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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Over the course of 2004, FEANTSA1, The European Federation of National Organisations Working 

with the Homeless, undertook a study of legislation, policy and practice aimed at preventing 

homelessness in Europe.  After working several years to understand the causes of homelessness 

across Europe, this year FEANTSA decided to expand its brief and look at whether it would be 

possible to develop a model framework for effective prevention strategies.  Our study thus 

sought to examine existing interpretations of 'prevention' by policy-makers and practitioners. 

Because this is a theme that has not been studied in a pan-European way before, we relied on 

our member organisations to supply information and comments.  A questionnaire was circulated 

to all members of FEANTSA's network and national reports were coordinated and submitted by 

members of FEANTSA's Administrative Council2.  This report is a synthesis of those national 

responses; examples of policy and practice are included in this report to serve as illustrations 

and are not necessarily recommendations on the part of FEANTSA .   

 

The theme of prevention also ties in to FEANTSA's 2003 theme – networking to combat 

homelessness.  Following the same procedure, FEANTSA surveyed its members on the type and 

scope of cooperation with various actors and policy-makers in the field3.  Clearly efforts to 

prevent people from losing their homes or entering the homeless services system must 

necessarily involve cooperation with different policy areas and actors.  Working across 

different sectors is key to ensuring that policies are coherent and effective, and this is all the 

more crucial if we are to address the causes and triggers that can provoke crises that lead to 

homelessness.   

 

                                                 
1 FEANTSA, the European Federation of National Organisations working with the Homeless, was 

established in 1989 as a European non-governmental organisation (in French, FEANTSA stands for la 
Fédération Européenne d'Associations Nationales Travaillant avec les Sans-Abri).  The more than 90 
member organisations of FEANTSA come from 29 European countries, including all 25 Member States of 
the European Union. Members are non-governmental organisations that provide a wide range of services 
to homeless people including accommodation and social support. Most of the members of FEANTSA are 
national or regional umbrella organisations of service providers. They often work in close co-operation 
with public authorities, social housing providers and other relevant actors.  FEANTSA is the only major 
European network that focuses exclusively on homelessness at European level. FEANTSA receives financial 
support from the European Commission for the implementation of its activities. FEANTSA works closely 
with the EU institutions, and has consultative status at the Council of Europe and at the United Nations. 

2 The questionnaire on prevention strategies, as well as the national reports submitted to FEANTSA can be 
found on FEANTSA's website: http://www.feantsa.org/policywork 
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3 FEANTSA's work on the theme of networking is also available on our website:  
http://www.feantsa.org/code/en/theme.asp?ID=18; a questionnaire, national reports, European report 
and conference proceedings and reports are all available. 

http://www.feantsa.org/policywork
http://www.feantsa.org/policywork
http://www.feantsa.org/policywork


FEANTSA European Report on Prevention Strategies in the Fight Against Homelessness 

Prevention of homelessness should also be a priority at European level.  The European Union's 

Strategy to Combat Poverty and Social Exclusion includes a list of common objectives; 

prevention of social exclusion and homelessness feature prominently amongst these aims 

agreed by all Member States in 2000.  As a result, Member States should include measures and 

policies to prevent homelessness in their National Action Plans – Social Inclusion, and the 

European Commission and Council should react with recommendations in this area in its Joint 

Inclusion Report.  Unfortunately, to date there has been little focus at European level on this 

essential aspect of policy-planning.   

 

This report should thus serve several purposes; first to provide a synthesis of the information 

submitted from 174 EU Member States about prevention (or lack thereof) strategies to fight 

homelessness, secondly to inform the European Union on this topic with the aim to provide 

them with material that would allow them to strengthen their recommendations to Member 

States, and finally to provide a base for discussion at FEANTSA's annual conference in October 

2004, this year in Budapest with the theme of Prevention Strategies.  FEANTSA will continue to 

work on this issue and hopes to draw policy conclusions over the next few months. 

 

2. CONCEPT OF PREVENTION OF HOMELESSNESS 

2.1 General perceptions 

Very few countries in Europe have developed specific policy programmes dedicated to the 

prevention of homelessness.  As a result, there is little research or general information 

available on this topic.  Clearly a lack of sufficient information and knowledge about the 

changing pathways into homelessness has impeded the development of an understanding on 

how to prevent homelessness in EU Member States.  For both governments and NGOs, 

determining where prevention of homelessness should start or end is difficult and is often used 

as an excuse to avoid funding programmes or research on prevention.  Understanding why and 

how people become homeless is key to creating and implementing policies – or facilitating 

access to rights – that prevent people from experiencing homelessness.  Furthermore, ongoing 

assessment of the changing causes of homelessness is crucial; information and sharing of 

knowledge and experience play key roles in informing both policy-makers and NGOs.   

 

In FEANTSA’s initial background research, we found that over the past several years, the British 

government has investigated the causes of its persistent problem of homelessness and actively 

developed policy measures designed to limit the numbers of people who seek help (presenting 
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as homeless) as well as to tackle the issue of hidden homelessness with active and preventive 

measures.  Part of the UK's work included the drafting of a definition of prevention of 

homelessness.  Though not discussed or adopted in other countries, this definition might help 

to clarify what we mean when we talk about prevention of homelessness in Europe. 

 

Prevention of homelessness can happen at several levels: 

a. Prevention aimed at identification of key causal domains and securing government 

strategic responses to tackle the underlying causes of homelessness; 

b. Prevention aimed at groups/individuals who are identified as being at risk of 

experiencing homelessness due to specific causal domains, e.g. education work; 

c. Prevention aimed at pre-empting a personal crisis which could lead to homelessness, 

e.g. relationship/marital counselling; 

 

When FEANTSA asked its members to respond to a questionnaire on the prevention of 

homelessness in the then 15 EU Member States (please see our website for all national reports), 

the first question centred on the concept of prevention.  One of our objectives in this report is 

to determine whether the concept of prevention of homelessness is comparable on both a 

government and a NGO service provision level.   

