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BIRMINGHAM CHURCHES CARING FOR THE HOMELESS 

  

This project is a Christian response to the issue of homelessness in Birmingham and is 

undertaken is light of the Biblical mandate to care for and love the marginalised as 

demonstrated in the life of Jesus Christ. 
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WHAT IS THE BIRMINGHAM CHURCHES WINTER NIGHT SHELTER? 

The Birmingham Churches Winter Night Shelter (BCWNS) is an initiative of the Churches in 

Birmingham to respond to the need to provide emergency accommodation and food to 

homeless people in Birmingham during the coldest months of the year. 

Our aims are: 

1. To provide emergency accommodation and food to homeless people in Birmingham; 

offering hospitality without discrimination. 

2. To provide a safe space; to rest, to reflect, to listen. 

3. To take our guests lead in terms of their own felt physical, social and spiritual needs.  

4. To offer support in signposting that is personalised. 

Following an initial pilot project in 2012 the BCWNS has now completed its third full Night 

Shelter program which ran for eight weeks from 12th January – 8th March 2015. Seven 

churches from across the city and of various denominations took it in turn each night to host 

up to 12 homeless men, providing them with a hot dinner, warm bed for the night, 

breakfast and a packed lunch. 

Referrals to the Shelter are made by our various Referral Partners who include Sifa Fireside, 

Grace Bible Fellowship and Reachout Network. Guests are met at the city centre by our 

Outreach Teams and are transported to the host church for the evening and given one-day 

bus passes the next morning to get back into the city centre.  
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WHY IS THE NIGHT SHELTER NECESSARY? 

Homelessness is increasing both nationally and locally. According to official Government 

statistics there were 2,744 people sleeping rough in England in autumn 2014 and this 

represents an increase of 14% from 2013 and 64% increase from 2010. In Birmingham it was 

reported that there are 20 people sleeping rough which represents a 43% increase from 

2013 and a 122% increase from 2010. Our shelter took in 26 guests, 21 of whom had spent 

the previous night on the street. 

However, these official statistics of rough sleeper numbers are disputed by outreach 

workers and those who work with homeless people who feel the true figure is far higher. 

They also do not include hidden homeless people- those who are sofa surfing, staying in 

hostels, staying with friends temporarily and squatting. In fact research by homeless charity 

Crisis indicated that the majority of homeless people (62%) are hidden homeless whilst 92% 

had experienced hidden homelessness.1  

Sleeping rough is hard for people any time of the year but is made extremely difficult and 

life threatening in the winter months. In January 2015, the temperature in Birmingham 

dropped to –2° C. Whilst Council Emergency Rough Sleepers Provision will open for the 

nights the temperature goes below 0° C, it will not open when it is above 0° C. This is when 

the need for the Birmingham Churches Winter Night Shelter is at its greatest. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
1
 http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/CrisisSingleHomelessnessSummary_FINALemail.pdf  

Where Guests Slept the Night Before the Shelter 

With friends: 5 

On the street: 21 

http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/CrisisSingleHomelessnessSummary_FINALemail.pdf
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WHO’S INVOLVED? 

We are a community of individuals, churches and organisations that work together to make 

this all happen. 

The seven host churches this year who played an invaluable part are: 

 South Aston United Reformed Church 

 Christ Church, Summerfield 

 Edward Road Baptist Church 

 Birmingham Central Baptist Church 

 St. Stephen’s and St. Wulstan’s, Selly Park 

 St. Mary’s and St. Anne’s, Moseley 

 St. Martin in the Bullring 

Our Outreach Teams comprised of: 

 Operation Mobilisation (OM) 

 Reachout Network Ministries 

 Grace Bible Fellowship 

In addition to the Outreach Team, referrals were made by: 

 Sifa Fireside 

 Midland Heart 

Transportation was provided by: 

 Birmingham City Mission 

 Jesus Fellowship 

 OM 

 Shencare  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I loved being part of an 

effective team. It was an 

excellent start to the day as I 

felt I had already had a 

worthwhile day before I 

went to work.” 

