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What is homelessness ?

It  is  really hard to define exactly what homelessness is,  we can only get  a 
glimpse  of  reasons  for  the  homelessness  after  a  trustworthy  conversation  with  a 
homeless person. Trustworthy because it is really hard to gain the trust of homeless 
persons. In naive terms you can definitely call a person homeless if he/she does not 
have roof over his/her head. To understand the causes of homelessness one need to 
spend plenty of time with them. I, as a DUSIB volunteer, have tried my level best to 
make this possible and come to some conclusions about the causes of homelessness. 
The causes followed by this is nothing but my experience in these fifteen days.

There can be many causes for homelessness but I am sharing some of them 
which are experinced by me in these fifteen days of volunteering.

Illiteracy

Illiteracy is  one  of  the  main  cause  for  the  homelessness.  This  can  be  said 
because during my visits in the nigh shelters I observed that most of the people are 
either  illiterate  or  literate  upto  V standard.  During the  entry  session in  the  night 
shelters I  found that  some of them could not  even write their  name on the entry 
register.

Poverty

Poverty and illiteracy are two faces of the same coin, one follows with the 
other. Illiteracy is forcing them to live their life much below the standard life and 
hence they struggle to fulfill their basic needs, viz. bread, cloth and roof by one of the 
other means. My interaction with the homeless people residing inside and outside the 
night  shelters  was  sometime very  touchy and sometime  encouraging.  One of  the 
person in the NS 29, while interaction told me and that bhagwan ne hame hath diye 
hai, ham kama lenge, “God has given us hands to earn our daily bread”. But some of  
them  were  so  helpless  that  they  did  not  even  hesitate  to  ask  us  for  their  food 
arrangement. As well said by Mahatama Gandhi that “there are people in the world so 
hungry, that God cannot appear to them except in the form of bread.”

Migration

The disparity between the Rural and Urban settlement force the people from 
Rural  background  to  look  towards  the  Urban  society  for  their  betterment.  The 
betterment for these homeless persons is to look for a work in metropolitan cities like 
Delhi to earn for their family's livelihood. We met some persons in various shelters 
and came to the conclusion that these homeless are not from a single state. Names 



and  home  state  have  been  mentioned  below for  some  of  the  persons  who  were 
residing in one of the night shelters.  

Ravi Kumar Pandey ( Gonda, U.P.) residing in NS 06.
Rajesh (Gujrat) residing in NS 06.
Sukhbeer (Moradabad, U.P.) residing in NS 02.
Moh. Ayub ( Madhyban, Bihar) residing in NS 29.
Ata-Ur-Rehman ( Kishanganj, Bihar) residing in NS 29.
Badri (Haryana) residing in NS 139.
Moh. Jageer (Bulandsheher, U.P.) residing in NS 139.
Suneel (Jaipur, Rajasthan) residing in NS 139.

Mentally disturbed

This  seems to be a  small  percentage  but  when you go into the detail  of  a 
person's  life,  you  will  definitely  find  a  mental  disorder  as  a  root  cause  of  the 
homelessness. Reasons can be various, from socially boycotted to huge loss in their 
business. I want to share a short story of a person named Dev, from Nangloi, Delhi. 
He had left his home after fighting with his wife over his unemployment and daily 
expenses four years ago. He did not just leave his home but his six year old son too. 
Now he is residing in the night shelter NS 06 and working as a part time catering 
services. According to him, he manage to earn a sum of 500-600 ruppee daily. He 
daily day dream the face of his six year old son but do not mangae to have courage to 
go back to his wife, who is residing with her parents now. He mentally sufferes at  
every moment and spend his earning in alcohol to forget those dancing faces around 
his head. I hope I could manage to persuade him to reconcile with his family but this  
was not a piece of cake and I am still trying to put him on the mainstream. This was 
just a single story and there are lots and lots of mentally disturbed people in this 
highly populated country, who need special attention.   

What has been done so far?

