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Our Services

In 2021  
COPE Galway supported:   

1,316*  
People

994 Adults

814 Single People

322 Children

119 Families

*total number represents unique clients

Supports families and individuals in Galway who are 

homeless or at risk of becoming homeless. 

Homeless  
Service

Fairgreen Hostel, 
Short Term 
Accommodation 
for Men

Families Service

Cold Weather 
Response

Osterley Lodge, 
Short Term 
Accommodation 
for Women

Corrib Haven 
Family Hub

Resettlement, 
Tenancy Support 
and Community-
based Housing

Teach Corrib 
Day Cente, 
Street Outreach 
and Placement 
in Emergency 
Accommodation
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Late in 2021, for the first time in 
my life, I found myself in need 
of emergency accommodation. I 
resided at the Glen Oaks Hotel 
in Galway City, where COPE 
Galway ran the Cold Weather 
Response from November to 
April. 

I had moved out of my own HAP (Housing Assistance 
Payment) property into my mother’s to care for her 
while she was ill. She passed away in late 2020. I left 
her HAP property due to the difficult relationship I 
had with her partner. I then spent four to five months 
sleeping in my car near Ballyloughane beach in 
Galway, with the odd night’s respite with my sister. 
I would often tend to my hygiene needs by bathing 
in Loughrea Lake and washing in the outdoor 
showering facilities there. While I had sporadic work 
painting and maintaining gardens during this time, I 
remained homeless. 

In early to mid-2021 my father became ill. My brother 
and I cared for him throughout his illness, until he 
passed away in September. We were residing in my 
father’s house, a council house, and clearing out my 
father’s belongings, when we received an eviction 
order three days after he was cremated. I became 
homeless once more and spent two weeks on the 
streets in Galway City, using my free travel pass to go 
by train and bus to and from Dublin just to stay warm 
and get a bit of sleep.  

This ultimately became too much for me, and I 
called to the Fairgreen Hostel to get some support. 
The staff there directed me to the Cold Weather 

Response in the Glen Oaks Hotel. There, I was 
warmly welcomed and given the tools for me to start 
putting my life back together. I had access to medical 
care again through the GP and Nurse clinics held 
each Thursday. Within a short space of time, I was 
allocated a keyworker to support me and with their 
help I was able to sort out my housing application 
for me and my teenage daughter. Despite no longer 
residing in my father’s property, I continued to 
receive post asking me to leave which caused me 
stress and upset. This continued for the entire period 
of my stay in the Glen Oaks. 

Meet John
“During the pandemic, 
I hit a few bumps on 
the road and my future 
suddenly became unclear 
and frightening. After 
overcoming some tough 
challenges and gaining 
a bit of self-belief I am 
hopeful again about where 
I can take my life next.”

I formed strong and 

lasting friendships whilst 

in the service. I enjoyed 

getting involved with the 

Garden Project and with 

a little encouragement, 

began swimming once 

again.
 
With the Cold Weather Response ending in April, 
as the months went on, it didn’t appear clear 
what my exit strategy would be as the pressures 
around finding a suitable place to live seemed 
insurmountable.  My seemingly endless searches for 
available properties were leading nowhere.   

However, in the end I managed to find myself a 
shared property with three other residents, thanks to 
help from the staff within Glen Oaks. 

My health, mentally and physically, has improved 
and I am back working part-time and feel much 
more positive about the future. 

I will forever be thankful and appreciative for the 
kindness, generosity and overall humane approach 
of the staff within the service, who gave me the time 
and space to allow me to get back on my feet and 
move forward with my life. 
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COPE Galway’s 
Homeless Service 
 
COPE Galway has been providing homeless services 
in Galway since the 1970s. We work with individuals 
and families from Galway City and County to provide 
homeless supports and accommodation. Our services 
cover the spectrum from prevention, emergency 
accommodation and transitional accommodation 
through to resettlement and tenancy support.    

