


Rough Sleeper Team member, 
Tina McHugh explains the work 
of the Dublin Simon Rough 
Sleeper Team (RST) and the 
successful introduction of a new 
Back Pack Needle Exchange 
Service.

Dublin Simon Community 
is currently piloting a new 
Back Pack Needle Exchange 
Initiative through the Rough 
Sleeper Team aimed at people 
experiencing homelessness that 
are, at present, failing to link in 
with existing needle exchange 
services. DSC works to prevent 
& address homelessness and in 
doing so it recognises the need 
for a comprehensive range of 
services to support individuals 
in their transition back into 
mainstream society. Working 
off our overall ‘continuum of 
care’ model this ensures that we 
deliver a wide range of services 
to our target population. 

The Rough Sleeper Team 
proactively targets rough 
sleepers within Dublin City centre 
parameters and engage with 
approximately 400 individuals 
each month, all requiring 
varying degrees of assistance 
in accessing appropriate 
accommodation and related 
services. These services include: 

●	 Advocacy & Support 

●	 Referrals to Emergency  
	 Accommodation

●	 Emergency Needle  
	 Exchange

●	 Provision of Harm Reduction  
	 kits (Sleeping Packs etc.)

●	 Information & Advice on a  
	 range of support issues  
	 (Legal, Social Welfare)

●	 Referrals to Addiction  
	 treatment Programmes 

●	 Access to Primary health  
	 care services by way  
	 of referral 

●	 Case Management System

As a street based team the 
Dublin Simon ‘RST’ is usually 
the first point of contact for an 
individual who is rough sleeping, 
or at risk of becoming homeless.  
This service operates 365 days 
per year and as well as day 
provision it has an evening team 
engaging with rough sleepers on 
the street until 12am. The Teams 
main objective, by way of brief 
intervention is to get entrenched 
rough sleepers off the streets and 
into appropriate accommodation 
where they have access to a 
range of supports such as, 
primary healthcare services, case 
management system & referral to 
specialised drug/alcohol services 
etc.  

In the course of this work we 
have highlighted a specific 
group of individuals who are not 
engaging with existing services. 
This group tend to be particularly 
hard to place due to the nature 
of chaotic drug use & associated 
behaviours (i.e. unsafe using 
practice, overdose management 
etc.) As it is widely recognised 
there is a gap in existing services 
in respect of emergency needle 
exchange and with this in mind 
DSC launched a pilot Back Pack 
Needle Exchange Service in 
January ‘08. The RST sought 
guidance and support from the 
HSE in the development of this 
pilot programme and clinical 
cover is managed by ‘Safety Net’ 
(the dedicated medical health 
team for homeless individuals in 
Dublin city centre area)

The objectives of Needle 
Exchange are to offer sterile 
paraphernalia with a view to 
reducing the spread of blood 
borne viruses and further drug 
related harm. The Team also:

❍	 Offer advice and information  
	 on overdose prevention. 

Rough Sleeper Team Pilot  
Emergency Needle Exchange Service

❍	 Promote safe sex and  
	 sexual health.

❍	 Provide and fast track  
	 referral to drug  
	 treatment services.

❍	 Provide an accessible user  
	 friendly service to all  
	 homeless intravenous drug  
	 users so they don’t  
	 necessarily have to visit fixed  
	 site clinics to access  
	 health care.

Although in its infancy, the 
service has been very successful 
to date with the following results 
for the first three month period 
from the 1st of January to the 
31st of March 2008:

●	 359 exchanges done in total

●	 149 service users met

●	 As a result of the emergency  
	 needle exchange program  
	 the RST have 39 new 
	 contacts, that is to say 39  

	 people have now linked in  
	 with services that previously  
	 weren’t.

●	 There was a total of 50 one  
	 off exchanges and of that 50  
	 the RST continue to work 23  
	 of the service users; 27 were  
	 one off interventions.

●	 58 service users have  
	 been referred into  
	 Emergency accommodation  
	 with 13 referred into long  
	 term accommodation and 45  
	 into one night only emergency  
	 accommodation. 

The service strictly operates 
outside the times of fixed site 
exchange services.  Access 
to the service come via the 
self-referral route, ‘Street work’ 
engagements & referrals from 
both voluntary & statutory 
agencies.  

DSC recognise the need for 
support & partnership with other 
stakeholders such as the HSE, 
statutory agencies, the wider 
community and the Gardai to 
ensure the effective roll out of this 
venture. The RST are currently 
in negotiations with some key 
health professionals to develop 
further initiatives to provide a 
mobile health clinic. We are also 
aiming to secure funds to have a 
research article completed on the 
first two years of the service.

Finally we are currently working 
on developing a programme 
of training for participants of 
SUSS with the Learning and 
Development team – this training 
will consist of everything from 
communication and team 
building skills to learning how 
to use a range of multi-media 
equipment. 

What’s left to do?
The work of SUSS is vital for 
DSC and provides service users 

the opportunity to have their 
voices heard and to instigate real 
change across the organisation. 
The achievements of the group 
to date have been phenomenal 
however there is also so much 
more to be done.