 

An element of the above definition of prevention that should find agreement across all sectors 

as well as in all European countries is the focus on early intervention.  Successful early 

interventions tend to involve action prior to a crisis, or in time to prevent a personal or housing 

crisis from resulting in the loss of a home.   

One definition of early intervention5: 

- Early intervention includes services that target people who are at risk by known 

indicators, but who do not yet have housing problems and who, with intervention, 

would never become homeless. 

 

Another element of early intervention is pre-crisis intervention which includes: advice services, 

proactive intervention such as negotiation with landlords to avoid imminent loss of home, 

delaying loss of home to plan alternatives, and targeted services at known risk points such as 

those people leaving care, prison, or armed forces. 

 

                                                 
5 Taken from Prevention of homelessness policy briefing - Homelessness statistics: March 2003 and 
prevention of homelessness, Office of the Deputy Prime Minister – UK 
http://www.odpm.gov.uk/stellent/groups/odpm_homelessness/documents/pdf/odpm_home_pdf_024765
.pdf 

October 2004 www.feantsa.org  5
 

 

http://www.odpm.gov.uk/stellent/groups/odpm_homelessness/documents/pdf/odpm_home_pdf_024765.pdf
http://www.odpm.gov.uk/stellent/groups/odpm_homelessness/documents/pdf/odpm_home_pdf_024765.pdf


FEANTSA European Report on Prevention Strategies in the Fight Against Homelessness 

FEANTSA is currently developing its own understanding of prevention, but the above elements 

should find agreement with most member organisations.  Perhaps we should clarify that 

prevention of homelessness in fact means intervening before people need to approach 

homeless services for emergency accommodation.  This also encompasses the prevention of 

recurring homelessness.  In both instances, there are several factors that are essential:   

- Sustaining tenancy is seen as a crucial factor;  

- An adequate supply of affordable and social rented housing is also an essential factor; 

- Good housing management can also be seen as another pre-condition to prevent 

homelessness;  

- Services that provide support in establishing a suitable home: help, advice and support 

locating and establishing an appropriate home for independent living in the community 

- Support with daily living skills – help, advice and training in the day to day skills needed 

for living independently, such as budgeting or cooking are instrumental in helping 

people to maintain their tenancy (as mentioned above); 

- Support in accessing benefits, health and community care services – information, 

advice and help in claiming benefits or accessing community care or health services 

that a household needs in order to live independently; 

 

Recognition of risk factors that may trigger homelessness is a key step in the development of 

prevention policies and measures.  In BELGIUM, research and thought has been dedicated to 

looking at risk factors and according to the Belgian report, the risk factors tend to be the 

following: 

 Young people, especially those with a problematic family background; 

 Socio-economic position – very low levels of education attainment, lack of 

income, low levels of employment, accumulation of debts; 

 Health – psychological or physical health problems; 

 History of institutionalisation and a dependency on care; 

  

The comments from the BELGIAN report are echoed by a UK report from the Office of the 

Deputy Prime Minister, which points up risk assessment, the identification of the factors that 

can trigger homelessness as a key part of the process of developing preventative measures.  

Identification of risk factors is also inherently linked to understanding the different pathways 

that people take into homelessness. 
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Risk factors can be seen as general societal factors that can make people or groups more 

vulnerable in certain circumstances.  The Italian and Swedish reports comment that the 

breakdown of social ties and the inability for modern Western European societies to create 
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stable and cohesive communities puts more and more people at risk of social exclusion.  Risk 

factors, including those cited above, can be addressed through guaranteed access to social 

rights as well as the provision of services – perhaps to facilitate access to rights to housing, 

health, employment etc.   

 

Trigger factors, on the other hand, differ from risk factors, because they represent a specific 

event or incident that can provoke homelessness in individuals who are deemed to be at risk.  

However, it is entirely possible that people who do not exhibit any 'risk factors' can also 

become homeless as a result of these trigger factors.  Examples of triggers include: eviction or 

abandonment (sometimes related to 'welfare need'); family or relationship dispute and 

breakdown, including domestic violence; leaving an institution such as prison, local authority 

(institutional) care, the Armed Forces or hospital, with limited/no family or other support ties 

to return to. 

 

The report from the UK's Office for the Deputy Prime Minister goes on to state that 'welfare 

factors' allow most people to handle a situation in which the trigger factors occur and resolve 

their housing problem without assistance.  That is, some 'welfare factors' which can include 

strong family or friendship ties, stable employment, good health, etc., can protect people in a 

time of crisis and allow them to deal with their immediate problems without losing their 

homes.  There are some 'welfare factors', however that indicate a greater likelihood of 

homelessness: mental ill health, substance misuse, anti-social behaviour, lack of coping or 

practical skills, learning disabilities, history of homelessness or sleeping rough.6  The 

combination of these 'welfare factors' with triggers can result in someone losing their home and 

seeking help at services for homeless people. 

 

Comments in the UK national report highlight the need to take different dimensions into 

account in order to assess at what stage preventative measures are introduced.  Examples of 

interventions at the point of crisis to try to prevent homelessness – mortgage rescue schemes, 

intervention with private landlords when they threaten eviction, intervention with money 

advice when eviction from a social rented house is threatened. 