We offer people who are homeless or at risk of 
homelessness a range of residential and non-
residential supports as follows: 

• Short term accommodation facilities for single 
homeless people and for families 

• Support to families and single people residing in 
Private Emergency Accommodation 

• A Day Centre and Outreach Service for people at 
risk of rough sleeping 

• Resettlement, Tenancy Support and Community-
based Housing 

• A seasonal Cold Weather Response 

Our team works tirelessly with each person to 
find individualised creative solutions to their 
homelessness. We seek to innovate in line with 
evidence-based best practice. We embrace Trauma 
Informed Practice, strengths-based approaches, harm 
reduction and rights-based service provision. Our 
team works hard to build positive relationships that 
support trust, healing and reintegration. We firmly 
believe in the power of our clients to effect positive 
change within their own lives and communities and 
support their voice, choice and agency.

2021: A Challenging Year
2021 proved to be an extremely challenging year 
for our services. The impact of the Housing Crisis 
increased the need for our services for both families 
and single homeless people. The dual challenges of 
the pandemic and the resulting local, national and 
international staffing crisis threatened the smooth 
and uninterrupted operation of our services. Despite 
this, we are proud that we continued to operate 
24/7 throughout 2021. We also continued to offer 
extended services to meet the increasing and 
evolving needs of our client group. One example of 
this is the extension of our Street Outreach Service 
for rough sleepers from one to four mornings a week.  

By the end of 2021, our Homeless Service had 
worked with, supported and accommodated 
1,316 people in Galway, including 322 children 
– a 14% jump in the overall number on the 
previous year.  

Challenges persisted throughout the year for people 
relying on the private rental sector in Galway. 
An already scant supply of HAP properties and 
affordable accommodations continued to dwindle. 
The lifting in April 2021 of the moratorium on 
evictions which had been in force from the early 
weeks of the pandemic in 2020 and further extended 
later in the same year, contributed to a steadily 
increasing stream of people facing homelessness 
and requiring support as the year progressed. Both 
factors contributed to many remaining in, and an 
increasing number of people living in emergency 
accommodation in Galway.  

Responding during the 
Pandemic
In many respects, because of the experience of the 
previous year, we were more prepared in 2021 to 
cope with the impact of the pandemic. As IT systems 
and capacity improved, we adapted to online 
communication, which improved accessibility for 
many of our clients. We were acutely aware of the 
issue of digital poverty and worked hard to provide IT 
equipment across our community. This was facilitated 
through the support of grants and donors. 

At the same time, living and working within Covid-19 
restrictions and the successive waves of infection 
across the wider community was a huge challenge for 
our clients and staff. The need for wellbeing support 
increased significantly and we increased our offering 
of support to our teams. 

Our staff understood Covid-19 safety measures 
and worked hard to maintain safe, accessible and 
welcoming services. The rollout of the Covid-19 
vaccination programme in the early part of 2021 and 
the ongoing operation of self-isolation provisions 
and testing, all contributed to minimising outbreaks. 
We tackled any occurring outbreaks effectively 
and kept people safe from the worst effects of the 
virus.  We resumed normal activities to the greatest 
extent possible and introduced new practices 
such as on-site case working in private emergency 
accommodation settings like B&Bs to better support 
our clients.   

Our Approach in Action
As people remained in emergency accommodation 
for longer periods, we adapted our approach to 
key-working in line with our strategic focus. We found 
opportunities to work more holistically on some 
of the underlying issues that have brought people 
into homelessness. We adapted ways in which we 
communicate and advocate, while also encouraging 
clients to self-advocate. Our staff recognised people’s 
autonomy and expertise and worked towards 
empowering clients, developing their resources and 
building their capacity to maximise their potential in 
line with our strengths-based approach.  

We began laying the groundwork for a greater focus 
on prevention and early engagement in our work as 
articulated in our strategy, through a range of staff 
development initiatives and increasing capacity in 
this area where there was scope to do so.  Consistent 
with our values, we continued to strive to ensure 
that our clients are treated with dignity and respect, 
without prejudice, and that the outcome of our short 
time accompanying them on their life’s journey has a 
positive impact.  

Lack of Affordable Housing
Some clients moved on from emergency 
accommodation into homes of their own and, 
particularly in the cases of single people, into 
transitional and long-term community and 
supported housing.

Over the course of the year, however, there was 
an increase in the flow of people coming into 
homelessness, who required accommodation and our 
assistance. The lifting of the moratorium on evictions 
saw growing numbers being evicted from private 
rented accommodation while other insecure living 
arrangements, most especially in the case of single 
people, broke down. 