 

Church Volunteer,  
Morning shift 
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OVERVIEW OF THE NIGHT SHELTER 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 
Host Churches 

 

56 
Nights 

 
 

 
 

672  
Beds Provided 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

26  

Guests 
 

4 
In Accommodation 

at the end 

“For months I was trying to 

get a place and after one 

day you help, you find me a 

place” 

Guest 

“It has been a real joy to be 

a part of this team. We 

need to make it longer! 

More weeks of service 

would be a real blessing” 

Church Volunteer 
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WHO USED THE SHELTER? 

The Birmingham Churches Night Shelter is an international shelter with eight different 

nationalities represented. Eastern Europeans made up the three largest groups with the 12 

Polish guests being the single biggest country represented. Many of these men had come to 

the UK to work and indeed most had at some point been employed. However, they did not 

have the support structures in place when they lost their jobs needed to prevent them from 

having to sleep on the streets. 

 

The support needs of the men were varied and complex. Some had previously been 

accommodated but changes to benefits had resulted in them losing their homes, whilst 

many had experienced relationship breakdowns. Alcohol misuse was also a common feature 

with 46% of guests although it wasn’t clear whether this was a causal factor in their 

homelessness or a symptom of it. The guests age profile was negatively skewed with the 

most common age group bring 35-44 years old. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guest Nationalities 

Polish: 12 

Slovakian: 5 

Lithuanian: 3 

German: 2 

British: 1 

Pakistani: 1 

French: 1 

Czech: 1 

Support Needs 

Issue % of Guests 

No Benefits 84% 

Alcohol Misuse 46% 

Relationship Breakdown 27% 

Mental Health 12% 

Criminal Record 8% 
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GUEST STORY 

What were you doing before the shelter? 

I came over to England to start a new life but before I could get settled my money ran out 

and I had to live on the streets whilst I was looking for a job. 

What was your experience of the Shelter? 

It was extremely good. A safe haven, a bed every night, regular meals, and nice people to 

talk to. Some of them I got to know very well and some of them are now my friends.  

What is your current situation like? 

I now have a job with Royal Mail and I’ve got somewhere to stay, sharing a house. In the 

future I hope to get my own place, a nice place, and hopefully soon I’ll get either a much 

better job or a place at University which has always been a goal of mine.  

 

 

GUEST BECOMES VOLUNTEER 

This year we were delighted to see a former homeless guest return to work as a volunteer. 

During last year’s shelter he was particularly unwell and Night Shelter volunteers were able 

to support him through this time, taking him to hospital and doctor’s appointments. After 

leaving the Night shelter last year he determined to make a fresh start and, with help from 

Night Shelter volunteers has found a home. He understood the challenges that homeless 

people face better than most and so was a great help and support to our guests this year. 
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GUEST FEEDBACK 

 The guests were invited to fill out a feedback forms to help us identify areas where we’re doing well 

and areas that we could do better. The results are indicated below: 

 Average rating from 0-10 in certain areas:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guest comments regarding the shelter: 

“I got to meet nice people every day” 

“It was extremely good.” 

 “Don’t change anything! In my opinion everything is ok!” 

 “You have been very good to me, thank you.” 

 

Summary: 

We saw that, generally speaking the response to the Night Shelter and the experience was a 

positive one. However, an obvious gap and short coming was the level of support the guests 

felt with regards to finding work and getting into accommodation. Ways that this can be 

improved will be explored and implemented for next year’s shelter. 

 

 

 

 

 

Food 

Atmosphere 

Bedding 

Volunteer friendliness  

Help with work/ housing 

Safety 
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VOLUNTEER FEEDBACK  

How much did volunteers enjoy the experience = 9.8 (out of 10) 

To what extent did volunteers feel they received adequate training = 9.5 (out of 10) 

How safe did volunteers feel in the shelter = 9.7 (out of 10) 

“It has been a real joy to be a part of this team. We need to make it longer! More weeks of service 

would be a real blessing” 

“Great teamwork and very nice atmosphere” 

“Go on like this, it was great” 

“It all was very good and works well” 

Just keep doing it, being generous with what we have” 

“Everyone was always pleasant and friendly so I had nothing to worry about!” 
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HOW DID WE DO THIS? 

The Birmingham Churches Winter Night Shelter is made possible by many people. 

Volunteers give up their time and money, churches cover their own running costs and so do 

our Outreach Teams. Not including those who did laundry, there were 972 volunteer shifts 

which made a total of 3877 volunteer hours. 