Delhi Urban Shelter Improvment Board is managing very efficiently 271 Night 
Shelters all over in Delhi. In these 15 days experience I have met various kind of 
persons and I found that the persons involved with DUSIB are doing a great and 
novel job. And they should be encouraged by the newspaper as well as television 
media. The job of managing the night shelters is distributed to various NGOs like 
Ashray  Adhikar  Abhiyan(AAA),  Prayas,  Abhiyukti  etc.  It  was  a  good  idea  of 
Government to encourage the NGO's to do the service of welfare of poor citizens of 
India with the help of Government. Neither alone NGO nor Government could do the 
job in an efficient and effective way. Hence the move to distribute the Night shelters 
to selected NGO's was a master piece of a prospective mind. By this not only the 
homeless gets  night  shelter  to  spend their  night  safely but  also get  a  platform to 



improve their self. For NGOs it is a great opportunity to give a pace to their job of 
putting these homeless in the main stream. This obvoiusly is not a one day task  and 
needs a rigorous effort from the side of NGOs and support from Government. 

Study of specific cases

I have met various kind of people in these fifteen days and have interacted with 
them. I tried to know the reasons of their homelessness and their past life. Sometimes 
I succeeded in that and sometime it was really hard to gain the trust of them. It might 
be due to two reasons, one we are totally unknown to them, second they have gone 
through very tough stages in their life. Still I tried to collect as much information as I 
could  and  will  be  demonstrating  this  in  the  form of  cases  study.  Though  I  had 
conversation with many persons but I would not be able to express each and every 
conversation  here.  In  the  following  writings  I  have  expressed  some  of  those 
conversations with inmates residing in any  one of the night shelters.

Sukhbeer, residing in NS 02

He is a 19 year old guy from Moradabad, U.P. and came to Delhi in search of 
work after the death of his father. He arrived at Chandni Chowk Railway station and 
from there onwards his horrified journey started. Initially he picked the polythenes 
fron the garbage and came into the contact of alcoholic and drugs consuming society. 
Soon he became one of them and was consuming the death in a huge amount. Then 
he  met  with  a  person  who  took  him to  a  hospital  and  handed  him over  to  the 
“PRAYAS  NGO”.  Then  he  was  somehow  handed  over  to  “SALAM  BALAK” 
organisation, when he was 16. He then went to the “Iman Biradri” school but could 
not stay there because of unstable mind. He was not allowed to go out there and this 
resulted in his absconding from there. Since in all these he some how managed to get  
over his addictions, so he is now working on a shop, and even send some money to 
his sister residing with his uncle in his hometown. He had married his one sister to 
Nainital and was quite positive for his future life. 

Mr. Ata-Ur-Rehman, residing in NS 29

He  was  the  first  person  I  have  interacted  on  the  very  first  day  of  my 
volunteering. From the initial talks I got to know that he was from Kishanganj, Bihar 
and have come to Delhi in 1987 at the age of 12. Though he made an estimation to 
his age because he had no idea of his actual date of birth. It is strange for us people 
not to know our date of birth but it  is  quite common with the homeless persons. 
Initially he just told me that the reason of his coming to Delhi was problems in his 
family but when we went ahead he expressed himself and put his heart in front of me. 
He was quite emotional while telling me that his mother had died when he was seven 



year old. After that his father did second marriage. I could see the pain in his eyes 
when he said he was not happy with his father's second marriage because he was not 
able to forget his first mother but could not resist as he was just seven. Since his 
family condition was not good so he used to go to the school in day time and had to 
give his  night time in the fieds. We can just try to think the kind of burden he was 
bearing in the age of 12, which we can not even bear now. He was also not able to 
balance the emotions and burden of school and work so he decided to leave one. And 
it is the embarrasement to this country that he left his schooling in the middle and ran 
away from his home town, in a hope of new life, to the capital, Delhi. 

One incident of his journey to the Delhi which is worth sharing is, He had no 
money in his pocket while he left from his home and board the train to Delhi without 
ticket. He somehow boarded in a coach in which soldiers of Indian army were also 
travelling. According to him soldiers gave him food, fruits and a 100 rupee note. He 
was very obliged to them,, so much obliged that, he respect all the soldiers now. The 
point of telling this little story is that it is the early time of our developement that 
decides our fate, if our early life,  is not carved in a good manner then a fruitfull life 
can not be expected. But I am happy that Ata-Ur-Rehman ji is doing a respectable job 
of cooking in a near by dhaba. He cooks non-vegitarian very well as told by him, 
though I have not tasted the food made by him yet. I was feeling very special when 
he was sharing his life with me and can still feel that trust while I am writing this on  
the pages. 