The acute shortage of available, affordable rental 
accommodation in Galway in 2021 meant that many 
who lost their housing came to rely on emergency 
accommodation. This included people who had 
never previously availed of homeless services. 

The route out of this accommodation is extremely 
challenging and has contributed to a situation 
where many faced into extended periods living in 
emergency accommodation.  Fortunately, this was, 
in part, counterbalanced by significant numbers of 
new social housing units coming on stream locally 
in Galway which provided an exit route out of 
homelessness into a home for life for some.        

Looking Ahead 
The housing crisis has revealed that homelessness 
can happen to any and many in our community. 
From people receiving notices to quit, who are couch 
surfing or living in temporary accommodations, to 
people sleeping rough or staying for longer periods 
in unsuitable short-term emergency accommodation 
– we meet single adults and families with children 
every day, who are facing severe and real challenges 
in finding a place to call home. 

Going forward, we will build on our work in 2021 
while we continue to advocate for the necessary 
changes needed to stem the flow of people into 
homelessness. We will seek to bring about lasting 
and sustainable solutions to address Galway’s 
worsening homeless and housing crisis and to arrest 
the year-on-year increase in the numbers of people 
falling into enduring homelessness. 

While the only sustainable solution to this crisis is the 
provision of new additional social housing and while 
stock slowly increases, we will continue to call for 
more immediate solutions such as a ban on evictions, 
a return to use of vacant properties and for action 
against the persistent and unsustainable use of so 
many homes as short-term lets in Galway.

“Homelessness isn’t 
limited to people we see 
sleeping on the street, in 
bus shelters, doorways 
and parks. Here in Galway, 
where a lack of affordable 
housing has pushed 
people into substandard 
accommodation, we 
regularly meet people 
who are living in cars and 
garages or survive by 
couch surfing and living in 
extremely overcrowded 
conditions”. 
 
Sinead Carey 
Head of Homeless Service.
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Child, Youth and Family 
Outreach Worker
 

Here, Cliodhna Donohue tells us about the impact 
of the work she does.

“Families often enter our homeless service with 
traumas and challenges in their lives, including 
family breakdown, single parenting, domestic 
abuse, bereavement and disability. They may also 
have to relocate for emergency accommodation 
having previously lived outside of Galway City, 
which can uproot a family’s life. Children may have 
to change schools and no longer be in the vicinity 
of family members or friends. This can have an 
unsettling effect, impacting their education, 
socialisation and general wellbeing.

I meet and listen to these families to 
create child-centred support plans. I 
support them to enrol their children 
in schools or crèches; organise  
school transport and identify 
essential items such as food and 
clothes they may need. 
 
I focus on ensuring that they are as comfortable 
as possible in their B&B accommodation and 
that they have essentials, such as kettles and 
microwaves; homework spaces; access to laundry 
and food preparation facilities and vouchers for 
shopping or activities for their children that they 
could not otherwise afford.

 

I also run a weekly homework club in one of the 
emergency accommodation locations. Volunteers 
teach computer skills here and the children have an 
opportunity to socialise with one another. One of 
the children said she looks forward to the homework 
club every week as it is so much fun. The club 
also allows parents some much-needed time to 
themselves. I have also set up an IT skills class for 
parents at the same time, so that childcare is not a 
barrier to parents’ own education.

Part of my role is to try to make B&B environments 
more family friendly. I hang noticeboards with 
information on resource centres, parent and toddler 
groups, healthy eating recipes and children’s 
activities and I put up rails for families to select from 
for any clothing needs.

I serve as a vital connection for families to voluntary 
and statutory family support and youth services in 
Galway such as Tusla; HSE; No 4. Youth Service; 
Music Generation Galway; Family Resource Centres 
and Foróige. Establishing support is essential to 
reintegration into the community and the prevention 
of future homelessness.

It is really important that children experiencing 
homelessness receive the same opportunities 
as their peers, that they are not marked out as 
being different and that they can play, learn and 
enjoy their childhood. Recently, I organised summer 
camps – essential respite for the children in our 
services.

One mother’s comment to me sums up my role and 
why it is so necessary: ‘it is fantastic to know that 
support for my kids is available while I am homeless’.

For the over 300 children in 
COPE Galway’s Homeless 
Service, the impact of being 
without a family home is 
significant. Despite their 
very best efforts, families 
experience difficulties meeting 
their children’s biopsychosocial 
and development needs 
while living in emergency 
accommodation.  

