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Introduction 

The Merton Winter Night Shelter is an organisation providing meals, a safe and warm place to sleep 

and move-on support for rough sleepers in the Merton and surrounding areas. It operates during the 

coldest winter months between December and March. 

Organisation 

Facilitated by the YMCA LSW and supported by the staff team at Faith In Action, the organisation 

comprises a management committee, a project co-ordinator, and a number of donors, venues and 

volunteers. 

This season we had 14 hosting venues, working in two blocks of seven, each venue opening its doors 

for the same night each week for 7 weeks. This year, our venues were: 

Block 1:  

 Wimbledon and District Synagogue 

 Wimbledon Mosque using the Salvation Army Hall 

 St. Mary’s Church Wimbledon 

 St. Winefride’s Church Wimbledon 

 Christ Church Colliers Wood 

 St. Mark’s Church Wimbledon 

 Everyday Church Wimbledon 

Block 2:  

 Hillside Church Wimbledon 

 Morden Baptist Church 

 St. John the Evangelist Putney 

 Holy Trinity South Wimbledon 

 Oasis Church Colliers Wood 

 Wimbledon Seventh Day Adventist Church 

 Trinity United Reform Church Wimbledon. 

New for this season 

We are delighted that the Everyday Church Wimbledon joined us this season providing a fabulous 

venue and an excellent team. Their feedback at the end of their run was so moving and positive. 

Thank you. 

Luggage transportation and storage  

Following the recommendation from last season, we purchased a shed to store our guests’ luggage 

during the day. It is situated in the car park of the YMCA. Our venue co-ordinators arranged 

transportation either to and from the shed or directly to the next venue which all ran remarkably 

smoothly all things considered! Great thanks to all of the volunteers who took this task on this 

season, our guests have told us that it made all the difference and was the greatest help. 
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We did have a few issues with some of our guests and an ever increasing amount of luggage – 

mainly our female guests- that became difficult to transport. This was managed by asking our guests 

to sort their belongings that they didn’t need access to into long term storage bags that were kept at 

the back of the shed. This seemed to do the trick. 

In previous seasons, many guests lost their sleeping bags as they stashed them during the day to 

avoid carrying them around. When they returned to collect them at the end of the day, they’d often 

been disposed of, stolen or were soaking wet and useless which meant that they had to be replaced. 

By transporting the luggage, we did not have to replace any sleeping bags this season and as our 

guests moved on from the shelter, their sleeping bags were left with us to wash and use again. I 

estimate that approximately £250 has been saved with our new system. 

Crisis at Christmas 

For the first time this season, all of our guests in the shelter on 23rd December went off as a group to 

the Camden Centre of Crisis at Christmas for a week. Here they had access to a huge range of 

services; Doctors, dentists, opticians, chiropodists, hair dressing, computer skills training, gong 

therapy!! to name but a few. They all enjoyed themselves and benefited from a whole week staying 

in one place. As a result the group that came back to us was much more cohesive. 

Sleeping Bags and Mats 

We started the season with 31 new sleeping bags in stock left over from the end of the project last 

March. We purchased 6 more in February to cover us until the end of the run.  

7 sleeping bags were left behind when the shelter closed that I have washed ready for next season.  

1 of the 2 sets of the Shelter Sleeping mats appears to have been misplaced at some point between 

March – December 2014. Their whereabouts did not come to light during the course of the run this 

season. The remaining set was down to 13 from 16 due to wear and tear so 3 more were purchased 

in November. 

We ended the season with 4 new Vango Wilderness  450 sleeping bags, 6 new very basic sleeping 

bags & 7 washed Vango & Gelert sleeping bags. 

Season  4    2014-2015 

Over 300 volunteers took part in the scheme this year offering an impressive  total of 8,542 

volunteer hours over the 14 week period. 

This year the shelter was open for 98 nights, providing  1,176 bed nights to 34 different guests over 

the 14 week period.  We operated at slightly under capacity (12 beds) 13.3% of the time due to 

guests being evicted, not turning up, being hospitalised or moving on and on, or over capacity (12-15 

beds) 86.7% of the time. 

We served approximately 4,000 meals, gave out 40 sleeping bags and celebrated 2 guest birthdays.  

Several past guests came to visit the shelter and were welcomed to join the group for a meal.        
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A few people not registered at the shelter turned up during the course of the run. They were all 

given hot drinks and a meal, blankets or a sleeping bag and were referred to meet with the project 

coordinator to be assessed for a place.  

