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Introduction 
 
The Merton Winter Night Shelter was 
established in late 2011 in response to 
the  increasing  homelessness issue and 
unmet need in the borough by providing 
vital shelter to those who are homeless 
over the coldest winter months.  
 
We are incredibly proud of our multi-faith 
project that offers a warm welcome, an 
evening meal, a safe and warm place to 
sleep and breakfast each morning before 
guests leave for the day.

The Project 
 
The project is facilitated and 
overseen by YMCA St Paul’s 
Group. Our team comprises 
of a project co-ordinator, 2 
part time project workers, 14 
volunteer venue coordinators 
and hundreds of volunteers. 
 
The project has 14 hosting 
venues working in two blocks 
of seven with each venue 
opening its doors for the 
same night each week for 
seven weeks, offering up to 
14 bed spaces each night. 
The shelter closes for the 
Christmas week when the 
guest group go to one of the 
Crisis at Christmas residential 
centres.

What makes a shelter?
There are so many elements to a successful winter shelter, 
both tangible and intangible, but all are equally important  
for our guests.
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Who else was involved?
Our shelter was supported by the Salvation Army, volunteer 
teams from the Quaker Community, the Hindu Temple in 

Effra Road and individuals from the wider community. 

Our hosting venues for the last  
7 weeks of the shelter run

SUNDAY 
 

Trinity United 
Reform Church 

Wimbledon

SATURDAY
 

Wimbledon  
Seventh Day  

Adventist 
Church

FRIDAY
 

Oasis Church 
Colliers Wood

THURSDAY 
 

Holy Trinity 
South 

Wimbledon

WEDNESDAY
 

St John the 
Evangelist 

Putney

TUESDAY
 

Morden 
Baptist Church 

MONDAY
 

Lantern Methodist 
Church & Hindu 

Temple

Block

2

Our hosting venues for the first  
7 weeks of the shelter run

Crisis at Christmas Week 
December 23rd-30th 2018

This year our guest group attended the 
new residential Crisis at Christmas centre 
in Croydon. The overall feedback was very 
positive. Our guest group stayed together in 
a small group in an upstairs classroom & as 
a result, slept much better than in previous 
years. Up until now, all 200+ people slept 

together in a huge sports hall with people 
coming & going all night, every night so this 
arrangement was a huge improvement.

A number of our guests clearly enjoyed the 
daily karaoke sessions, massage, football at 
Arsenal, haircuts, many have new glasses 
and accessed dental and medical services too. 
They all spoke very highly of the wonderful 
volunteers who made their stay so enjoyable.

SUNDAY 
 

Everyday Church 
Wimbledon

SATURDAY
 

St Mark’s Church 
Wimbledon

FRIDAY
 

Christ Church 
Colliers Wood

THURSDAY 
 

St Winefride’s 
Church 

Wimbledon

WEDNESDAY
 

St Mary’s Church 
Wimbledon

TUESDAY
 

Wimbledon 
Mosque at 

Salvation Army 
Hall

MONDAY
 

Wimbledon 
& District 

Synagogue

Block
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Typical night at the shelter

Merton 29

Wandsworth 1

Croydon 2

Lambeth 5

Other: Elmbridge, Barnet, Harrow 2

Demographics

Referral source

Nationality

Source 17/18 18/19 Source 17/18 18/19

FIA Homeless Drop In                 19 27 Police 2 1

Merton Council                             4 3 Sunshine Café MH         1 2

YMCA & Online Form                     1 0 Crisis at Christmas        0 1

Spires Homeless Drop In              2 2 Spear Outreach          1 1

Other: Green Light Med Van, Job Centre Outreach, Asylum Help                             3 3

UK 11

Non UK EEA 
(European Economic Association) 23

Non UK Other 5

This season we assisted  
more people than ever before...

110+ 
 
people were referred 
to the shelter, some 
were added to the 
waiting list, others 
were referred and 
signposted on to 
other projects and 
services depending 
on circumstance.

39 
 
guests were hosted 
in the shelter over 
the course of the 
15 week run. 

3 
 
were offered a place 
but did not turn up.

3 
 
people were 
supported directly in 
to accommodation 
without coming 
through the shelter.  

5.30pm

Evening shift volunteer team  
arrive to set up the venue

6.30pm

Doors open and guests  
welcomed in. Project workers  

and volunteers available to  
guests

8.00pm

Hot evening meal served 
followed by a film, TV, table  

tennis, pool, chess, etc.  
Showers available for guests.

