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The four metropolises of Hong Kong, Seoul, Osaka, and Taipei have encountered an increase of homeless people within the last decade, and have set up urban policies to deal with this politically controversial issue. Why has the issue of homelessness come to be regarded as a problem only since 1990s in these metropolises? There are two reasons. First, for a long time homeless people have been excluded and concealed from mainstream society, being regarded as vagrants or dropouts, and have largely been invisible figures until now. However, vocal criticism of this concealment began to be raised by many NGOs and volunteer groups through the recent progress of democratization and improvement in human-rights consciousness, especially in Seoul and Taipei, and Hong Kong. Second, attention given to homeless people is also deeply connected with the economic depression of the second half of the 1990s and the appearance of a lot of jobless rough sleepers, especially due to the IMF crisis in 1997.

   From the viewpoint of urban policy, formulating policy for homeless people can be considered to relate to welfare policy, labor policy and housing policy for urban poor. The purpose of this study is to analyze how people and society have motivated change in existing and specific local urban policies for urban poor in each metropolis, and how homeless policy has been introduced and transformed. The author also clarifies how these policies are influenced by the socio-geographic structure of each metropolis.

   A peak was observed in the number of homeless people from the end of the 1990s to 2000, with each metropolis reporting the following official figures: 1,500 homeless people in Hong Kong, 5,000 in Seoul, 8,660 in Osaka, and 700 in Taipei. These peak values are now gradually decreasing due to the commencement of subsequent measures against further increase of homeless people, to 700 in Hong Kong, 500 to 1000 in Seoul, 6600 in Osaka, and 500 in Taipei.

The primary factor contributing to the increase in homeless people was apparently the unemployed who later became homeless as a result of the IMF crisis. This effect was clearly detected in Hong Kong and Seoul, and the inflow of foreign workers, especially in Taipei, seems to be the second factor. In Japan, the prolonged economic depression following the burst of the bubble economy around 1990 is another crucial factor, and in addition, it is another reason for this rapid increase in rough sleepers who come to occupy not only the streets but also open spaces like public parks and river banks as a means of emergency refuge.

What kinds of people are regarded as homeless? In Taipei, traditional vagrants 遊民, singleton veterans of the former National Party government military 栄民 form the traditional core of homeless people, and recently, people such as day laborers with unstable employment have joined this category. In Hong Kong, together with the traditional vagrants like alcoholics, drug addicts, and those who suffer from psychiatric disorders, people without stable employment who look for miscellaneous urban work, and new settlers from Mainland China are joining this group. In Seoul, the traditional types are nearly the same as in Hong Kong. In addition, there are the day laborers who live in cheap urban hostels like in Jjong-bang, and the newly emerged, comparatively young unemployed who lost their jobs during the IMF crisis, becoming homeless. Although the vagrant population had actually become quite small in Osaka, there has been a steady increase in the number of rough-sleeping jobless day laborers who used to live in Yoseba (the flophouse district), and a prolonged structural economic recession has also become a factor in producing jobless rough sleepers.

From the viewpoint of the policy-making process, in addition to the welfare, labor, and housing policies on the government side, the influence of NPOs and volunteer groups has played a large role in attempting to deal with the problem of homelessness. The key private-sector associations are “The Organization to Support the Homeless in Kamagasaki (NPO Kamagasaki)” in Osaka, the “Society of Community Organization (SoCO)” in Hong Kong, and the “National Council of Religion and Citizens’ Movements for the Homeless (NCRCMH)” (in addition, the “Korean Center for City And Environment Research (KOCER)”) in Seoul. In Taipei, the Social Welfare Bureau and the Labor Bureau are the leaders.
SoCO in Hong Kong and NCRCMH in Seoul proposed the construction of a support system, performed lobbying activities to the government requiringr the establishment of a homeless policy after the IMF crisis, and their propositions were almost accepted and realized as formal policy, afterward. In Hong Kong, the Social Welfare Bureau is located at the center of a support system, and it assigns the management of outreach, shelter, urban hostel etc. mainly to the three Christian NGOs. SoCO is constantly assisting and monitoring the system. This system of public supply of urban hostels was originally set up as an interim housing policy for urban poor who had been evicted, especially from bed-space apartments and cage homes after the enforcement of a 1994 ordinance. Recently, these urban hostels have also been opened to homeless people. 