To answer this need, we 
applied for, and were fortunate 
to receive, a grant from the 
2020 RTÉ Toy Show Appeal to 
employ a new Child, Youth and 
Family Outreach Worker to 
carry out individualised pieces 
of child-centred work. This role 
has significantly increased our 
capacity to directly support and 
advocate for homeless children. 
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Family Homelessness 

Supporting families, including by providing 
emergency accommodation, continued to be a 
significant part of our work over the course of 2021.

The early months of the year were characterised 
by a downward trajectory in the numbers of 
families in homelessness and living in emergency 
accommodation with a steady exit of families into 
their own homes in social housing throughout the 
year. The focus of our work with these families 
reoriented to tenancy support. 

However, by mid 2021 we saw a growing stream 
of newly homeless families entering emergency 
accommodation due, in large part, to the lifting 
of the moratorium on evictions. By year end, 
although not yet at pre-pandemic levels, the number 
of families homeless and living in emergency 
accommodation was on the rise.

As well as prioritising work to support families 
to secure housing and exit homelessness, a key 
focus of our work in responding to families in 2021 
was to ensure that families’ stays in emergency 
accommodation were of the best possible standard.  
We worked in close cooperation with B&B operators 
and accommodation providers to ensure this and 
to provide families with appliances and electronic 
devices, food produce and dried goods, clothing 
and toys.  

We facilitated self-isolation to prevent spread and 
outbreaks of Covid-19 in emergency accommodation 
settings and supported families through what were 
often difficult and uncertain times in 2021.  A notable 
addition in terms of support was the appointment 
of a Child and Youth Family Outreach Worker who 
started in September resulting in immediate positive 
outcomes for children and families. (You can read 
more about the impact of this work on previous page). 

Single People Homelessness 

2021 saw a notable increase in bed capacity 
on previous years. This was in part due to the 
full-year operation of an additional emergency 
accommodation facility, put in place by Galway City 
Council and operated by COPE Galway, from where 
the seasonal Cold Weather winter initiative was co-
located for five months. 

A Covid-19 response, including self-isolation 
provision, also operated at Glen Oaks for the full 12 
months. Some 50% of people accommodated were 
in the 30-50 years of age bracket; the remainder 
ranged in age from 18-72 years. (Read more about 
our service at Glen Oaks on page 30)

Despite this additional capacity, we also witnessed 
increasing numbers of people sleeping rough in 
Galway City.  Our street outreach service regularly 
engaged with a cohort of people who were 
consistently sleeping rough, a notable proportion 
of whom were migrants who did not have habitual 
residency status and so faced considerable 
challenges accessing housing and accommodation. 
On the night of a severe weather event in December, 
COPE Galway and Galway City Council activated 
the Severe Weather Response for the first time. 
This was a contingency put in place for the winter 
of 2021/22 in recognition of the numbers of people 
sleeping rough to ensure that no one would have to 
rough sleep during red weather warnings.  

814 Single people supported

34% Increase on 2020

384 
Single people provided 
with emergency 
accommodation (75% 
men and 25% women)

85 Single people on average 
accommodated per night

Family accommodations primarily in 
private emergency accommodations 
such as B&Bs and Hotels

119 Families

180 Adults

322 Children

The acute shortage of 
affordable accommodation 
suitable for single people 
and most especially one-
bedroom units in Galway 
continues to represent 
the greatest challenge 
to supporting single 
person households to exit 
homelessness.   

The Housing First Programme, for which COPE 
Galway is a partner agency, was the notable exception 
in terms of securing one-bedroom accommodation. 
The aim of this initiative is to address the housing 
needs of people with complex needs, and who have 
a history of rough sleeping, by providing tenancies in 
one bedroom accommodation. A multi-disciplinary 
team provides wrap around supports. In its third year 
of operation during 2021, it began its expansion 
across the wider western region to include counties 
Galway, Mayo and Roscommon, and the initiative was 
on target in 2021.  

COPE Galway continued to expand its provision of 
shared community-supported accommodation 
for singles, with over 40 spaces by the end of 
2021.  Although most of the single people we 
work with aspire to having a self-contained 
home of their own, the reality is that this 
isn’t immediately available to them. Shared 
community accommodation with visiting 
support by our teams is a viable alternative in 
the interim while working towards securing 
long-term housing.     