11.00pm

Guests settled for the night  
with overnight volunteers  

on waking duty

9.00am

Volunteers lock up venue and 
transport guest luggage and 
sleeping bags to next venue

8.30am

Guests leave for the day,
volunteers clear away venue

7.30am

Breakfast served by morning  
shift team and packed lunches 
prepared as requested 

7.00am

Guests woken, showers - 
all toiletries and towels are 
provided



We accepted self and agency 
referrals for shelter from many 
sources and arranged to meet 
with people for assessment 
at Faith in Action Homeless 
Project (FIA) or the YMCA.

Days 17/18 18/19

1 to 31  (1 month) 18 24

32 to 63 (2 months) 4 9

64 to 98 (3 months) 8 6

Range 17/18 18/19

18 - 34 years 15 10

35 - 44 years 5 12

45 - 54 years 8 10

Over 55 years 6 7

Length of stay

Age of guests

Services on offer...
We look to develop the shelter each season to benefit our guest group and improve their 
experience whilst they are with us.

Shelter volunteers transport a small 
backpack and a sleeping bag for each 
guest from venue to venue. From the 
feedback we have had from our guests, 
this is clearly one of the most valuable 
services that the shelter offers.

We work together with each guest to 
help them achieve their best possible 
outcome.

One to one case working

Many of our guests are Eastern European 
so we have a Polish speaking volunteer 
at the shelter every evening to assist. 
We have drawn on other volunteers with 
other language skills as needed. 

Transportation of guest luggage Translators 

Five of our 14 shelter venues have 
shower facilities. Others are looking at 
the possibility of having one installed.

Showers

The Lantern Methodist Church and the 
Salvation Army offered our guests the 
use of their laundry facilities which was 
very much appreciated and especially 
valuable to our working guests.

Helps our guests to feel better about 
themselves.

Laundry facilities  Hairdressing 

A team of trained doctors, nurses and 
medics attended the shelter every other 
week to support our guests with any 
medical issues that they were concerned 
about.

Sundays can be a difficult day for our 
guests as most services are closed so 
we’re delighted to have the offer from 
Christ the King in the first block and 
Trinity URC in the second block to host 
our guests on Sunday afternoons. 

Guests could have their clothing and 
bags etc fixed, altered and mended.

The green light medical van Sunday afternoon opening Sewing and mending service 

Language is often a real barrier for our 
guests so having a volunteer to assist 
some of our guests with their English 
language skills was very useful.

Many guests require support and advice 
relating to benefits issues and job 
opportunities. Having access to a DWP 
Homeless Outreach Worker has proved 
extremely beneficial. 

Foot problems can be common for 
people who have been homeless and 
several issues were picked up that 
required follow up treatment.

DWP worker ESOL teaching Chiropody 

Once a guest was given a place in the shelter, 
they could stay as long as they needed if they 
respected the shelter rules. 11 guests lost 
their places during the course of the shelter 
run this year. Alcohol had a significant part 
to play in most cases



Our guests

Many found themselves in their  
current situations due to:
► Relationship breakdown
► End of private rented tenancies
► Chaotic Drug & Alcohol use 
► Little or no language skills
► Mental health difficulties

Our guests came from a wide range of  
working backgrounds and professions;  
builders, plasterers, chefs, painters & 
decorators, carer, hairdresser, cleaners,  
laundry workers, students, IT, retail, 
landscaping, electricians and security.  
 
We worked with each guest individually  
to assess their needs and support them in 
whichever way appropriate to help them 
achieve their best possible outcomes.

Some of the ways we helped...

►  GP registrations

►  Accompanied visits to the GP, hospitals,  
 the drug & alcohol team and mental  
 health services

►  Liaising with social services

►  Housing referrals

►  Housing Project/Association    
 accompanied visits

►  Moving guests in to accommodation

►  Grant applications

►  Benefit applications

►  CV writing  

►  Arranging work placements 

►  Sourcing training materials 

►  Accessing courses

►  CSCS card replacement

►  Sourcing job opportunities

►  Hospital visits

►  Providing safety footwear for new work

►  Storage for additional guest luggage

►  Deposits & rent in advance payments

►  Covering prescription costs for guests  
 with NRPF’s

►  Offering secure postal address

►  Debt support

►  Birth certificate replacement 

►  Passport applications

►  Repatriation with Routes Home

►  Arranging appointment with   
 immigration lawyers

►  Support opening bank accounts

►  Liaising with probation

►  Translating services for external   
 appointments

►  60+ Oyster card application

►  Covering cost of travel to appointments  
 and work

►  Providing basic mobile phones

►  Mobile phone top-ups 

►  Arranging volunteer translators 

►  Arranging furniture and household items  
 for guests moving in to accommodation

►  Helping with job applications

The dynamics throughout the duration of the shelter can 
change on a day to day, week to week and month to month 
basis depending on our guest group at any given time. We 
work hard to maintain a shelter culture based on respect, 
kindness and safety for all who need us.