Many of the group would like to 
further develop their skills and 
knowledge in order to achieve 
more within the organisation with 
others are hoping to one day 
establish their own organisation 

working for service users rights.
Dublin Simon Community is 
committed to providing training 
and opportunities for service 
users to develop their talents.

You can contact SUSS directly at 
suss@dublinsimon.ie or  
01 8729575 or SUSS Office,  
119 Capel St, Dublin 1

Dublin Simon Community 
has worked for nearly 40 
years with those experiencing 
homelessness in Dublin. 
During this time we’ve learned 
a huge amount from people 
using our services. Most are 
tired, suffering illness, lonely 
and vulnerable. Many have 
lost friends. The streets have 
taken lives, both literally and 
metaphorically. Our service 
users want their lives back 
and we want to help them. 
Homelessness isn’t a hopeless 
situation – there is hope and 
there is a solution. 

Throughout our many services, 
stretching from the soup 
run and rough sleeper team 
to addiction services and 
resettlement, the Dublin Simon 
Community reaches out a hand 
to those in need. To do this we 
need the support of the wider 
community. There are still over 

100 people sleeping rough on 
our streets at night, according 
to the latest Rough Sleeper 
Count. This is unacceptable. 
Most have tried to get beds but 
the capacity is just not there. 
On an average night, one week 
in February, the Homeless 
Person’s Unit turned away 
approximately 20 adults per 
night who asked for a bed. All 
the hostels were full. Our own 
emergency accommodation 
in the city runs at full capacity. 
Even when people try, the 
streets are often the only 
option. As someone once said, 
‘No Room at the Inn’…

Your support of the Dublin 
Simon Community can help 
change this bleak prognosis. 
Daily we are linking in with 
the people on the streets. We 
are helping rebuild the lives 
that these same streets have 
taken away. Dublin Simon 
Community is adamant that 
change will come about and 
we advocate for the needs of 
everyone using our services. 

We 
thank you for 
caring and wanting to make a 
difference. With us, you can.

Yours,

_______________________
Sam McGuinness, 
CEO Dublin Simon Community

Welcome!

What is it?
A service user forum where the 
service users and staff of Dublin 
Simon Community come together 
to work on projects with the 
ultimate aim of involving service 
users in meaningful decision-
making in both the operational 
and strategic planning in the 
organisation. 

Background
In 2007 DSC launched a 
project examining service user 
participation in our services with 
a view to developing initiatives 
that would provide opportunities 
for service users to become 
more involved in all levels of the 
organisation.

In order to assist us in achieving 
this goal an organisation called 
Groundswell (a leading service 
user involvement and self-help 
organisation working in the field 
of homelessness in the UK) were 
invited to Ireland to run a week 
long programme which was 
targeted at service users from 
all our services as well as staff 
and volunteers. This intervention 
resulted in the development of 
9 Aims which were identified by 
service users as priorities for the 
organisation to address in order 
to assist in the development of 
service user involvement in the 
organisation and also as a means 
of improving services for service 
users

These projects are to be 
undertaken by service users for 
service users within the Dublin 
Simon Community.

The 9 Aims

1. 	Create volunteering  
	 opportunities for  
	 service users

2. 	Increase housing options  
	 through lobbying  
	 private landlords

3. 	Review referral policy to  
	 include service users and  
	 ensure transparency

4. 	DSC Day Centre/one stop  
	 shop for service users run  
	 by service users

5. 	Develop clear  
	 communication between  
	 staff, service users and  
	 other agencies

6. 	Build confidence and self  
	 respect in service users

7. 	Create opportunities  
	 to share service user’s  
	 experiences with young  
	 people to help prevent  
	 homelessness

8. 	More open disciplinary  
	 procedures in all Dublin  
	 Simon projects

9. 	Establish service users  
	 groups in projects that can  
	 represent and advocate

How SUSS will achieve  
these aims?
SUSS can only achieve these 
aims through the participation of 
staff and service users in these 
projects.

As such the group meets every 
second Wednesday in our 
Capel St offices to discuss 
progress and to develop ideas. 
This is an open group where all 

service users and staff from DSC 
are welcome.

The forum have also established 
working groups or sub-groups, 
or in some cases service users 
are now sitting on internal 
committees alongside senior 
managers and staff working 
on developing everything from 
staff training to policies and 
procedures.

What has been achieved?
We are currently reviewing 
volunteering policy to see what 
changes might need to be made 
in order to facilitate service users 
becoming volunteers and are 
identifying possible blocks and 
barriers to this happening and 
how to overcome them (e.g. 
recruitment process; training 
required by staff and service 
users etc).

Research has been conducted by 
a group of service users into the 
viability of a Simon Day Centre, 
for clients run by clients (one-
stop-shop). This research will be 
presented to the SUSS forum 
and then forwarded to the SMT.
Also a number of talks involving 
service users have been given 
in schools to date in conjunction 
with fundraising. 

Two services users are now 
working on the internal 
steering group on care and 
case management. This group 
is responsible for agreeing 
and signing off on referral 
/ complaints / disciplinary 
procedures, etc. This group 
are also working on developing 
internal training on key working 
and care planning. 

Service User Participation  
in Dublin Simon - SUSS
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