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In place of Quay Times Spring 2020,  
from the desk of Chief Executive Officer, Paula Byrne:

A special MQI update from the coalface of COVID-19 in Ireland

In any other year this letter from me would accompany your latest Quay Times 
supporter newsletter – to thank you for the great good you have done. 

But this is like no other year. And this CEO’s letter is among the most important  
I’ve written. 

Because while the good you do in giving to MQI is always a godsend, your 
generosity shines brighter than ever now. COVID-19 has knocked on our door, and all 
that’s come with it.

Yet through it all you have brought compassion and comfort to people who are 
homeless when it feels like compassion has forsaken them... during days when comfort 
seems scarce. 

You are our hands. Our hearts. Our hope. Our heroes. 
Thank you for remembering there are still people on our streets during  

the coronavirus.

In an effort to get this to you right away, you may receive it before you’ve 
officially been thanked for donating – or welcomed, if you’ve made your very first gift. 
With all that’s happening, I hope you’ll understand. And today I speak to each and 
every member of this incredible MQI family.

That means whether you are new to Merchants Quay Ireland... whether you gave 
five euro or five thousand... whether you are a loyal monthly donor or staunch corporate 
supporter... 

It is your goodwill at the coalface, and I thank you for all you do. This letter is for you. 

On 29 February, the first case of coronavirus was confirmed in Ireland. By  
March entire nations rushed to protect their citizens, issuing lockdown and cocooning 
orders – orders which, for many, continue to this day. Many people thought that 
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Ireland’s streets stood safe and empty. MQI supporters like you knew different. You 
helped. For that, we are grateful.

Although our services have had to adapt to keep people safe, your donations 
have let this work of the heart continue. And the demand for many of the services you 
protect has increased... 

Your kind donations are now helping to safeguard MQI’s essential services 
during COVID-19 for some of Ireland’s most vulnerable people. Including:

✔ Nutritious food on a takeaway basis, including 
a hot meal 

✔ Vital medical and nursing care

✔ Mental health services which are needed more 
than ever

✔ Drug-free recovery services at MQI’s St. Francis 
Farm, High Park, and Aftercare programmes 

✔ Assertive outreach teams finding and helping 
rough sleepers in tents and on the streets 

✔ Clean clothing, and hygiene kits for people in 
need, including wet wipes, sanitisers, feminine 
products, and toothpaste 

Thank you for making these incredible supports possible!

*****

If you are new to this work, longtime supporters will tell you that I will always be 
honest with you. So the hard news is that, even if some of our clients have benefitted 
from more stable accommodation during the COVID-19 crisis, the loneliness and 
isolation they may be feeling is growing more acute now, not less...  

Virtually the only faces you see on the streets are people with no one 
to turn to. While our services had to change to keep people safe, MQI is still a 
lifeline – as you’ll hear from frontline staff Paul and Sarah:

SARAH, MQI MENTAL HEALTH TEAM: “I had a conversation with another one of 
our staff here last week and he literally said, ‘It’s the forgotten 
people left on the street. It’s only them, there’s nobody else walking 
around.’ One girl we’ve been helping came down to Cook Street 
for a takeaway meal, she’s only after coming out of treatment. 
Nearly to the day she was going to go into rehabilitation, the place 
that she was going to go closed because of 
Covid. Yes, she gets to come home to her 
bedsit, but how is she going to cope? We’re 
linking in with her, but it really puts things in 
perspective.”

PAUL, MQI PROJECT WORKER: “One of the 
questions we ask on our assessments is next 
of kin. You’d be surprised at the amount 
of clients who have no next of kin. To hear 
them say no, I’ve no one to be contacted is 

heartbreaking. ‘Am I just going to be left Paul?’ That’s what 
they ask me, ‘am I going to be left?’ It’s the lost souls on the 

MQI Staff Darren (L) and Daphna 
(R), thank you for helping fund 
takeaway meals!

One client said I was the 

only adult to call in six 

weeks. — Sarah, Mental 

Health Team
They’re asking, ‘Am I going to be left?’ It’s hard. — Paul, Project Worker
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streets. They’re missing that human connection. I’m struggling with it. We build that 
relationship with them, we get to know them and then to have to essentially close  
that door for their safety, it’s a weight I carry. I can’t do the full work I want to do right 
now. I actually feel their loneliness and I think, if I’m feeling this way, imagine how 
they feel. But we’re trying to evolve as the days go by. We’re making changes and 
trying to bring services to more people because they can’t come to us. I just hope it  
can be fast-tracked.”

