.

• The substantial growth of the owner-occupied sector, which is now close to 80%,

means that many old and inexpensive homes that could have been used for rental now

are bought, demolished and turned into mid-rise flats by speculators. The hope was that

many from the EU member states would come and pay good money for them.

• The private rental sector is shrinking, mainly due to the outdated rent regulations and

irrational tenant protection laws going back to 1939. The outdated regulation has been

seen as a major reason for the lack of investment in private rental housing. According

to the law, in order to evict one’s tenant, the landlord is obligated to find other

accommodation for the tenant that the tenant accepts. Although the regulation was

amended and partially revised in 1995, agreements made before this date, which cover

more than 18,000 old units, were exempt.

• The price of housing has risen steeply. Since 1987, the average price for housing has

been rising by 10.3% annually. An average price of Lm16,354 for a flat in 1987 would

be worth Lm86,376 in 2004 (Falzon et al., 2005, p. 64).
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• Family breakdown, due mainly to financial issues, often results in children being sent to

children’s homes run by religious establishments.

• The number and percentage of children born out of wedlock has been increasing.

Between 1980 and 2005, the percentage of children born to young mothers (age 17–24)

has increased from 1.1 percent to almost 24%. Although it is not high compared to the

average European data, it is not tolerated in the predominately Catholic culture of

Malta. A large percentage of young women who become pregnant outside marriage are

kicked out by their parents. If unable to find a place to live, they end up in homeless

shelters.

Conclusions and policy recommendation

As we indicated earlier, there are very few homeless ‘sleeping rough’ on the streets. There

have been claims that there are some who live in hiding, due to the cultural taboo on

showing one’s vulnerability. But we have identified only one who sleeps in a bus shelter in

Msida.

Our preliminary investigation supports the claim that Maltese homeless are somewhat

different from the typical homeless found in North America or even in large European

cities. The majority of the Maltese homeless are young (18–26 years old) who are unable

to live with their parents or have been abused, including some teenage girls, who are often

thrown out by their parents for getting pregnant out of wedlock. It seems that the majority

of the homeless, both adults and children, are victims of family breakdown, domestic abuse

and violence. Their homelessness is not due to the other factors (economic) prevalent

among the homeless population in North America and large European cities.

The existence of the homeless challenges the myth built years ago around the strength

of the traditional tight net of the Maltese family system and the ‘benevolent’ state. It brings

to light the reality of broken families, illiteracy, drug abuse, family violence, child abu-

se—the byproducts of the encroaching modern, urban and open market economy, which

were kept secret for decades.

Homelessness is not a short-term, seasonal, or temporary problem that will go away as

the economy or the housing market improves. Homelessness cannot be eliminated without

eliminating the factors responsible for causing homelessness. Thus, we need to know not

only the number of the homeless in shelters and on the streets. Most importantly, we need

to know who and how many people/households are at risk of becoming homeless. We need

to find solutions to the problem of those who live in inadequate housing, doubled-up with

friends and relatives, fleeing abusive relationships, and those who pay more than 50% of

their income for housing. Without providing on-going and flexible solutions to these causal

factors, homelessness will remain the permanent symptom of the existing social and

economic inequality in our societies. Homelessness does not only mean the state of not

having a home. Above all, it symbolizes the extreme form of exclusion preventing its

victims from fully participating in economic, social and cultural aspects of the society to

which they belong.
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