The guests were transported to the venues by minibus six nights a week. For four of these 

nights, this transport was provided free of charge by several groups with the remaining two 

nights being provided by hired transport providers. 

 Daysaver bus passes were given to the guests five days a week to allow them to travel back 

in by themselves in the morning. These Daysavers were also used to get the bus to job 

centres, doctor and dentist appointments and occasional work. 

Pret A Manger provided food to the shelter five days a week in the form a fresh sandwiches 

and salads that hadn’t been sold that day. This was used to provide the guests with packed 

lunches for them to take away in the morning. 

Socks and Chocs donated underwear, socks and brand new sleeping bags which we gave to 

the guests on the last night of the shelter. 

Financial donations were made by individuals and several other organisations.  
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LEARNING POINTS FOR 2016 

Key issue Detail Action 

Guests with no 
recourse to public 
funds 
 

A number of our guests this year had no recourse to 
public funding and which significantly limited 
options for additional support  
 

Map other charities that are 
available to provide some support 
and explore possibilities for support 
for guests  
 

We lack expertise 
 

We’re not experts in benefit and legal systems. We 
are also open for a limited time period. 
 

Develop relationships with other 
organisations that can come in and 
work with guests longer term. 
 

Language  A number of guests spoke very little English making 
communication a problem and limiting their chances 
of success in life in Britain. 
 

Explore access to translators and 
explore possibility of running English 
classes.   

Funding  The main expenses were for minibus hire and bus 
passes. 

Fundraising both from grants and 
churches will be a part of the project 
plan for future shelters going 
forward.  
 

Provision for 
Women  

The night shelter has been a male only shelter, and 
one of the issues raise at the review was whether 
night shelter provision was needed for women.  

Explore the provision for female 
rough sleepers and map accessibility 
and referral possibilities to see if a 
female shelter is necessary. 
 

Greater Needs 
than Capacity 

The Outreach Team were turning people away every 
night who were hoping for a space. 

Explore possibility of expanding 
either through more spaces in 
current venues or more host venues. 
 

Must tackle 
structural causes 

We need to raise issues more loudly and challenge 
root causes not just apply the plaster. 

Central Coordinator to feed back to 
Birmingham Homelessness Forum 
and be active member of this group. 

 
Social Media is 
invaluable 

 
Social media was used, namely a Facebook page and 
Twitter account to raise awareness of work and 
foster sense of community for all involved. 

 
Continue to engage public with 
updates, pictures, stories. 

 
Help with finding 
Housing and Work 

 
This was the area that guest feedback indicated was 
a short coming. 

 
Develop relationships with those 
who can help in this area so they can 
come in and work with guests 
 

Volunteer training Guests indicated that they often felt smothered and 
that they had to answer the same questions 7 nights 
a week and share their personal stories with 
everyone.  
 

Improve quality of training for 
volunteers 

Food and 
entertainment 

Requests were made that chilli con carne and apple 
crumble/ custard were served too often. 
Newspapers and TV/ films were also requested. 

Communicate this with venue 
coordinators who will attempt to 
implement this 
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MOVING FORWARD 

There is a continued need to provide this service, particularly in the coldest winter months. 

As long as this need exists, we will strive to help, serve and eradicate homelessness.  We will 

endeavour to provide this hospitality and support to more people and for a longer period. 

We will also endeavour to improve the quality of this support through strengthening the 

linkages and relationships with like minded agencies whose expertise can complement our 

own service. We will continue to listen, learn, love and serve.  

 

We would like to publically thank all those who made donations, financial or otherwise to 

the Night Shelter: 

Pret a Manger The Birmingham Methodist Circuit 

Socks and Chocs Hamstead Road Baptist Church 

Moseley Farmers Market Asda, Kings Heath 

Shencare Moseley Round Table 

The Beatrice Laing Trust The Alfred Haines Trust 

Bham Christian Centre Yardley Wood Baptist Church 

The Douglas Turner Trust The Eveson Charitable Trust 

 
 
 
Contact us at: 
bhamchurchesnightshelter@hotmail.co.uk 
 
 
 
 
We’re now on Facebook and Twitter 
 

Birmingham Churches Winter Night Shelter 
 

Bham Night Shelter 
 
 
 