Again this year we experienced real diversity in the shelter 
with guests from 9 different countries. We were blessed to 
have access to Polish, Hungarian & Tamil speakers within  
our network who were happy to help.

We welcomed 2 female guests this season, 1 was supported 
by the shelter for over 3 months, the other for just 2 weeks.

Circumstances of our guests before coming in to the shelter...
17/18 18/19

Long term street homeless (squats, tents, street) 12 19

Short term street homeless 10 5

New to the street (sofa surfing, buses, stairwells, vehicles, A&E, Heathrow) 12 15

This year we were so grateful to be awarded a 3 year resettlement fund grant by Wimbledon 
Offices to help some of our guests move on from the shelter in to more stable accommodation. 
7 guests benefited from this fund this season and were so appreciative for the assistance.



Paul’s story
I lost my job and my home as a chef. It was quite a shock. 
I had been working since I was 16, I’m now 61 so to find 
myself out of work and living on the streets was very difficult. 
I just didn’t know who to talk to or where to turn to, to 
find shelter. Merton Council refused to help me and in the 
end I went to the police station to try and find help. They 
suggested I went to the YMCA, who put me in touch with 
Merton Night Shelter. Luckily for me a space came up for me 
at the last minute.  
 
I can’t praise the night shelter enough. All that mattered to 
me was that I wasn’t going to be sleeping outside – I did it 3 
times and couldn’t believe a human body could get that cold. 
 
The first night I knew I would be sleeping rough I went to the 
Alexandra Pub in Wimbledon as there is a covered alleyway.  
I stayed there and it was safe. The staff were so kind and told 
me that the alleyway heaters were still on and gave me a 
coffee in the morning. 
 
The shelter team here are local heroes, they work so hard. 
They are just so friendly - my biggest fear was that people 
would sneer at me. It gave me faith in humanity again when 
I came here. 
 
One of the nice things about the Night Shelter is that it’s 
multi-faith, I think that’s lovely.

Guest Feedback

Tyler 
Tyler was our youngest guest 
at 18 and coped brilliantly in 
the shelter. We referred him 
quickly to Evolve Housing 
in Merton who provide 
accommodation for the 
people under the age of 25. 
We accompanied him to his 
interview and he moved in to 
his new home on the same 
day. ‘Before the shelter I 
was on the streets sleeping 
rough. My first night at 
the shelter was warm and 
welcoming. My time at the 
shelter wasn’t too long but 
I received support from the 
volunteers and everyone else. 
I want to thank Nicki and 
Magdalena for being a part 
of my journey and giving me 
the opportunity to be a part 
of the project. I am looking to 
volunteer alongside and hope 
to be seeing everyone again’.

Mitch
Within a week of coming in to 
the shelter, we helped Mitch 
apply for a birth certificate, a 
60+ Oyster card, supported 
him into treatment services 
and referred him on to a 
number of different housing 
schemes. ‘I’ve loved my time 
in the shelter, it’s been a real 
revelation that places like this 
exist’.

“”

We were able to assist 28 of our 39 guests to 
move on from the shelter.

Work  
With the stability of the shelter four guests 
found a job and worked during their stay 
enabling some to save for a deposit and rent 
in advance for private rented accommodation. 
 
Study 
Several guests attended courses at Faith In 
Action and Crisis Skylight to improve their 
language skills. 
 
Health 
We helped each guest register with a local GP 
so that any health issues could be addressed. 
We saw health and general wellbeing improve 
with healthy regular meals, support and 
encouragement. A few guests came to us 
with really acute health issues that had been 
neglected for a long time. Krysia & Magdalena 
worked incredibly hard to accompany 
guests to all GP and hospital appointments  
to translate & support through some very 
worrying times. I know how much these 
guests appreciated this level of care & how 
much they valued the support. 
 
Many of our guests were able to reduce or 
stop their alcohol and drug use during their 
time in the shelter. Those ready to address 
their addictions were supported to attend 
local drug and alcohol services and groups, 
for some the outcomes have been incredibly 
positive.

We understand that the structure of the 
shelter does not work for everyone. For 
some the shelter offers respite over the 
coldest winter months whilst for others 
it brings opportunities that can be life 
changing.

