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Enforce Vagrancy Laws! Take Rough Sleepers off the Streets into Suitable 

Accommodation, says Big Issue Founder, John Bird, in Politeia pamphlet. 
 

As hearts turn to the homeless this Christmas, the plight of people living and sleeping rough is 

one from which few can turn away. Some may give money to beggars. Others may look to 

government and the voluntary bodies to put things right for these  people. But, as John Bird, 

Founder of The Big Issue – the newspaper which helps homeless people nationwide – explains, 

we are on the wrong track. Our thinking on the homeless is very often muddled and may 

damage further street livers. Money simply maintains them in a life of disease or slow decay 

and death: 
 

The more we support beggars, the more we banish them from society. The more money 

we give them, the greater are their problems. 
 

Likewise, government initiatives, though well intentioned, owe much to the muddled thinking 

which allows distressed people to beg and live on the streets. 
 

As matters stand, the very notion that we should stop giving to…beggars would be a 

cruel blow against…progressive opinion...that people should be allowed to do …what 

they want. 
 

But, says Bird, that perception must be tackled: 
 

It does none of us any good to watch the helpless and the needy in our doorways. It 

dehumanises the sufferers and it dehumanises us. The greater their numbers, the greater 

our indifference to them. 
 

Bird traces the rise in street living to the 1970s. He explains the problem we see in our streets 

to-day is the result of a number of factors. First and foremost, in the 1970s government, (both 

central and local), the police and others stopped enforcing the vagrancy laws and begging 

became common place. Second, because of the trend in progressive thinking which attacked 

institutional care for the mentally ill, the institutions which cared for ill people were closed for 

those who could not look after themselves. Third, the withdrawal of benefit from 16 and 17 year 

olds living at home, led to more young people taking to the streets. The upshot is that today we 

see on our streets beggars, rough livers and distressed people, many of whom are mentally and 

physically ill, often with life-threatening illness, in a state of deteriorating health. They are left 

on the streets to decline until death removes beggars from this life. 
 

Bird’s poignant description of the individual lives of many he knows personally, leads to strong 

proposals for policy makers. Enforce the vagrancy laws in the interests of the distressed street 

livers themselves! And, provide suitable accommodation so that not only is there a roof to cover 

their heads but the rehabilitation or treatment needed for the sick and the mentally ill is also 

provided. 
 

*John Bird MBE is Founder of The Big Issue the paper sold nation wide by and for homeless people. He will 

be at Politeia on Monday 23rd December to discuss his address, at 1 p.m. (lunch) 22 Charing Cross Road, 

WC2. Journalists are warmly invited. Please let Dimple Patel know if you can attend. 
 

Enquiries to: John Bird: MOBILE NO: 0777 578 5988 secretary: 020 7526 3266 

Or to Politeia 0207 240 5070 