We had 6 female guests in the shelter this season which is the largest number we have experienced 

in our 4 years.  

Demographics: 

Borough from Number of Guests 

Merton 23 

Wandsworth 1 

Croydon 4 

Kingston 4 

Other 2 

* 28 male and 6 female guests 

* Nationality : UK = 8, Non UK EEA(European Economic Association)= 22. Non UK Other = 4 

 

Referral Source: 

Source Number 

Faith in Action Drop In 28 

Self Referral or via other agency 6 

 

We operated a waiting list system on a first come first served basis.  After the initial 12 were 

allocated a place, we had another 53 face to face referrals that were placed on the waiting list.  Of 

those 53 people, 22 were subsequently offered a place, a couple more than once.  All those not 

offered a place were referred on to other agencies and night shelter projects for support. 

We also received approximately 90 telephone referrals from individuals, agency workers, police, 

probation, hospitals, psychiatric units etc who were all given details of emergency outreach teams 

and signposted on to other services. 

Length of Stay: 

Days Number 

1 to 31  (1 month) 15 

32 to 65 (2 months) 10 

66 to 98 (3 months) 9 

 

Age of Guests 

25 – 34 yrs         9 

35 – 44 yrs           9 

45 – 54 yrs          11 

Over 55 yrs           5 
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Once again this season we are so grateful to Anna Swidlika from the Polish Church  for organising a 

rota to ensure we would have a Polish speaking volunteer at the shelter each evening. This had a 

really  positive  impact on the work that we were able do with our  guests and the atmosphere of the 

shelter as a whole.  

Applicants and Guests 

This year, a total of 34 different guests were hosted at the night shelter, a couple more than once. 

We began with the intention of offering 12 bed spaces per night but agreed with our venues to take 

up to 14 if the need arose which then increased to 15 at times. 

Before coming in to the shelter, some of our guests had been sleeping in car parks, squats, sheds, 

garages, a van, a car, night buses and the airport in a bid to stay safe and warm. 

We had guests with a wide range of professions; builders, a tree surgeon, an administrator, a driver, 

chefs, a carer, a legal brief writer, a seamstress and a physics teacher. 

We worked with each guest individually to assess their needs and support them in whichever way 

appropriate to help achieve the best possible outcomes. 

Benefits 

6 guests were assisted with benefit applications and 1 with obtaining a National Insurance Number. 

Housing 

4 guests were referred to the YMCA, 2 have been given a place, and the other 2 are still waiting.   

8 guests are now renting in the private rented sector 

3 guests with a Croydon connection were supported to transfer to the Croydon Shelter when we 

closed as they are open for another month. 

4 guests were referred to Fresh Start Housing and are awaiting an outcome. 

 Housing outcomes: 

Outcomes    2015 Number 

Private Rented Sector 9 

YMCA Hostel 2 

Moved to another shelter 2 

Detained by Immigration 1 

Moved back to sofa surfing 5 

In hospital long  term 1 

 

Work 

With the stability of the shelter 8 guests found work and were able to save towards a deposit for 

private rented accommodation.  
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Health  

 20 guests had an issue with problematic alcohol use.  

 12 guests had significant physical health issues. 

 11 guests had some level of mental health issues. 

Actions 

10 of our guests were registered with a local GP or had appointments made by volunteers during 

their time in the shelter. 

1 guest came in to the shelter with a very painful problem with his feet due to walking endlessly, 

often in wet shoes. We arranged a GP appointment, paid for his prescription, bought him a weekly  

travel pass and found him some good shoes. Within a week or so things were much improved and 

soon after completely resolved. 

1 guest was diagnosed with COPD (chronic lung disease) and other serious issues were also picked 

up that required further investigation. The shelter paid for all travel to and from the GP and hospital 

throughout her stay at the shelter. 

1 guest had the devastating news that he would need to have his leg amputated. He was in a terrible 

state of shock and had little time to process the news before the urgent surgery happened. Many 

shelter volunteers and FIA staff visited him in hospital and continue to support him. 

Many of our guests were able to reduce their drinking significantly during their time in the shelter 

and were encouraged to attend the  alcohol group at FIA run by a Polish speaking worker from the 

MACS Project.  1 guest took the opportunity of the shelter to stop drinking altogether.  