Outcomes 17/18 18/19

Private rented sector                                7 4                              

YMCA hostel                                               9 5

MASH / Evolve under 25’s 
hostel            2 2

Sheltered accommodation                  1

Detox / Rehab                                            2

Spear HMO                                                 1

London Hosting - 
asylum seekers          1

Emmaus                                                      1   

Specialist Hostel - 
Western Lodge  2                                          

Family / friends                                        3  2

Other Night Shelter 
Projects                   1 8

Outcomes



Our Volunteers The joys

‘Volunteering really widened my perspective 
on the many aspects of homelessness’

‘To spend time with the guests and hear 
their stories was very humbling!!’

‘Really glad to do it and will definitely 
volunteer in the future. Well organised 
and easy to commit to only a couple 
of sessions.’

‘Very rewarding’

Over and over again guests spoke of their 
disbelief that people like our volunteers really 
exist, that they inspire by example & restore 
faith in the world again.

“This is my seventh year of volunteering. 
I look after the donated clothes, sorting and 
arranging them and kitting the guys out. I like 
to make sure they go away looking the best 
they can. I love volunteering here. The night 
shelter is a brilliant example to everyone of 
how you can work as a community to get 
people back on their feet. I’m so glad to be 
part of it.”

Josu Shepherd
Clothing volunteer

This season was very colourful and certainly 
our busiest run to date with more people 
accessing the support of the shelter than  
ever before. 

It was very heart warming to see how people 
facing such adversity were able to reach 
out to each other and form such supportive 
relationships. This was of course enhanced by 
the volunteers from all venues who offered 
such warmth, kindness and friendship which 
made the environment feel so nurturing and 
safe for all to enjoy.

We took our guest group to see Sleeping 
Beauty in December at the Lantern Arts Centre 
and the cinema in March.

The panto was a huge hit with the group, 
many had never seen anything like it before. 
The absolute highlight of the evening for our 
guests were the 3 big, bearded, hairy fairies in 
tutu’s.

Both occasions were such a treat and  
really appreciated. It really highlighted  
the importance of time out together doing 
something lovely to offset a little of the 
seriousness, worry and hardship that our 
guests endure every day.

The Challenges

We certainly had our challenges this season 
for several reasons that often overlap;
 
► More guests were long term street   
 homeless, many with no recourse to  
 public funds (NRPF). Move on options  
 for these guests were very limited.

► More guests had a history of problematic  
 drug and alcohol use. Treatment options  
 for those with NRPF’s are also very limited.

► A fair number of guests spoke little or  
 no English which was a real barrier   
 to engaging with services, finding work  
 and navigating the system etc.
 
► Several guest had really complex health  
 issues and medical need that we helped  
 to address. This level of support took up  
 a significant amount of staff time.

We did our very best for each of our guests  
and continue to raise the issues and barriers 
that they face with national forums, services 
and policy makers that will hopefully play a 
small part in bringing about positive change.



We celebrated two guest birthdays and experienced 
wonderful foods traditionally eaten at several different 
festivals celebrated by our hosting communities. This was 
a real point of interest for many guests and triggered some 
interesting conversations. 

We are very grateful to many of our volunteers who donated 
household items as our guests moved on from the shelter in 
to independent accommodation. This kind of very practical 
help was really appreciated as the cost of setting up home  
is significant.

Expenditure Item 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19

Project Co-ordinators 
and Assistant salary 

£5,000 £5,000 £12,500 £15,000 £18,042 £20,154.09

John Innes expenses £251.79  

Guest Travel  
Job Centre, GP, hospital, 
housing apts, weekly 
travelcards, Crisis, 
St John’s Putney

£471.83 £601.75 £730.75 £693.70 £522.45 £482.85

Guest welfare 
phones, top-ups, 
ID docs, work docs, shoes, 
prescriptions, xmas gifts, 
trips out

£189.32 £618.59

Guest resettlement  
deposit/rent, basic household 
items

£45.00 £181.47 £1,628.00

Sundries
shelter mobile phone/ 
office supplies, padlocks, etc.

£66.69 £51.82 £168.27 £209.55 £96.98 £103.26

Sleeping mats                                                                                                            £75.00 £100.00 £59.00

Sleeping bags                                                                                                                 £90.00 £270.00 (20) £400.00 (20) £504.79 (15) £379.84

Storage shed                                                                                                                                   £150.00

Total £5,835.31 £5,968.57 £13,769.02 £16,303.25 £19,537.01 £23,425.63

This season we were very grateful to have been awarded 
£12,500 by the Wimbledon Foundation and £5,000 from 
Merton Council towards the shelter costs. 
 