He told me that he  was sleeping in the night shelter since last few days. Then I 
asked him the reason of his coming to the shelter. Though the reason he gave me was 
the expected one “I could not afford the rent of the room.” but when I went into the 
frame  of  Rehman  ji,  I  found  “it  is  the  general  tendency  of  us  Indians  to  take 
advantage of the Government schemes as much as we can. This is the root cause and 
we will have to eliminate this tendency, we will have to awake the self-dependency 
of, if not all of them then, at least a handfull of them who are residing in the shelters  
and can easily come in the main stream. I tried to pursuade him in this manner and he 
assured me that after winters he would go back to his room :). He was sharing some 
of  the  problems  like  related  to  voter  I.D.  and  bank  account  opening  as  I  have 
discussed below in the “Lack of awareness” section. Then he gave me a hug and 
thanked me for the conversation. I can not put the that feeling of self satisfaction in 
words here. 

Mr. Dev, residing in NS 06

When I entered the NS 06, one person was drunk and was shouting too much. 
All the persons were abusing him and were asking him to keep quite, since he was 
too much drunk so me and my partner Sanuj tried to handle the situation and some 
how managed to get over the drunken man. But when all of this was happening there 



was person lying in the hall, though he was not in sleep but he was not reacting. His 
name is Dev and he is from Nangloi, Delhi. I sat beside him and tried for a small 
conversation, which I think would be better to put in the same words, 

Me: Namaskar ji kaise hai ( Hello, how are you) ?
Dev: Namaskar (in shivered  voice).
Me: kya mai aapse baat kar sakta hu kuch der (may I talk to you for a while) ?
Dev: Haan boliye kya batana hai ( yes say what I need to tell you)? 

I was shocked “he just said what I need to tell you”. I was saying him “No you 
do not need to tell me about yourself if you do not want to say. I am here to have a 
conversation with you.” then he said “Boliye hame toh sunna hi hai ham aapkko bta 
nahi sakte kuch”. There was something different in his voice, I could feel that pain. I  
tried my best to win his trust and after a 30 minute useful persuation he told me about 
himself.

Me: kya aap mujhe bta sakte hai ki aap yaha kab se hai (Can you please tell me since 
how long you have been here) ?
Dev: 4 saal se (since last four years).
Me: why?

Initially he resisted but then he busted with all of his emotions in front of me. 
He was about to cry while telling me all this.

Me: why?
Dev: meri patni ne mujhe bahar kar diya ( my wife left me).
Me: why?
Dev: mai kama nahi pata tha itna ki gujara ho sake, hamare jhagde hote they. Mera ek 
ladka bhi tha jo 6 saal ka tha, maine use tab se nahi dekha hai, mai 4 saal se se apne  
bete se nahi mila hu, mujhe usse milna hai par mai kaise milu, meri jindagi kharab ho 
gayi hai. (I was not able to earn sufficient to feed my family. I also had a six year old 
son, I have not seen him since then, I have not met with my son since last four years,  
I want to meet him but how can I, I have ruined my life.)  

He said a lot and a lot of thing, I could manage to recollect a bit of them. The 
man who was resistent to utter a single word, suddenly told everything about him. 
Whole of emotions, he had supressed in these 4 years, had come out in a singe note. I 
was amazed and at the same time emotional to see his reaction. Then I asked him 
whether he tried to go back to his wife and son? He replied in negative. Upon asking 
the reason he told me that he never had the courage to face his wife and In-laws. 
Though now he was earning 500-600 rupee daily but still could not manage to gain 
courage to face his wife and son. He was consuming the alcohol daily and spend all 
his money in alcohol only. I tried to give him some courage to face his wife and In-
laws. But it was really hard and I promised him to come back to him in the next few 
days so that we might come to some solution of his problem. Since he had not any 



phone so I could not contact him directly. I thought I would come to the shelter again 
at the same time and would meet him but when I went there after few days he was not 
there, I went one more day but could not find him. All the inmates were not aware of 
this. I will visit the same night shelter in the coming days and I hope to see him there. 
But sometime I feel really nice to think that “if he had managed to gain some courage 
to face his wife and if he is residing with her and his son now”. I will go the shelter  
again to enquire this and I really hope for the best :).    