 

Preventative measures taken ‘up stream’ which more difficult to measure, must also be 

considered. Such measures by nature aim at a wider segment of the population; it is very 

difficult to measure something that has not happened.  For example, measures including 

                                                 
6 Preventing Tomorrow's Rough Sleepers – Office of the Deputy Prime Minister – UK 
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published in June 2001 - 
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leaving home education, training of front line staff in a range of disciplines to point people at 

risk to the right support services, good quality housing support services to enable people to 

maintain their homes, are all directed at large and not particularly vulnerable groups of 

people.  As a result of this broad approach, and with the hope that there is a high success rate, 

it is difficult to monitor and evaluate how effective such programmes are. 

 

A link can be made here to the importance of housing and appropriate housing support in the 

prevention of homelessness.  Some countries, in particular IRELAND, AUSTRIA and FINLAND also 

indicated that the availability of housing is crucial.  It is essential that a sufficient supply of 

social rented housing that suits the needs of the population exist.  For example in FINLAND, the 

government is now focusing on building small apartments in urban centres to cater to the needs 

of smaller (single) households.   Research and the experience of NGOs in FINLAND have indicated 

that the rate of single people vulnerable to homelessness has increased at a time where there 

is a lack of small, single person dwellings.  The FINNISH government has also recognised the 

importance of appropriate and adequate support in housing and established a system of housing 

advisors.   

 

Another dimension of prevention is the availability of preventative measures at critical points 

in a person’s life.  For example, initial transition to independent living, the breakdown of a 

relationship or the onset of illness, where appropriate interventions can prevent homelessness. 

 

And yet a further dimension to a 'package of prevention policies' are measures that are 

generally preventative rather than measures targeted at specific groups who are at a high risk 

of becoming homeless.  This more general preventative approach can be seen in countries like 

France, Spain and Denmark who have created elaborate social security systems and assure 

rights to their citizens that should prevent people from losing their homes. 
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In BELGIUM, these dimensions are echoed in the discourse and have recently been clarified and 

defined by a meeting of the members of the SAW in June of 2004.  The SAW adopted a working 

definition of prevention: 'prevention includes all initiatives which purposefully and 

systematically anticipate so as to avoid risk factors. Hence we are talking about 'initiatives', 

steps, measures, actions,…which purposefully (i.e. according to a plan with a clear goal, not a 

general policy) and systematically (this implies a concrete action plan) anticipated so as to 

avoid risk factors (these must therefore be defined, listed, quantified and ranked).'  Thus, a 

distinction is made between general policies that may contribute to the prevention of 

homelessness, for example a good quality education system, and targeted measures.  The 

Belgian report illustrates this example: a good, inclusive, high quality education system that 
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ensures high levels of literacy, low levels of drop-out, and practical employment skills for all 

will contribute to the socio-economic status of the young and this will have a knock on effect in 

avoiding a wide range of social problems including homelessness.  SAW believes that though a 

high level of education is important and can help to prevent people from becoming vulnerable 

or at risk of homelessness, more specific programmes and education is necessary to prevent 

homelessness.  On the other hand, targeted training to improve literacy, raise skills and 

increase employability for those who are (threatened by or currently) homeless can be a 

preventive measure of both initial and repeat homelessness, if it is part of systematic and 

purposeful plan.   

 

Prevention can take on different forms; policies and programmes can be proactive or reactive 

in their approach.  The UK report points out the difference between having information 

available and incorporating teaching of skills in schools, as an example. 

 

In FRANCE, the concept of prevention is understood in the context of preventing all social 

exclusion, not only homelessness.  Consequently, prevention is considered as the best method 

to fight social exclusion and priority is placed on guaranteeing access to rights.  By ensuring 

access to a wide range of social rights, including the right to housing, health, culture, work, 

dignity, equal treatment, citizenship, etc. French citizens should be insured against 

experiencing situations that leave them without homes.  From the French perspective, it is 

impossible to separate ‘repair’ from prevention and tools and policies can be both preventative 

and therapeutic. 

 

In AUSTRIA, there is not a commonly accepted conception of prevention of homelessness, but 

BAWO has been lobbying on the subject of eviction prevention for the past three years.  BAWO 

is also lobbying to change the perception of homeless people and remove the social stigma 

attached to those who seek help from homeless services.  In Austria, to label someone as 

homeless is to socially exclude him/her and studies have shown that homeless people often did 

not turn to homeless services for fear of being further excluded, this is particularly true for 

young people and women.  This general attitude and the stigma attached to homelessness that 

causes people to avoid using services for homeless people makes prevention very difficult for 

those organisations involved in prevention.   

2.2 Prevention from Government's Perspective 
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In the questionnaire, FEANTSA's members were asked to consider the concept of prevention of 

homelessness from several perspectives.  In particular, we sought to discover whether there is 

a common definition of prevention shared between governments and the NGO sector; another 
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aim was to see if and how governments have incorporated prevention of homelessness into 

their policies.  Findings from the report revealed that some countries have very elaborate and 

sophisticated definitions of prevention and initiatives linked to tackling risk factors before 

housing crises arise, whereas other countries are more concerned with provision of emergency 

services.  Yet other countries do not consider the prevention of homelessness as such, instead 

through establishing a comprehensive and appropriate system of social security and support, 

these countries work to prevent social exclusion in general.  In these countries, access to social 

rights serve as the corner-stone of social policy; people should have the right to such services 

that will prevent them from living a life without dignity, adequate housing, income, etc. 

 

Thus, there appear to be two types of government approach to prevention.  Countries can be 

grouped; some countries hold that a well-structured social protection system that ensures 

citizens' access to rights is essential to the prevention of social exclusion in general and 

homelessness is part of that, Spain, France and Denmark are particular examples.  On the other 

hand, some countries feel that an extra level of coordination is necessary to ensure that social 

protection systems actually work to prevent people from becoming homeless and recent 

experience in these countries has shown an emphasis on the development of integrated 

strategies.  These strategies, some of which were identified and analysed in FEANTSA's paper 

on Networking (2003), tend to be obligatory under law, examples include Scotland and Ireland, 

and encourage cooperation or make cooperation a condition for funding.  These strategies all 

have prevention as a key element in the elaboration of policies and programmes.  FEANTSA 

would like to stress here that both approaches are complementary and not mutually exclusive.  