Additional Help 

We provided financial help for travel for guests to attend appointments at the job centre, GP visits, 

hospital appointments, job interviews and for those with acute health issues. 

The shelter network helped to find work for one guest and secure accommodation for 2 guests. 

We assisted 1 guest to move in to her new accommodation and collect her cats from a burnt out 

squat in Croydon. 

Issues 

We had a number of difficult situations to deal with this season that, although very challenging at 

the time, they were dealt with very effectively by the volunteers involved and at times with the 

support of other guests too. All 6 of the guests that were evicted from the shelter were deeply 

remorseful and accepted responsibility for their actions. Alcohol use played a significant part in most 

of the incidents.  

2 guests were detained by Immigration having already received notices that they would be deported 

from the UK. 1 was released after 6 weeks the other is still in custody. 



  Page 7 of 8 

The police were called 3 times, once to assist with the removal of 2 intoxicated and aggressive 

guests and twice on the non emergency number to inform them of a guest who lost his place in the 

shelter that we were concerned about.   

An ambulance was called once to attend to a guest who had an alcohol related seizure at one of the 

venues. The crew dealt with him on site until he made a full recovery and he remained at the 

shelter.  

Finances 

The project spent a total of £5,968.57 this year, broken down as follows: 

Expenditure Items £’s 2013/14                                2014/15 

Project Co-ordinator's Salary (4 months)  £      5,000.00                             £  5,000.00 

John Innes Expenses  £         251.79                            £    - 

Bus Travel – weekly pass for disabled/ill guests  £         298.80                            £      217.60 

Travel for guests/volunteers  to  job centres, GP 
visits, Hospital and Housing appointments  £           39.03                            £        54.55 

Travel for guests to Putney venue (excess)  £         134.00                            £      182.40   

Guest deposit for YMCA  £           45.00                            £     - 

Shelter mobile  phone / Office Supplies  £           66.69                            £        51.82 

Travel to and from Crisis at Christmas                                                                                                        £      147.20 

Sleeping mats x 3                                                                                                                                        £        75.00 

Sleeping Bags x 6                                                                                                                                         £        90.00 

Storage shed                                                                                                                                                £      150.00 

Total  £      5,835.31           £   5,968.57 

 

This season the YMCA was successful in a bid to the Wimbledon Foundation, the charitable arm of 

the All England Lawn Tennis Club, and awarded a £5,000 grant to fund the position of the Shelter 

Coordinator.  We are very grateful to the YMCA for making the application and to the AELTC for their 

financial assistance. 

We also received a number of very generous donations from individuals in our community and also 

from our venues in to the shelter central fund. 

Recommendations 

Our shelter guests were very grateful for the project again this year especially with the additional 

service to transport their luggage from venue to venue. Although this had it’s teething problems and 

issues, the value to our guests was clearly huge based on the feedback that we received throughout 

the run. Being able to store a few bags for some of our guests who suddenly found themselves with 

no where to go was also very much appreciated. 

There have been a couple of new suggestions that our volunteers have brought forward this season; 

one is that we bring in qualified/experienced volunteers to teach English to our guests in the 

evenings at the shelter. For some of our guests, lack of English is a real barrier to accessing services 
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and finding employment. I think this is a great idea and we already have an excellent teacher who is 

doing this work in the Drop In who might well be prepared bring her skills to the shelter.  

The second suggestion is a mentoring and befriending scheme to continue supporting guests once 

they have moved on from the shelter. I know that Housing Justice offer training in this area and that 

Carol Graves is involved so would be a great person to advise us further. 

 

I feel that next season the project needs to appoint 2 workers to meet the workload of the shelter. 

Managing and supporting the venues and volunteers, assessing significant numbers of potential 

guests, attending  Housing Justice  forums to support our work, working  and meeting with each 

guest individually, dealing with incidents as they arise, managing the day to day logistics of project, 

liaising with outside agencies and organisations and being on call  24/7 is too much for 1 part time 

worker. 

 

Conclusions 

Overall the project went extremely well this year with all the venues running smoothly and some 

really positive outcomes achieved for our guests. 

The feedback from our guests has been overwhelmingly positive in terms of the hospitality received, 

wonderful food and the kindness and warmth of the volunteers. Many have found their experience 

of the shelter nurturing and healing which I feel is the best accolade for the project..  
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