In Seoul, the NCRCMH’s operations were focusing on habitation support for a lot of evictees who were forced out due to the huge urban development around the Seoul Olympic Games. Then, facing the IMF crisis, they began to consider support systems such as one for unemployed homeless people. Based on NCRCMH’s initiative of designing a support system for homeless people, several religious groups and NGOs are managing outreach services, shelter accommodation, urban hostel provisions, and self-reliance support centers based on the management model of a certain Christian organization. The Seoul city government subsidizes the budgets of such NGOs, and also provides some accommodations such as shelters for homeless people. However, as far as policy decision-making about this homelessness issue is concerned, the central government holds the leadership. In addition, in Seoul shelter for vagrants exists separately from that for homeless people’s use.

In the case of Osaka, in the mid-1990s the day laborers’ movement organization, which was the predecessor to NPO Kamagasaki, had begun support activities for the homeless people in Kamagasaki, which continues to be the largest flophouse district for day laborers in Japan. This kind of support was acknowledged by the city government, which later, in 1999, helped to establish NPO Kamagasaki. This organization manages shelters and placement service for unemployment relief work. 
As for the management of outreach, shelter and self-reliance support centers, which all started at once in 2000, some welfare corporations took the initiative with their consignment of city government expenditure. Thanks to the continuous efforts of these grassroots sectors, the homeless supporting act was enforced in 2002. NPO Kamagasaki also cooperated with support organizations in Tokyo, backed up by the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), and finally gained the enactment. Negotiations with the central and local governments are performed frequently; however, the priority of support actually tends to incline not toward introducing jobs or outplacement services, but to the provision of public assistance. 
Moreover, in terms of better quality of accommodation for ex-homeless people, it mostly depends on private urban hostels with lower rent charges that receive no public subsidies. However, in a phenomenon peculiar to the East Asian context, many homeless people occupy public spaces, such as blue-tarpaulin tents in parks, and work nearly every day collecting abandoned cans and goods. As a result, there has been plenty of controversy surrounding the protection of the right of occupancy in these parks, focusing on the proper use of public space. In addition cooperation among the urban poor, for example, with the Buraku Liberation League, (the most powerful of the typical minority -- Burakumin’s -- movements) has not fulfilled well until recently. 

In the case of Taipei, even now the implications of social exclusion remain strong, since homeless shelters are still called vagrants’ concentration camps, and are under the partial control of police. Recently, the Social Welfare Bureau and the Labor Bureau began to act due to the increase of jobless rough sleepers through the introduction of outreach services and job referral assistance, etc. Although some Christian associations are also providing support services, since there are relatively few rough sleepers, urban policies dealing with homelessness do not receive a high priority. Furthermore, since the concept of care by the family is so tight, prejudice against homeless people whom family relations have been cut is still strong.

Examining the relationships between the socio-geographical structure of each city and the distribution of homeless support institutions and activities, it seems that homeless people tend toconcentrate in the surrounding inner ring of the city-centers. The standard of city planning in the inner ring is relatively low, and in this historically urbanized area it is also the typical place where the urban poor have concentrated. Simultaneously, social welfare facilities and related services have also traditionally accumulated in this kind of inner-ring area. Among urban poor, vagrants belonged to the most underprivileged class, and they often fell through the social security net, or, at worst, were sent into concentration camps. Current rapid increases in the number of “new” rough sleepers have also been detected in the inner-ring area, and ironically, vagrant people have also come to be recognized as targets of homeless policy.
In sum, further efforts should be made to effectively apply the established and existing social welfare facilities and to a greater extent utilize the abilities of talented people in these cities’ inner ring areas.
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