*****

As someone who reached out to others at a time when you face your own 
worries, you are cherished here. The depth of your caring has become even more 
evident during the coronavirus, with so many of you calling, such love in your voices, to 
ask: “How are the clients doing?” 

Your concern means the world here! The clients you help have the same 
fears you and I do – and some that we may never face. In their own words: 

• “My father has MS (multiple sclerosis). I am worried he won’t be able to fight 
off the virus.”

• “I’m afraid I could catch COVID-19 as I am not a very healthy person at  
the moment.”

• “I’m coping alright, but not great. The most difficult of 
all is not being able to come in for a hot shower, hot 
food, and have one to one contact with the staff.  
I just wish it was all over.”

• “My biggest worry is that I’m still sleeping on the 
streets – I’m afraid to sleep in the hostels, and it’s 
been really hard to cope.”

• “My biggest fear is that after my time in MQI’s High Park 
recovery programme, where I arrived just after the Covid 
crisis started, is that I’ll have to go back into emergency 
accommodation. So I’m a bit scared of what’s ahead.” 

*****

When your mission is to help and support people 
that society often labels as ‘disposable’ on a good day... when they’d nothing left even 
before a pandemic landed... hope can be hard to come by. Your generosity, however 
much or how often you give, is the source of that hope... 

Your donations stock takeout bags with food. You keep staff here and 
helping. Your warm welcome echoes in the voices of all of us on the frontline, 
including Chris and Darren: 

CHRIS, MQI COMMUNITY OUTREACH: “On the 
streets we’re still coming across clients outside of the 
service, that are coming in for needle exchange or food. 
We find we’re getting more one to one engagements 
with rough sleepers due to the Covid-19, and trying 
to give very full-on practical advice to keep them safe. 
And they're very, very grateful for that advice, and 
for us directing them to our food takeaway service. 
They're grateful for that help and advice, that thanks 
to donors we can provide.” 

(continue special report overleaf...) 

MQI Staff Darren (L) and Daphna 
(R), thank you for helping fund 
takeaway meals!

“My biggest worry is I’m still 
on the streets. It’s been hard to 
cope.”  — Tom, MQI Client

Clients are very grateful for the help now. — Chris, Community Outreach
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At MQI, we respect everyone who turns to us for help. So while their stories are real and true, we change client names and use stock photography of stand in models. This 
protects the privacy of our clients, and gives them the best chance at a fresh start and a better future. Thank you for understanding!

DARREN, MQI FACILITIES LEAD: “Every day we’re adapting the service to be there 
for people in a safe way however we can. Still trying to give that warm welcome, 
asking how they are getting on, letting them know the opening times of the services. 

Following up on the last thing we discussed. They understand 
we are here to support them, that’s why we have the numbers 
we do. I’d a fella that came and his teeth were looking bad. 
So I got in touch with a dental hospital that was still seeing 
people, and explained what was happening. We were able to 
get a time for him. Later he came back for a takeaway meal 
and said he’d had a tooth removed and was feeling much 
better. And he was really appreciative. It’s a huge piece of 
work that donors are still helping us to do now.”

*****

I’ll be back again as soon as I can with another letter 
– and hopefully soon, with a full issue of your Quay Times 
supporter newsletter. For now, please hold in your heart how 
much you mean to us here... and how much your amazing 
support is doing to help people on our streets during  

COVID-19. When I say you are a hero to us, there are no truer words that can be 
spoken. Your humanity, your love, and your generosity are here and helping every day.

Thank you for keeping MQI’s beacon of hope blazing. May it continue  
long after the coronavirus moves on. Lives are being forever changed by the  
love you show.

Thank you with all my heart,

Paula Byrne
CEO, Merchants Quay Ireland

P.S. I apologise if this letter reaches you before any note of thanks for your kind 
gift – or an official MQI fáilte if you are new to this work. The coronavirus has 
shaken things up to say the least. But I hope my words have served, even in  
a small way, to express just how appreciated your support is to us at MQI.  
You make every kindness possible here. Thank you. I’ll post another update as 
soon as I can. Until then if you've any questions, please ring us on 01 524 0139. 
And please, keep safe. You are in our hearts always. — Paula

P.P.S. You’ve just read how many clients are alone right now, no one to talk to or 
comfort them whether in temporary accommodation or on the streets. How 
tough it is for staff as well, working tirelessly to find and reach them. If you could 
use the envelope provided to freepost a beloved prayer, or a favourite poem, 
your words of encouragement... we’ll try and get them to vulnerable people who 
really need to know they aren’t forgotten. Thank you so much, again. 

It’s about supporting 

each other. This virus is 

new to us all. — Darren, 

Facilities Lead
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