Elements of a strategic approach can be found in countries that apply a more universal 

approach and conversely, examples of specific targeted measures can be found in countries 

that are grouped into the universal category. 

 

The aim of the Social Services Act (1998) in DENMARK, is to offer advice and support to prevent 

social problems in general, including homelessness.  In Denmark, the government and the NGO 

sector agree that in order to prevent homelessness, the multi-dimensional problems faced by 

people threatened by marginalisation must be addressed in several areas including education 

policy, employment policy, health policy, housing policy, integration policy and general social 

policy, amongst others.  The Danish report comments that though this legislation has not 

successfully eradicated homelessness, NGOs working in the field believe that the Social 

Services Act has prevented many people from becoming homeless, but that the legislation 

alone is not enough to help everyone avoid homelessness.   
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In DENMARK, most municipal governments have made helping people to maintain their tenancies 

a political objective.  Municipalities therefore offer support to people who have experienced 

homelessness in a committed effort to prevent repeat homelessness, and have set new 

priorities including developing more personalised pathways with clients.   

 

Despite this progress, however, the DANISH report concludes that the responsibility of the 

municipalities would be strengthened if the state made it compulsory for local authorities to 

develop homeless strategies.  Furthermore, the report asserts that the fight against 

homelessness would be more effective if the Danish government included the right to housing 

in the constitution.  

The SWEDISH model shares much with its Danish neighbour, and has a strong focus on an 

economic policy geared to full employment for both men and women, a universal insurance 

system and a well developed public housing system.  As in Denmark, social services at the level 

of the local authorities carry the responsibility for providing support to all residents.  Sweden's 

guiding principles for its social services are of a holistic nature and depend on the voluntary use 

of support by users.  The Swedish report illustrates a strong link between housing and 

prevention.  The goal of Sweden's housing policy is to make it possible, on a sustainable basis, 

for everyone to live in good, reasonably priced accommodation and in a stimulating and secure 

environment.  The report also indicates that the strong position of tenants, which is a result of 

tenants having and knowing their rights as well as organising themselves, is another key to 

preventing homelessness.   

 

In HUNGARY, the work carried out by Family Support Services can be considered as general 

prevention as it tries to develop and maintain a ‘continuous helping connection’ with the 

family in order that the family in need develop the capacity to solve its own problems and 

refrain from being launched in homelessness services.  Social workers working with the 

homeless collected evidence that more than half of their clients cited family breakdown and 

divorce as the main cause of their becoming homeless.  The government has also established a 

National Office of Equal Opportunities (January 2004) which will examine the main causes of 

social exclusion and draft legislation to strengthen social inclusion amongst its other duties.  

 

October 2004 www.feantsa.org  11
 

The ITALIAN report comments that it is rare, at every level of policy-making, to link prevention 

with actions capable of halting a social and personal disorientation that leads to the loss of 

accommodation and social ties.  The members of the Italian network, FIO.psd, propose in their 

report that prevention strategies should be developed that seek to guarantee the well-being of 

all, not only as an instrument to help the population deemed most at risk of social exclusion.  
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The Italian report also links prevention to the understanding of cause and effect and the 

promotion of social cohesion, rather than the creation of new services.   

 

The lack of prevention policy in ITALY reflects the absence of understanding and networking 

across public institutions, which has intensified recently as the differences between central, 

regional and municipal authorities often polarised by different political orientations and 

priorities.  The traditional approach to prevention in general has been to provide financial 

support to the head of a family as the sole, albeit partial, instrument.  The current Italian 

government has shifted the focus of social policy to the family and has created situations in 

which the family is responsible for responding to social problems.  NGOs and private 

enterprises are increasingly implicated in providing social services due to a lack of government 

funding to guarantee the rights and services, including for the homeless and those at risk of 

homelessness.   

 

SPAIN takes the more global approach to protecting and providing for citizens' rights.  In 

particular since responsibility for the provision of most social services was devolved to the 

Autonomous Communities, Action Plans have been agreed between the different levels of 

government to ensure that an adequate social security system is in place across the country. 

Comments from the Spanish report, however, indicate that though the development of 

comprehensive social security policies is important to prevent social exclusion, that there is a 

need for more funding and support, in particular more funding for housing and benefits for 

people on very low incomes. 

 

In GREECE, however despite the growing number of people that experience homelessness or are 

threatened by the lack of access to decent housing, there is no political will to make 

homelessness a priority.   The Greek report indicates that there is no clear reference in public 

reports, statements and policies at national level to the prevention of homelessness.  However, 

recent public strategies and programmes now refer to the prevention of poverty and social 

exclusion, in particular in the framework of the National Action Plan on Social Inclusion and 

other European Union sponsored programmes (ESF funding, structural funds, etc.).  Prevention 

of homelessness is therefore not a separate issue and is assumed under a social perspective 

which includes various forms of support to vulnerable parts of the population to facilitate 

access to employment, public services and social participation.   
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The national report from LUXEMBOURG cites the absence of prevention policies as a primary 

cause of homelessness in the EU's most prosperous country.  The report develops important and 

relevant suggestions for reforming the existing system to put in place policies and services that 
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would prevent homelessness.  Research and a better understanding of the changing nature of 

homelessness, as well as more effective use of data collected from service providers are 

essential to establishing systems that would reduce the risk of homelessness in Luxembourg.  

