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Urban homelessness is one of the worst forms of poverty. Also it is one of the fastest growing and 
paradoxically least studied issues in the developing world.  A large percentage of poor in our country is 
homeless which is really unacceptable. It has been estimated that there are at least 1,50,000 homeless 
people in Delhi. The existing shelters in Delhi are presently able to accommodate only around 10% of this 
figure due to different constraints caused because of the involvement of different authorities. 
 
The right of homeless to live a better life is rarely addressed between the developed class  and also the 

presence of homeless is overwhelmingly perceived as negative and injurious by both society and 
authorities. Studies of homelessness in India are rare & inconsistent and this lack of information acts as a 

hindrance in policy making process. There is no national policy to address the homelessness and in 2010 
following the deaths of many homeless people due to severe cold the Supreme Court of India directed 
the Government to frame policy on the homeless on priority. Through the mean of this document I would 
like to throw some light on the causes and concerns of homelessness, thus acting as an important 
resource to policy makers. Homelessness thus defines the scope of my enquiry. Using the case study 
method, I observed many homeless people from a number of night shelters located at different location 
in the capital city. The main question in my mind while doing this research was ‘What are the different 
dimensions of urban homeless?’ I worked to find the answer of this question through a set of questions. 

During the course of my volunteership program, I observed the homeless people almost daily and also the 
impact of homelessness on their lives. 

 
 

Twenty seven year old Suresh is presently living in a Night Shelter located at Khajan Basti, Maya Puri Industrial Area, 
Delhi from the last three months. Forced by his economical conditions he came in Delhi in the hope of a job but 
didn’t get what he was looking for. He is still struggling to make his life better.  



 
Suresh’s birthplace is in Fatehpur Mafi, a village in Kashiram Nagar, Uttar Pradesh. His father is working as 
an unskilled labour since early days. There are 8 members in his family and the most literate person of the 

family is Suresh itself who is 8th class pass. His younger brother wants to study but they don’t have much 
resource to afford his studies. His Parents are also uneducated. They don’t have cemented home and are 

living in a shanty house. Suresh was married 2 years before and don’t have any child till now. 
 

Due to increasing pressure and expectations on him from his family, he came in Delhi from Uttar Pradesh 
3 months before in the hope to get a job. He had never thought that life in Delhi will remain almost the 
same as it was in his home place. After being a homeless in Delhi he was referred by someone to one of 
the existing shelter in Delhi. He was extremely happy to find a roof on him amidst the cold weather of 
Delhi. When I met him he was watching T.V in the shelter. He confessed to me that the best part of his 

day is the time when he was watching movie as it acts as the only source of entertainment to him.  
 

Today, even after having a safe place to live he is not satisfied because he doesn’t have anything else with 
him. He wants to talk to his family but don’t have any mode to talk to them. He wants to meet his family 

but he doesn’t have money for fare. He eats food twice a day and spends 80 rupees per day on food only. 
The task of earning those 80 rupees becomes very critical for him as he don’t have any permanent source 

of income. All he need today is a permanent source of income so that he could see his family in stable 
condition. Being an unskilled person he is ready to work anywhere. He wants to see a smile on his father’s 
wrinkled face. He no more wants to see his family getting worried about bread and butter every day. 
 
No one wants (or even pretends) to be homeless by choice, it is a situation that a large number of people 
are forced into. The basic causes of homelessness are complex and multi dimensional. Most of the 
homeless I met were migrated from different states in search of a source of income. There were also 

people who came in Delhi just to beg. For few people Delhi is a place full of opportunity to earn money 
while few were still cursing their destiny. However, incidences of homelessness are precipitated in the 

society by other factors also including relationship breakdown, arguments between members of a family 
and also due to strain cause by poor mental health or substance misuse (generally alcohol or drugs).  
 
Tough homelessness in our country is largely considered as a result of deficiencies in the homeless person 
itself. Negative attitude of the society exacerbates the condition of the homeless who constitute one of 
the most socio-economically sensitive sections of the urban society. This vulnerable section of society 
needs empathy of others. They are required to be noticed. People should accept this people not as a 
curse or burden but as a responsibility of them.  
 
Civic authorities should also consider the policies according to their frame of references also. The cases of 
rampant dislocation of the homeless during the Common Wealth Games, 2010 and eviction of the 
homeless from their Basti without providing them alternatives indicated most homeless are perceived as 
they are not a part of the society. Compared to slum dwellers, the homeless are not even acknowledged 
as dislocated. Given their acute poverty and poor resourcefulness, the steps to implement small but 
consistent improvements in the basic infrastructure provided to them makes big differences to their life. 

Homelessness is not a marginal phenomenon based on individual deficiencies but growing urban issue 
that many poorest urban dwellers are vulnerable to experiencing. 

 
Once of the main reason I found behind this extreme homelessness is unemploybility or lack of 

permanent source of income. Belonging to different rural backgrounds, most of these people are highly 
hard working. Government should pay emphasis to develop number of ways to provide them chances to 



earn while staying in the shelters. Most of the people are already earning but that earning is negligible 
taking consideration their expenses. In that case there is requirement to give them option to earn from 
other sources without actually hampering their original source of income. We can take the example of 
Tihar Jail products which are providing a good pocket money to the prisoners. There are different NGOs in 
the city which are working to impart different skills in the people especially for women.  
 
I found that there were many homeless who were highly depressed and demoralized. Most of them were 

not having any scope and vision of their living. They were just spending their time. There were also a 
number of educated homeless people in this category. There is a scope of counseling to prevent and 

resolve homelessness. It can contribute to the capacity to build social networks: promoting health, 
preventing illness and promoting mental stability. It can also help the homeless to repair and improve 

relationships with parents and others. This strengthening of connections between young people and 
other family members helped to ensure that unsettled circumstances at home did not result in 

homelessness. Most of the inmates I met were addicted of alcohol or drugs (or even both). Counseling 
can be tool to divert them from this path of addiction.  
 

There is a lot of scope of improvement in this field. All we need to do is to change our mindset. We are 
not only required to help homeless people in their survival but also in their empowerment.  

  