Manish, residing in NS 02

He is a 30 year old guy from Delhi, and earn his daily livelihood by pulling the 
rikshaw. He had some problems in his family which he did not want to share. Since 
he was quite positive for his future so I did not try to convince him to tell me his 
whole story. But still it is not the story but the person in itself who attracted me. He 
was so calm, was speaking good english and have left the graduation in his 3rd year. 
Somehow he stuck in the monetary system and could not manage to come out of this. 
I talked to him and asked him whether he has the mark sheets available and I am very 
happy that he replied in affirmative. He had all the mark sheets with his sister, living 
with her husband in Delhi. I asked him to bring those marksheets with him, so that I 
could see those, but he said he would give me his resume. I searched for the kind of 
job I could fit him in and managed to do this with the help of some of my friends,  
who are working in the call centres. I am going to meet him in the few days and if 
everything goes well then will try to fix him in any one of the call centres.  

Those who were really lying on the road side

In these 15 days volunteering I had rescued a number of homeless. I remember 
an incident, when I was returning from the NS 139, there was a person fully drunk 
and was lying on the road side with his rikshaw unlocked. He was so much drunk that 
I could not talk to him. Since it was my first experience with the homeless lying on 
the roadside, fully drunk, in sleep, I called our supervisor Sajjan ji and told him about 
the situation, He told me to talk to Praveen ji, who was in the rescue team that day. I  
called him and told him everything. He said they will come to the point in 30-40 
minutes. I had two ways, one to wait for them and the other to take him to the night 
shelter. I chose the second one. Me and my parten tied the man on his rikshaw and 
drove him to the NS 139. It was a great experience and I was really feeling that I 
might have saved one life. In these 15 days I rescued a number of homeless and since 
I went with the rescue team for a night, I saw a lat of homeless persons lying on the 
roadside, to whom we tried to convince and convinced some of them but there were 
some who were  not  convinced by our  arguments  and did  not  move to  the  night 
shelter. The reasons of all of them were very different, some says “ I do not want to 
go to the night shelter because I feel like a prisoner there, I am use to of the open air 



and I can not move to the shelter. If you forcefully take me to the shelter, I will again 
sleep here tomorrow.” One of them said “ I have to collect the polythenes from the 
garbage in the early morning around 4 o'clock so I can not go there”. One said “ I am 
use to of smoking in the bed and they do not allow me to do this in the shelter”.  
Another said “ I am use to of spitting in the midnight and can not do the same there”. 
So there were many and many of the cases and a number of excuses. I tried to find 
out the reason of these excuses and could conclude two:

1. Some of them were trying their best to remain outside so that they could collect 
the blanket distributed in the night by the random donors, so that they could 
sale those next morning.  The reason is poverty and that mindset  obviously. 
Only a collective effort of volunteers and NGO's can overcome this situations.

2. Some were genuine in stating that they feel like prisoners there, because they 
have never slept in the closed room. So they need special attention and daily 
conversation, persuation may lead them to the night shelters.   

By including these experience with the homeless I just want to say that the real 
homeless sleeping on the road side really need special attention. Though DUSIB with 
the help of various NGO's has been successfull in taking a lot of people from road to 
the shelters, but still there is a long journey ahead.

Inspite of so much involvment and an expense of great sum of money, there are 
various types of shortcomings from the side of NGO's as well as DUSIB. 

Sanitaion and Cleanliness 

This is one of the biggest problem I have faced in these 15 days in the night 
shelters which are in buildings. Some of the night shelters have a low capacity toilet 
facility compare to the number of inmates which amounts a large scale difficulty to 
the inmates. In the NS 02, the condition of toilet was very poor, I have myself seen 
the urinal flowing outside the door of the toilet, which can cause many diseases to the 
inmates. In NS 06, out of two toilets only one was in working condition, the other one 
had some issues related to the leakage and a complaint for the same was done by the 
caretaker three month ago but no action was taken since then, which should not have 
been the case.
 