The policies suggested are both broad and specific and include reforms to the minimum income 

programme as well as the construction of more social housing.  The Luxembourg report also 

indicates that the bureaucracy around accessing social rights is also an important cause of 

homelessness.  Because many rights – including those associated to housing assistance and 

minimum income – are linked to a registered place of residence, many people find themselves 

denied the rights that could prevent them from becoming homeless.  In fact many people are 

shut out of the services that are designed to help relieve or prevent economic hardship or the 

loss of a home.  

 

FINLAND takes the strategic approach.  The ministry of Social Affairs and Health has drafted 

strategic guidelines for social protection, which though taking a slightly broader approach, in 

fact hold that action to reduce homelessness is the key objective in preventing social 

exclusion.  The guidelines highlight the need to better understand the impact on health and 

social factors in the drafting and implementation of economic and planning policy, regional 

development, education policy, youth work and employment policy.  The strategy also 

emphasises the importance of ensuring access to housing for all with the provision of specific 

forms of support to help those in the most vulnerable position to attain adequate and 

appropriate housing conditions.   

 

FINLAND has extended its National Programme for Reducing Homelessness 2001-2003 until 2005.  

The aims of the programme are to prevent and reduce homelessness with the development of 

specific measures.  The programme has a particular housing focus and includes the 

commitment to building or facilitating the building of dwelling that could be targeted to 

homeless people or other marginalized groups, as well as increased housing support for persons 

on low income.  With specific reference to prevention, the government’s programme specifies 

that local social authorities use preventative economic support in order to avoid evictions.  

Underlying this strategic approach to reducing and preventing homelessness is a contract 

signed by representatives of the state and the local authorities in February 2003.  The contract 

aims to render cooperation more effective between the Finnish state, the municipalities and 

the voluntary/third sector in a combined effort to reduce and prevent homelessness.   
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In the NETHERLANDS the last five years have seen a shift in thinking away from reactive policies 

and methods to a more proactive approach to fighting and thus preventing homelessness.  The 

key instruments introduced under this new approach are networks to prevent and react to 
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domestic violence and networks to prevent eviction, both of which will be discussed later in 

this paper.   

 

In the UK, the Homelessness Directorate outlined its definition at a recent Homeless Link 

conference on prevention: ‘Effective homelessness prevention is about finding ways to avoid 

actual homelessness occurring.  This should include help to assess benefit entitlement, and 

liaison and mediation support with the landlord or family member where relevant.  The most 

successful local authorities also offer a wide range of alternative housing options and help to 

clients, including rental deposits, help to find property and help with claiming housing and 

other state benefits.  Within these services, they recognise the most important factor.  Clients 

must be helped before they become threatened with or actually become homeless.’   

 

One of the more advanced examples of prevention being integrated into the policy 

package/strategic approach to tackling homelessness can be found in IRELAND.  Since 2002 the 

Irish government has had a prevention strategy, which takes a comprehensive approach to 

targeting homelessness.  The strategy was developed with the cooperation of four government 

departments: Justice Equality and Law Reform, Health and Children, Education and Science 

and the Dept of the Environment, Heritage and Local Governments.  The strategy targets 

specific groups adult and young offenders, people leaving mental health residential facilities, 

people leaving acute hospitals and young people leaving care, and has as its main objective, to 

ensure that people leaving institutions do not become homeless.  Thus, the strategy's main 

theme is: "The need to ensure that no one is released or discharged from state care without 

the appropriate measures in place to ensure that they have a suitable place to live with the 

necessary supports".  Ireland has also recently introduced a series of integrated homeless 

strategies: Youth Homelessness Strategy (2001) and Homelessness – An Integrated Strategy 

(2000) which emphasise joined-up working across different departments at government level, 

and put the onus on local authorities to draw up local action plans and coordinate local 

homeless fora.   

2.3 Prevention from NGO perspective 
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In responding to the questionnaire (section 1, part 2), member organisations were asked to 

discuss the perspective of organisations working with the homeless on prevention strategies or 

policies.  The reports illustrate that in countries where prevention is a priority, NGOs are 

involved in the development and implementation of policies and measures.  For countries like 

PORTUGAL, for example, where emergency care is still of primary importance, there is an 

understanding in the NGO sector and amongst researchers that a broader and more integrated 

approach is necessary if prevention of homelessness is to be possible.   
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In the UK, prevention is not a new concept for many NGOs, but it has been difficult to do in 

addition to running emergency services; especially when there was not a widespread focus on 

prevention in the statutory sector (local authorities).  Young people’s organizations have been 

more likely to focus on prevention and many are involved in mediation and peer education.  

NGOs also understand the value of training and employment opportunities (in their many forms) 

as a way of preventing repeat homelessness.  Since the 1990s a new understanding of the need 

to prepare people for independent living as well as continued support once people move into 

accommodation has developed amongst the NGOs providing services for the homeless.  

Furthermore, NGOs are beginning to look at the need to tackle poverty and inequality more 

fundamentally to really prevent homelessness. 

 

As mentioned above and explained in the BELGIAN report, the members of SAW recently 

adopted a working definition of prevention of homelessness.  In their work looking at the 

causes, the risk factors, and possible preventative measures, the social workers felt that the 

'solution' is to improve their own methods and organisation on the supply side, in particular a 

focus on accompanied/supported housing.  The social workers also highlighted disaffiliation 

with social networks as a key cause, but did not reflect it in their proposal.  Furthermore, long 

stays in hostels makes prevention of repeat homelessness more difficult, therefore there must 

be an emphasis on getting people into housing as quickly as possible.   