We also received a number of generous donations from 
individuals, groups and charitable trusts both from within  
and outside of our shelter community. Most shelter venues 
also contributed to the shelter central fund, which meant 
that we covered our costs this season.

Funding and Finances

Income



 
 
We have organised a shelter workshop in 
June to look at our current operation and 
how we would like the project to develop 
as we move forward. It is clear that current 
staffing levels need to be reviewed in order 
to manage the workload of the project. 

 

 
Our guest feedback is that they feel the 
service offered by the shelter is pretty 
perfect but the one thing that comes 
up year on year, is their wish that more 
venues had a shower . There is no question 
that people feel so much better about 
themselves if they feel clean and can 
look after themselves. This is especially 
important for those who have been out 
at work all day on a building site, or those 
working in a kitchen that they feel clean 
and presentable etc. 

2 more of our hosting venues are hoping 
to install shower facilities this year. We 
have details of potential funding streams 
specifically for this type of development 
that I am happy to forward on. 

 

We feel that it would be useful to develop 
an online volunteer sign-up form on the 
YMCA website that would feed into a 
volunteer database. We would then have 
clear contact information of all those 
involved with the project, share training 
information and collect details of those 
willing to share particular skills that could 
potentially support the work of the shelter 
and it’s guests. 

 
We have had requests from some  venue 
coordinators to widen the opportunities 
for accessing the shelter training sessions 
throughout the course of the shelter run. 
We will certainly discuss this further at  
our shelter workshop in June. 
 
We will continue to offer the Emergency 
First Aid Course run by the Red Cross in 
November and January as volunteers 
have fed back that they have found this 
very valuable. We are also happy to assist 
individual venues arrange this training for 
their own volunteer teams to maximise 
those trained.

Moving forward

Collections/donations 
There are some items that we have come to realise are 
incredibly useful to our guests that perhaps we could all start 
collecting ready for next winter please.

1. Small rucksacks and backpacks

2. Oyster cards – not with a negative balance please!

3. Hotel type white towelling slippers. 

It really seems to make a difference to our guests to put on 
slippers when they come back to us at the end of the day. 
The hotel ones are good because they weigh nothing and 
can tuck away easily in to a bag without really taking up any 
space. 

Faith in Action Homeless Project 
FIA provide a service to people who are vulnerable, homeless 
or at risk of homelessness, 52 weeks of the year. They run 
a twice weekly drop-in at the Salvation Army Hall in South 
Wimbledon every Wednesday and Friday, 10am - 3pm.

If you are interested in volunteering please contact the team 
there at team@mertonfaithinaction.org  
or call 07843 280 419.

Recommendations

Online volunteer  
sign-up and Database

Training

Staffing

Showers

Housing Justice run a day course throughout the year called ‘An Overview of Homelessness’ 
covering issues around homelessness, mental health awareness, drug & alcohol awareness 
and managing challenging behaviour. There is a personal cost of £40 per participant but it is 
very useful for anyone interested in increasing their knowledge of the homelessness field.

If you would like to find out more, do contact Mark Brennan on: 
m.brennan@housingjustice.org.uk



Acknowledgements and thanks

We are so blessed to have such great support from so many 
superb volunteers, organisations, funders and professional 
services in our community, who all help towards the success 
of the shelter.

We would also like to thank the Reception Team and other 
staff at the YMCA for their very practical support and help at 
all hours of the day and night throughout the four month run.

The Alexandra Pub not only provided the evening meal at 
St Mark’s on two of the seven evenings for our guests, but 
also hosted our shelter celebration again this year to thank 
our fabulous volunteers. It was a lovely opportunity to come 
together socially in such a wonderful setting and feed back 
a little of the success of this year’s shelter run. For Krysia, 
Magdalena and I, it was a rare opportunity to meet many of 
our unsung heroes who cover the night shifts, early morning 
breakfast shifts and schlepp the luggage from venue to venue, 
and a chance to say a big thank you. 

Our Funders and Supporters
The All England Lawn Tennis Club

Merton Council

Wimbledon Offices

Lesley Aldridge Trust

The Alexandra Pub

The Salvation Army

Faith in Action

The Lantern Arts Centre

Love Wimbledon

Wimbledon Congregational Church

Dundonald Church

The Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers

Elizabeth Chambers

Isobarre Class St Mary’s

Lunch Group St Mary’s

LB Merton Football Team