In NS 15 also I faced the same problem. After the rescue operations on January 
20, I stayed in the shelter and when I woke up both the toiltes were blocked on the 
morinng of January 21, 2015. I request to the concerned authority (NGO or DUSIB) 
that please look into the matter of cleanliness of the shelters very seriously and take 
appropriate actions.



Lack of Awareness

In almost all of the night shelters I visited (around 50) in these fifteen days, I 
found that the inmates were not aware of many of the basic things related to bank 
accounts, I.D. Card, BPL cards etc. I tried to tell them as much as I could but that was 
definitely not sufficient. I understand that the shelters are not the knowledge hub but 
since NGO's are also connected with this novel cause hence it is easier for them to 
aware the inmates about various schemes of the government and the process related 
to the above mentioned concerns. It is my humble request to the respective NGO's to 
work on this matter seriously because we are not here just to give them the bear 
minimum but to motivate and take them into the main stream. 

Doctors visit and checkup of the inmates

This is also one of the basic problem associated with all the night shelters. The 
teams of various doctors just visit the shelters for the name of their duty. Most of the 
teams just go to the care takers, give them some of the basic medicines like PCM, 
disprin etc, and sign the visiters register. A doctor has given the name of God in the 
world and these teams are maligning this title. This may seem to be small problem 
but can cause very serious harm to the inmates as well as the DUSIB authority. For 
example take one of the inmates is having one or other kind of flue, if it has not been 
checked and refered  to  the  further  checkup it  can transmit  to  the inmates  of  the 
shelters and if it turns out to be swine flue, for which a lot of cases has been reported 
so far, then you can estimate how dangerous it can be. Hence I request the concerned 
authorities  of  DUSIB to look into the matter  very seriously  and take appropriate 
actions as soon as possible. 

Related to kids night shelter

I have not visited much kids night shelter but one, near to Motia Khan market. 
When I entered in the shelter it was good but gradually I got to know that almost all  
of the kids residing there were engulfed in intoxication. They were using many forms 
viz.  fluid or solution (thinner of the whitner), alcohol, drugs etc. I tried to convince 
them the products they consumed were very dangerous for them, but the point is they 
already knew about everything but were still consuming the death. Only 2-3 students 
were going to school and all the others were doing some or the other work for their 
daily needs.  I  found myself  very helpless that  I  was unable to help those kids.  I 
always believe that the future of the nation is in the hands of the kids. If they are not 
nurtured properly then the achievement will mean nothing. I hope that NGOs will 
look into this matter very seriously and will try to help those kids. I will be very 
obliged if in any manner I can contribute to the betterment of the kids. 



Leakage of the Walls

This was also common in many of the pakka night shelters. Since all the night 
shetlters are in governmnet buildings which have not maintained properly. DUSIB 
should consider this problem, because whenever there is a rain outside there is not 
much change for the inmates inside the building. 

Suggestions

● I found that no shelter has mirror installed in it. Since most of the inmates are 
not that much clean, mirrors installed in the shelters can cause the inmates to 
retrospect and go for the cleanliness of their body as well as the surroundings. 

● I found some of the shelters were having the religious pictures. I would rather 
encourage to put  the Indian flag in every shelter  because the shelters  have 
people of all the religions.

● Since our main aim is to put the homeless into main stream. It will be a good 
idea to pick the care takers and all  the other kind of  staff from among the 
people residing in the shelter.

● Some  lessons  by  respective  NGOs on  the  upgradation  of  the  life  style  of 
inmates. 

● The volunteering process started this year is really a very impressive step but 
we can make it more effective by increasing the time period of volunteering 
work to say “a month” and by involving more and more students in it. Because 
I am sure that a lot of students are looking for the new methods to make the 
society better.

● For the real homeless, still sleeping on the road side, more corrective steps 
needed from the side of NGOs, say “by selecting a group of very persuasive 
persons and deploying them daily to gain their confidence through a continuing 
process.”
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