Resettlement and Tenancy Support continued to 
be an important focus of our work in 2021. Despite 
the challenges in securing move-on accommodation 
out of homelessness, some had success due to 
a mix of social housing allocations and Housing 
Assistance Payment (HAP).  The focus of our work 
was on supporting these individuals and others 
resettled prior to 2021, to take up and sustain their 
new housing.   

2021 saw Covid-19 instances rise across our services 
for single people. The self-isolation provision we put 
in place in the early stages of the pandemic continued 
to operate throughout 2021 and was a vital part of our 
largely successful effort to keep the virus at bay and 
to protect our clients and staff.  We worked in close 
cooperation with HSE Public Health and the Multi-
disciplinary Team for Homeless (Registered General 
Nurse and General Practitioner) in the roll out of the 
vaccine programme and in managing and responding 
to an ever-evolving situation. 
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Connecting Communities 
Throughout the year, it was clear to us that the 
people of Galway were eager to support those in 
their community who are at a vulnerable juncture 
on their life’s journey. Thanks to the generosity of 
the community, the individuals and businesses that 
give their time, effort and donations and to the 
local agencies with whom we collaborated, COPE 
Galway has been able to develop various initiatives, 
interventions, projects and activities to directly 
support the people we serve throughout the year. 

A small selection of this important collaborative 
work is outlined below:  

Our Families Service partnered with Medtronic in 
2021 to improve limited cooking facilities for families 
while staying in emergency B&Bs. The aim was to 
improve nutrition and support the independence of 
the families in our services. Together, we purchased 
over 50 air fryers so families can cook a larger range 
of fresh meals for their children and reduce take-away 
food purchases.  

We provided over 20 iPads and laptops to help 
children with their homework, rather than using 
parents’ phones, thanks to partners such as 
Medtronic and TUSLA.  This was a vital intervention 
during the Covid-19 lockdowns. It supported the 
developmental and educational needs of children 
and provided parents with the peace of mind to 
know that their children were being adequately 
provided for.

A successful grant application to the ESB and Loreto 
Foundation meant we could purchase 40 Wildlands 
tickets for families in emergency accommodation 
to share a fun activity together. Due to the limited 
space in emergency accommodation, which was 
compounded by successive lockdowns, this was 
very much welcomed by families. The funds also 
allowed COPE Galway to complete an outreach and 
education room at the Family Hub.

Other community-led initiatives included popular 
pizza nights with spot prizes and music for residents 
at Osterley Lodge and Fairgreen Hostel thanks to the 
Lions Club. 

The Family Hub also took part in the Mind Yourself 
initiative, a “first aid kit for children experiencing 
sadness, loneliness or anxiety”. Using books donated 
by Children’s Books Ireland, Family Hub Staff 
supported parents to help their children “tóg sos 
le scéal” and “lighten the load with a book”. While 
encouraging a love of books, this has also helped 
children and parents develop learning and literacy 
skills.  Thanks to its success, we have secured further 
book donations from Children’s Books Ireland and 
plan to run a weekend library in 2022.

Galway City Sports Partnership donated footballs 
and arranged summer camps so that children in our 
services could be active and enjoy some time outside 
of the B&Bs. 

In 2021, a local family who wished to help families 
experiencing homelessness donated funds to the 
Family Hub to design a therapeutic key-working 
room. A lovely, calm space, this room is used for 
day-to-day key-working and for multidisciplinary 
meetings, where our clients can meet with other 
agencies to plan supports into the future.

Another team of students from NUI Galway’s 
Bachelor of Arts with Children’s Studies volunteered 
at our Family Hub in 2021.  Their structured 
programme with the children involved arts and crafts 
and outdoor activities, followed by supper and a 
bedtime story. The programme encouraged social 
interaction amongst the children and promoted a 
consistent bedtime routine.

Bridge House, one of our community-supported 
accommodation houses, is part of the Let’s Get 
Galway Growing network of community-based garden 
projects.  “We really enjoyed contributing to the Let’s 
Get Galway Growing project. A few of our clients 
(involved at our Garden Project at Bridge House) made 
20 window boxes they knew would give recipients 
a little joy and colour. Galway Contact’s Chair, John 
Cunningham (pictured left with our Bridge House 
manager, Ben Igoe) helped distribute the boxes to the 
wider community, including some of the older people 
we work with through our Senior Support Service”.