SAW put forward five preventative measures as essential: 

1. the possibility to take a homeless person into supported housing directly, rather than 

only after a stay in a hostel.  This underlines the lack of supported housing 

2. housing support for (social renting) tenants with rent arrears in order to avoid eviction 

3. a local supply (in every municipality) of crisis housing and temporary accommodation 

4. improved preparation on leaving prisons or psychiatric hospitals.  Turning people out 

without sorting out their housing situation often results in unnecessary homelessness 

5. a legal priority to social housing for the homeless 

 

These key measures are mentioned in one way or another in most of the reports.  It is 

interesting to note that some countries have already implemented some of the above 

measures, while others have not yet taken this step. 
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Bearing in mind the state’s commitment of the primacy of prevention over reparation/curative 

responses to homelessness in FRANCE, NGOs work with effective tools and preventative 

practices.  However, NGOs feel that the public services/government, despite having access to 

sufficient funds, etc., neglects prevention in order to address emergency situations.  So, like in 
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other countries in Europe, though NGOs recognise the importance of prevention and often 

understand the kinds of policies and measures necessary to prevent some people from 

becoming homeless, other priorities still take precedence.  NGOs would clearly like to devote 

more time and resources to prevention, but restrictions and policy priorities from government 

hold the sector back. 

 

SWEDISH NGOs have been working on the topic of prevention for many years by providing 

services, advice and counselling and education and training for people at risk of homelessness.  

The Swedish report includes the example of the Swedish Union of Tenants which works with the 

concept of houselessness which includes everyone who does not have their own valid rental 

contract or who does not own their own accommodation.  This group is an important source of 

support and advocacy for rights and prevention.  The Swedish government has also recognised 

the importance of involving users in consultation on social development matters and has 

established a committee that includes both service providers and organisations of service users. 

 

3. EXISTING STRATEGIES, POLICIES AND LEGISLATION – PATHWAYS AND APPROACHES 
TO PREVENTING HOMELESSNESS: 
 

Following the discussion on the concept of prevention, the reports examined existing 

strategies, policies and legislation.  The reports cite examples of legislation, policy, action, 

etc., which illustrate the approaches taken to prevention of homelessness.  As discussed above, 

some policies, programmes, etc., are aimed specifically to prevent homelessness, with others 

aimed at reducing social exclusion, and still others having a broader initial approach, but in 

fact serving to prevent people from becoming homeless.   
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From the reports that describes preventative strategies, there was general consensus that such 

strategies should address risk/trigger factors in order to prevent people seeking help from 

homeless services.  FEANTSA also asked its members to explain the type of methods and 

approaches to prevention in their countries; these approaches tend to correspond with 

pathways into homelessness, but necessarily reflect the dimensions of prevention mentioned 

above.  Thus, there are approaches that are more general in nature which happen up-stream 

and might not be classified as 'homeless prevention' as such.  Included in this group of 

approaches are interventions through education/schools, general housing advice, general living 

skills, etc.  Other approaches are more specific and target people who are at particular risk to 

certain pathways or trigger factors.  These approaches include information and advice around 

evictions, intervention in institutions (prisons, mental health care facilities, youth care 

facilities) prior to release, etc.   
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In most countries, it is very difficult to assess whether prevention strategies or general 

preventive legislation is effective.  As one report states, it is very difficult to measure 

something that has not happened, that is, someone keeping their home or not entering 

homeless services.  In those countries that have opted for the strategic approach to tackling 

homelessness, with either specific separate strategies or components that deal with prevention 

of homelessness, a process to review existing policies and methods is underway, but it is still 

too early to tell just how effective policies have been. 

3.1 Policies and Legislation 

 

Over the past several years, new legislation, which encourages the adoption of preventative 

strategies to tackle homelessness, has been put in place across the UK.  There are new 

obligations on local authorities to review the provision of services to the homeless and draw up 

strategies to tackle and prevent homelessness.  Furthermore, local authorities are obliged to 

work across different sectors and include all relevant departments in the process (i.e. finance, 

education, social services, housing) and must also involve NGOs and in particular in Scotland, 

the guidance on the requirement to draft strategies, requires that local authorities also involve 

health services and homeless people themselves.    

 

The Housing Scotland Act 2001 places a duty on every SCOTTISH local authority to draw up a 

strategy to prevent and alleviate homelessness in their area.  The strategy is a corporate 

document, meaning that the whole council (i.e. all departments – finance, education social 

services, housing) is responsible for the strategy, which must also be drawn up in conjunction 

with health services, NGOs and homeless people themselves.  In addition there is separate 

guidance on a requirement for every local authority to establish an advice and information 

strategy in relation to homelessness.  In England and Wales, the Homelessness Act 2002 places 

a duty on all local authorities to carry out a homelessness review and formulate and publish a 

homelessness strategy based on that review.  The purpose of the review is to prevent 

homelessness occurring, secure accommodation and support for people who are likely to 

become homeless, and provide support for people who are or may become homeless, and those 

who have been homeless and need support to prevent them becoming homeless again. 
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A similar situation has developed in FINLAND, where under the Finnish Social Welfare Act, the 

government has put the onus on cities and municipalities to arrange housing services (which 

include supported accommodation) as well as guidance and counselling services about access to 

social welfare benefits and other aspects of the social security system.  In addition, the Law on 
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Money and Debt Advisement which came into effect in July 2002, obliges the provinces and the 

municipalities to work together to provide the population with financial and debt counselling.  

Debt counsellors work with debtors, creditors and guarantors to reach settlements under the 

Finnish act and decree on adjustment of debts of private individuals.  So, despite the absence 

of a specific reference to the prevention of homelessness in Finnish legislation, the above 

examples, as well as the country’s decision to dedicate itself to reducing and eliminating 

homelessness indicates a strong commitment to preventing homelessness and repeat 

homelessness through the creation and implementation of legalisation. 

