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Problematic and harmful states
Lack of family/social/economic roles

Difficulty in sustaining tenancies
Homelessness

Problematic and self-harming behaviour
Street socialising and drinking Substance abuse and addiction

Transient and chaotic behaviour
Begging Petty crime Sex work

•

• •

Recent collapse of roles and standing
Family/relationship breakdown

Onset of mental illness
Redundancy or unemployment

Low income

Lifetime of acute disadvantage
Low education/skills/human capital

Low social/interpersonal skills
Weak social support

Chronic unemployment and low income

Criminal record
Prison or custody

Depression and low morale
and self-esteem
Poor motivation

Mental health problems

High morbidity
Untreated physical

illnesses
Premature death
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Brighton) in centre workers occasionally
accompanying them to be introduced to new
clients and to recontact former attenders.

HOLISTIC CARE REQUIRES PARTNERS

To be maximally effective, wet centres re-
quire input from agencies specialising in the
complex health, substance misuse, housing
and social problems of the client group  The
service network. It is critical that these and
other agencies such as the probation service
are involved early in the centre’s develop-
ment. In Leicester, their commitment was
secured through a memorandum of under-
standing drawn up at the planning stage. As a
result, the centre now receives substantial
inputs from partner agencies. In contrast, no
partnership arrangements were sought before
Tollington Way opened. The clients’ unmet
needs soon became apparent but the centre
had great difficulty in securing specialist
help. Three years later, it had yet to forge
links with a primary care service.

HEALTH AND WELFARE INPUTS ARE ESSENTIAL

Centres need primary care services on-site,
or to be closely linked and jointly planned
with a nearby health centre with an interest
in the client group. Specialist health services
enable screening, disease management and
health promotion to be carried out with
clients who may not comply with traditional
services. For example, in Leicester, Notting-
ham and Oxford, GPs and nurses provide a
home detoxification programme.

The prevalence of mental health problems
in the client group dictates a need to forge
good links with community mental health
teams. Several wet centres have input from
specialist teams for homeless people, but find
it difficult to link housed clients into main-
stream mental health services.

Links to substance misuse workers are
also essential. They can counsel clients on
how to control their substance use and re-
duce the harm it causes and advise them
about treatment and support programmes.
They also play a crucial role in assessing a
client’s needs and motivation for treatment
and in linking them to services. If workers
regularly visit, clients become familiar with
them and more readily accept their help.

Social workers visit centres in Leicester
and Manchester weekly to carry out commu-
nity care assessments for admission to alco-
hol rehabilitation programmes or residential
care (both funded through social services)
and to arrange the placements. They also
help clients obtain housing and benefits and
(for those who have a home) assess for and
arrange services such as meals-on-wheels,
home care, disability aids and adaptations,
and tenancy support.

HOUSING AND HOUSING SUPPORT

Many street drinkers require interim or long-
term supported housing. Occasionally they
also need residential care to cope with the
aftermath of years of heavy drinking and
physical and mental health problems. These
key needs should be addressed early in the
planning process through links with social
housing providers and by establishing hous-
ing quotas and referral procedures.

However, there are difficulties. Statutory
services sometimes refuse to accept responsi-
bility for a person until they deteriorate to
the point where they need admission to a
residential care home. Lacking residential
homes for heavy drinkers, many towns and
cities place them in homes for older people,
creating problems for drinkers, staff and
residents. Moreover, many who need sup-
ported housing are young or middle-aged.

Some centres have responded by develop-
ing their own housing. In 2003, Equinox
opened a ‘wet house’ near the wet centre it
runs in Brighton. Funded through housing
benefit and Supporting People revenues, it
can permanently house five heavy drinkers.
Most residents are in their late forties or
older and disabled or frail. The Oxford
Night Shelter manages the city’s wet centre
and developed supported housing for 60
clients in eleven houses rented from private
landlords. The organisation renovated the
properties which are staffed by four sup-
ported-housing workers.

MIXED ROLES FOR THE POLICE

Local community police and officers attached
to homeless, anti-begging and sex work
teams, should be involved early in the plan-
ning process. This is better than leaving it

until their involvement is perhaps forced by
complaints from residents and businesses
concerned by the influx of street people or by
serious offences such as drug dealing.

Police have multiple and seemingly con-
tradictory roles in relation to street drinkers
and wet centres. A primary duty is to main-
tain law and order, including enforcing
drinking bans in designated areas. They may
need to caution or take further action against
street drinkers breaching the ban or whose
behaviour has raised public concern.

But they can also be supportive. Local
beat or town-centre team officers have valu-
able (if particular) local knowledge of street
people and of helping agencies. Often a
police officer is the first to contact a rough
sleeper or street loiterer new to the area.
They should be encouraged to tell these
contacts about the centre and make referrals.
To do this well, they must be provided with
up-to-date knowledge about the centre and
its services. This is not a one-off task; per-
sonnel change and memories are short. For
example, at first police regularly brought
street drinkers to Brighton’s day centre as
part of their ‘drunk and incapable’ policy. It
sometimes enabled staff to intervene early to
prevent tenancy breakdown. But over time
there was a turnover of police and the proto-
col was discontinued.

HIGH WIRE ACT ON A SHOESTRING

So far we’ve seen that to create the possibility
of  an effective service, centre managements
must first prepare the ground thoroughly and
work hard at developing and sustaining the
collaboration and support of many other
agencies. The aims, working practices and
‘tolerances’ of the centre must be fully un-
derstood and accepted by police, benefits
offices, and by housing, primary care, social,
addiction and mental health services.

In the next part we’ll address the staffing
and management issues which arise once a
centre starts work. Despite the difficulty and
importance of the work, staff are poorly paid
and sometimes inexperienced, their work is
far from conventional or routine, and many
of the usual job satisfaction and career pro-
gression benefits do not apply. Yet with
adequate supervision and continued focus on
core objectives and tasks, they can make an
impressive contribution to the reduction of
unmet needs among the most vulnerable
people in our society.
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Crime and disorder reduction partnerships in England and Wales acknowledge alcohol’s role
in crime and disorder but most have yet to commit to tackling these issues.  Home Office
researchers analysed the partnerships’ audits of crime and disorder in their areas in 2001/02 and
their strategies for the following three years. Almost all the audits mentioned alcohol, with about
half or more linking it to disorder or anti-social behaviour, the night-time economy, or violence.
However, only a around a fifth of partnerships which identified a link to violence or disorder
(and virtually none which mentioned the night-time economy) prioritised alcohol in their plans
and few set explicit targets. When it was among the priorities, alcohol was often subsumed
under a ‘drug and alcohol’ or ‘substance misuse’ priority with illegal drugs the prime focus.

Richardson A. et al. Alcohol audits, strategies and initiatives: lessons from crime and disorder reduction
partnerships. Download from www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds.
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