Ben Igoe, Bridge House Manager

NUI Galway’s Occupational Therapy third year students designed 
custom care boxes for the women at Osterley House to pamper 
women experiencing the trauma of homelessness.

Sheridan’s in Milltown were a huge support to 
our Cold Weather Response service when they 
prepared and delivered meals every week for the 
residents at Glen Oaks who very much looked 
forward to this treat.

So much happens every year at our services thanks 
to our fantastic community, more than we could 
ever capture in one report. We would like to take 
this opportunity to thank our volunteers, partners, 
donors, funders alongside our clients, staff and the 
general community for all you do to support and 
enhance our services.

During 2021, clients from across all services were 
invited to join the Day Centre’s expanding gardening 
project and “muck in” for any spare couple of hours. 
With volunteers Jarlath Feeney and Áine Gregg 
at the helm, gardening activities from painting the 
back wall to weeding and planting colourful flowers 
were enthusiastically taken on by all who dropped 
by to lend a hand. Local businesses also generously 
donated a selection of plants and materials. The 
garden has created a pleasant area for clients and 
staff to enjoy.  The gardens across our Homeless 
Services have become a community focal point for 
renovation, maintenance and sustainability with one 
or two now producing an impressive variety of fruit 
and vegetables.

Page 29
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A Refocus on our Approach  
As we moved into a phase of adapting to living with 
Covid-19, our thoughts turned to mapping how 
we might move our services from being reactive 
and crisis driven to being more responsive and 
considered in our approach. Services began to 
refocus on work commenced prior to the pandemic 
on enhancing our service delivery and improving 
both the client and staff experiences. 

We resumed our work on exploring Trauma Informed 
Practice, reflective practice and strengths-based 
approaches. The COPE Galway Approach, built on 
Understanding, Respect, and Response, was always 
at the heart of these discussions. By year end, COPE 
Galway had committed to becoming a Trauma 
Informed Organisation. Stage one of the plan involved 
training every staff member, across all roles and sites, 
in Trauma Informed Practice, which is underpinned 
by a series of principles and values that govern our 
interactions with one another. Our services embraced 
this strategic development, one which they had 
requested during the consultation processes that  
led to the development of our current strategy.

Led by our Homeless Service, essential work was 
carried out in facilitating workshops to explore our 
values as individuals, as teams and as a society. These 
workshops laid a foundation for the Trauma Informed 
Practice training to come. By year end, COPE Galway 
had committed further to this facilitation project 
through the evolution of a lead role in Values, Culture 
and Development. (See pages16-17)

Our homeless services had already embarked on 
journeys towards achieving a trauma informed 
approach. One such service was located 
at the Glen Oaks, where we 
used a different approach 
in operating a Cold 
Weather Response. To 
follow, the service’s 
manager, Veronica 
Keys, reflects on her 
experience.

Glen Oaks - an ever 
changing service in 2021
 
Glen Oaks Service Manager, 
Veronica Keys reflects on how 
a trauma informed approach 
made a positive difference.
 

COPE Galway’s Cold Weather Response (CWR) 
2020-2021 came to an end in April 2021 as we 
exited the colder weather months. At this point, the 
service transitioned to becoming a smaller Short-
Term Accommodation (STA) service as part of the 
Covid-19 response locally. With this, we saw a great 
opportunity to do things differently. 

We looked to Trauma Informed Practice, a way of 
working with people who have experienced trauma 
that aims to prevent triggering or retraumatising and 
to instead promote healing through building positive 
and safe relationships. 

We made a concentrated effort to soften the living 
environment to enhance clients’ comfort, maintain 
a warmer and calmer environment and create a less 
institutionalised feeling to the setting. We changed 
how space within the building was utilised. The 
input from residents regarding their experiences of 
the service and their suggestions for improvements 
helped shape changes that contributed to stabilising 
the environment and offering a more harmonious 
setting for residents.

Client participation became an area of focus for the 
service in line with the Trauma Informed Principles 
of Voice (meaningfully hearing the clients’ opinions 
and actively listening to their experiences), Choice 
(affording choices to clients along every step of their 
journey) and Collaboration (working in partnership 
with one another and ensuring the inclusion of 
clients in anything that might impact upon them). 