 

Though the FRENCH government has not passed a specific law on the prevention of 

homelessness, an important body of legislation exists, which in effect, aims to prevent 

homelessness as part of a broader goal of preventing social exclusion.  The French national 

report provides a non-exhaustive list of the laws designed to fight and prevent social exclusion 

(1998), as well as those more general social laws, such as the creation in 1988 of a guaranteed 

minimum income (which French NGOs fear might be sacrificed to policies that require 

'activation' of the population).  In terms of housing and prevention of homelessness, the Besson 

Law dating from 1990 affirms the right to housing, which along with a series of 'circulaires' 

(legislation) that define the mission of the hostels, though not mentioning prevention 

specifically, ensure that these centres clearly play a preventative role.  The French 

government has also recognised, like other Member States including Austria, Ireland, etc., that 

an adequate supply of social or low-income housing be available.  A law has been passed which 

obliges all big cities (over 50,000 people) to have at least 20% of their market as social housing. 

Furthermore, as in many other EU Member States, free universal health care coverage plays a 

key role in the prevention of social exclusion.   

 

In FRANCE, the laws on prevention and fighting exclusion have been evaluated and according to 

the French national report, if one looks at the implementation of laws, the key problem is that 

adequate public funding has not been allocated.  The report also highlights the difficulty faced 

in France since the government moved from the left to the right; the new government is not 

particularly keen on abiding by the policies and measures adopted by the previous government.  

Several (many) measures (including the guaranteed minimum income (RMI) becoming linked 

with activation and an obligation to take up employment) are under threat. 
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In essence, the laws passed in FRANCE on this issue have created specific tools to ensure their 

implementation and the enforcement of the rights they describe, including the National 

Council on the Fight Against Exclusion and the development of partnerships at department 
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(regional) level which bring together relevant actors who can inform and put pressure on the 

committees for emergency social action.   

 

In AUSTRIA, there is no policies or legislation in place to specifically prevent homelessness.  On 

federal and regional levels, prevention is understood as to be assured by maintaining a large 

supply of affordable housing.  In Austria this is achieved by a generous system of public funding 

for housing (generous in comparison to other EU Member States), with a focus on the 

construction of new housing and urban renewal, and additional housing for low income groups.  

However, political priority has been placed on construction rather than support for low income 

households.   

 

The SWEDISH report also indicates that legislation on housing is a key to preventing 

homelessness.  With strong laws in place to protect renters, and a commitment by the 

government to provide housing, there is a clear priority to ensure that public (social) housing 

be made available to all who might need it with no stigma attached.  In addition, the National 

Board of Health and Welfare has been instructed by the Swedish government to help develop 

methods for local studies of homelessness and encourage new activities at the local level with 

the aim to prevent homelessness and improve the situation of the homeless. 

 

Many countries take the approach that providing a minimum income should forestall severe 

social exclusion and prevent homelessness.  The GREEK report cites the lack of a minimum 

income as a key barrier to providing general protection against loss of income which can lead 

to the loss of one's home.  The ITALIAN report illustrates the extent to which prevention of 

homelessness is neglected or avoided by policy-makers with the example of the social 

integration minimum wage which had been tested between 1999 and 2003 in 306 

municipalities.  The core of this RMI programme was to provide temporary economic support 

for a person experiencing hardship and to facilitate reintegration through training and 

employment.  Despite promising results from the experiment, the Italian government changed 

the nature of the programme and converted the provision to an 'income of last resort', which 

eliminates the integration and prevention elements of the initial experiment and puts 

vulnerable groups at greater risk of homelessness and exclusion from work, etc. 

3.2 Methods 
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Member organisations were asked to describe specific approaches and policy areas with the aim 

to provide comparable information.  The national reports clearly illustrate that most countries 

have passed legislation to prevent evictions; some of the reports provide very interesting 

information about the cooperation between the NGO sector and the local authorities and 
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justice system.  Comparable legislation, programmes or activity around interventions prior to 

release from institutions including prisons, hospitals, and care facilities for young people exists 

in many countries.  Education and intervention with young people is another key approach to 

prevention of homelessness in many countries, as well as information and advice services.  The 

issue of prevention of homelessness amongst immigrants was raised in several reports, notably 

in Belgium and Hungary.  Domestic abuse and cooperation amongst NGOs, the justice system 

and other social service providers was also raised as an important approach to preventing 

homelessness.   

 

The methods respond to different levels of risk and become more specific as risk factors 

increase.  Intervention in schools and with young people in general with information and advice 

on leaving home is a very broad form of prevention, whereas working through mediation 

services that target young people who are seen to be at risk of running away or contact 

counsellors about problems in the family home is a more specific method directed at 

preventing vulnerable youth from becoming homeless.   

 

For more vulnerable groups, specific methods have been developed in almost all EU countries 

to prevent people from either losing their homes or moving from an institutional setting into 

precarious housing – or no housing.  In most countries, prisons, long-term health care and 

mental health care facilities and residential youth care facilities have established support and 

counselling for people leaving institutions.  Though different measures are used for these 

groups, the principles remain the same: networking between the support services within the 

institutions and services and organisations external to the institutions is essential to providing a 

smooth transition to independent living.  Several countries cite the lack of this kind of 

cooperation as a key factor in the levels of homelessness amongst these particularly vulnerable 

populations.  In LUXEMBOURG (as mentioned above) and ITALY people leaving institutions find 

themselves in a bureaucratic limbo as they have not had rights attached to a permanent 

registered address.  This situation makes it very difficult for NGOs to help people to access 

their rights.  The Ulysse Foyer operated by FEANTSA Luxembourg member Caritas, provides an 

address service for ex-prisoners and for people leaving residential health care in order to 

facilitate their 'legal' reintegration and access to rights. 
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Central to all prevention methods, from those that target wide bands of the population to 

specific measures for vulnerable groups who are determined to be susceptible to particular risk 

factors and triggers, is the availability of enough adequate and suitable housing.  Many 

countries indicate that the shortage of social housing.  SWEDEN stands out as the exception 

where housing provision is key to the government's approach to prevention.  FINLAND is also 
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rapidly working to catch up to the need for a specific type of housing to prevent single people 

from becoming homeless.    