We sought more active participation from clients 
in the operation of their service. This included a re-
evaluation of practices at the service and a reduction 
in House Rules, retaining only what was necessary 
to run a safe and effective service. Clients were 
very much a part of conversations about how best 
to address problematic behaviours. This promoted 
mutual respect, trust and understanding. We created 
opportunities for residents to have greater autonomy 
and independence, fostering independence and 
reducing over-reliance on staff. 

Challenges of a Trauma Informed 
Approach
This mode of working presented an increased 
challenge for staff. A relational style of working can be 
more time-consuming. Trauma informed work involves 
a degree of experience, reflection and self-insight. 
A less controlled and more inclusive environment 
means that staff must address more challenging 
behaviour in the service as opposed to asking people 
to leave. While sometimes emotionally challenging, 
this is worthwhile work. Staff rely on experience 
and relationships to negotiate and de-escalate, 
and professional ‘rational detachment’ is essential, 
particularly where behaviour is personalised. We were 
conscious that our staff had themselves experienced 
trauma through working in frontline services during a 
pandemic and engaged in discussions with our team 
to ensure that they were fully informed of, and well 
supported in, making the changes. 

The Challenge of Returning to a Cold 
Weather Response
In November 2021, the service entered another 
iteration, adapting to the commencement of the 
Cold Weather Response (CWR) for the 2021/22 
winter. Experience had taught us that the CWR, a 
low threshold service provided to rough sleepers 
on a night-by-night basis, could be a challenging 
environment. Clients and staff were apprehensive. The 
changes in practice and approaches from previous 
winters left staff feeling particularly vulnerable. Staff 
had gotten used to working relationally with a familiar 
group and a community had emerged from the work.  
The unknown entity introduced night-by-night by new 
unknown presentations with a potential spectrum of 
challenges, caused concern for everyone. Clients were 
afraid that the peaceful respectful environment that 
they had co-created might now be lost, rendering them 
vulnerable in their accommodation.

Cold Weather Response 2021/2022

To address concerns without compromising on 
working to a strengths-based and trauma informed 
approach, we introduced changes to how things 
were done in previous CWR projects. These included 

re-examining the approach to daily intake of people, 
mindful of how it could potentially negatively impact 
on others. 

One change was having earlier evening intake times. 
This had been suggested by clients in surveys that 
explored their experience of a night-by-night service. 
In acknowledging this feedback and acting upon it, 
clients felt valued and respected. Their welfare was 
at the core of the decision. Time spent on the streets 
of Galway was reduced and they had earlier shelter 
from the elements. We noticed an added benefit for 
the community in that loitering in the vicinity was not 
an issue and our neighbours were supportive of our 
service. Clients presented to us in a more positive 
frame of mind. They were discreetly assessed within 
the premises, resulting in a reduction of incidents 
on previous years and the peaceful environment we 
had worked so hard to create with and for clients 
was maintained, along with a more positive work 
experience for staff.

We understood that there would be a proportion 
of clients presenting to us who were experiencing 
addiction. Their safety and inclusion in the service 
informed all our work practices. We adopted 
a harm reduction approach, fostering positive 
working relationships with clients based on mutual 
understanding and trust. We were mindful of our 
clients’ dignity and privacy and the challenges posed 
to these through living in services and in shared 
accommodation and we worked to ensure that these 
were at all times upheld.

A Harmonious Service

Over time, integration between the residents of 
the service from early in the year and the users of 
the CWR happened organically and peer influence 
became a stabilising factor. Established residents 
often “inducted” new CWR clients by telling them, 
“That’s not the way we do things here,” or urging 
someone to speak more respectfully to a staff 
member who they themselves had a positive working 
relationship with.

This change in approach contributed to many 
positive outcomes, including a safer living 
environment for clients; a notable reduction in 
recorded incidents; an increase in engagement and 
in positive move-on accommodation outcomes, 
supported through collaborative work with Galway 
City Council; a more positive work environment for 
staff and a co-created trauma informed environment.

One of COPE Galway’s strategic goals is to work 
to become a Trauma Informed Organisation. The 
experiences of the service at Glen Oaks and of our 
other services, through shared learning and growth, will 
contribute to this valuable work in 2022 and beyond.