3.2.1 Education  

Education about leaving home and starting an independent life is generally targeted to young 

people.  Education of this kind can take place within schools as part of the curriculum, in 

cooperation with local NGOs, etc., or can focus on youth who are no longer in formal education 

structures.  Though it is difficult to measure the outcomes of prevention of homelessness 

through education, anecdotal evidence from several of the national reports suggests that 

targeting young people before they leave home or before they become homeless is generally 

effective.  The IRISH report indicates that a number of NGOs provide information briefings to 

schools and other educational establishments relating to the prevention of homelessness.   

 

In ITALY, a very extensive series of prevention services has been developed for young people 

who live in a problem situation or who are deemed to be at risk of social exclusion.  These 

prevention services have led to a specific policy and legislation (Act no. L. 285/97 – please see 

Italian national report for a full explanation of the law) which includes two important 

guidelines:  

1. the priority of each local authority to support the rights of minors 

2. the need for networking at supra-municipal level 

 

In addition, 'street education' initiatives have been developed, Naples has started a programme 

with 'street teachers' in the more deprived neighbourhoods of the city and the project has 

spread to many cities, particularly in the south of Italy.  Other actions geared to providing 

curricular and extra-curricular support for young people at risk or with learning difficulties or 

behaviour problems are also established in many municipalities.  However, the financial 

support for these programmes is being cut back.  Furthermore, Italy has also carried out 

projects with young people outside of schools in informal settings like clubs and discos to work 

to promote moderate use of alcohol and abstinence from drug use, these projects, however 

have been severely cut back as the current government has moved away from the preventive 

approach in this field in preference for cracking down on young users with rigid penalties. 
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In the UK, although there is no compulsion on schools to teach about leaving home there are 

many successful initiatives in this field.  In Scotland, FEANTSA member, the Scottish Council for 

Single Homeless has developed a comprehensive range of leaving home education called 

'Streets Ahead' (with financial help from the National Lottery and some assistance from central 

government).  The 'Streets Ahead' range includes lesson plans for use in schools, a video to 
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raise debate about the most common situations which lead young people to leave home, a 

website: http://www.leavinghome.info/ and a resource pack in a CD holder with information 

leaflets and helpline numbers to be given to young people.  The resources were all developed 

with the help of young people who have been affected by homelessness.  Around 66% of 

Scottish schools have the leaving home education packs and the Scottish Council for Single 

Homeless conducts training for teachers on how to use the information and tools.  There is 

additional work linked to this project carried out in other youth settings, particularly aimed at 

young people who may not attend school (for example if they have been excluded from school 

for bad behaviour).  In Wales, Shelter also runs similar programmes and also incorporates a 

game in its tools for working with young people.   

 

Peer education is another effective method employed by youth organisations across the UK.  In 

particular, FEANTSA member St. Basil's in Birmingham has developed a range of successful 

initiatives.  (please see UK report, page 9). 

 

3.2.2 Immigrants – legislation/policies 

HUNGARY has also introduced specific legislation to deal with immigrants and their particular 

risks to homelessness.  Though a very small proportion of asylum seekers actually receive a 

positive response to their application and are recognised as refugees, those who acquire 

recognised refugee status have most of the rights and obligations as Hungarian citizens.  

Refugees are able to work without special permits and are eligible to receive family allowance 

and other benefits, apply for loans, etc.  Though refugees are entitled to a certain set of 

benefits to accompany their move from asylum seekers’ detention centres, NGOs in Hungary 

have recognised that refugees have difficulty finding accommodation after leaving the centres.  

The lack of a developed (national) integration policy means that immigrants often struggle to 

become part of their new communities and can be at high risk of becoming homeless.  Some 

NGOs offer ‘half-way house’ services for refugees, but cite this group as being at high risk of 

becoming homeless.  
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The DANISH national report outlines the problems faced by many immigrants, once they are 

granted the right to stay in Denmark.  Municipalities are obliged to find housing for immigrants 

in the first three years, during which time it is in fact very difficult for immigrants to move.  

Because immigrants are dispersed all over Denmark in their first three years, municipalities are 

obliged to find accommodation, the risk of homelessness arises when immigrants are free to 

move to big cities and finding reasonable and convenient accommodation can be very hard.  

http://www.leavinghome.info/
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Immigrants are thus at high risk of becoming homeless at this stage in their integration into 

Denmark, especially in bigger cities where there are housing shortages.   

 

In FRANCE, there is a lack of places available in the centres that specialise in working with 

immigrants and providing them accommodation.   

 

ITALIAN legislation has become particularly severe and selective about immigration over the 

past few years, and important provisions in legislation from the 1990s to facilitate and support 

the integration of immigrants have been cancelled by the current government.  According to 

the Italian national report, immigrants are at particular risk of homelessness due to a shortage 

of affordable housing.  Voluntary organisations – both Church-led and lay – are left with the 

task of looking after illegal immigrants, which according to the Italian report is in fact a form 

of 'involuntary' prevention that prevents the explosion of a social conflict that would be 

difficult to manage, but does not solve the problem as there is no change in sight to regularise 

the situation of these immigrants.  Local authorities delegate to NGOs the development and 

implementation of services to support immigrants who are legally resident in Italy, including 

economic support, help with integration it to schools for children, and orientation and 

counselling for adults. 

 

In LUXEMBOURG, immigrants are not over represented amongst the homeless population, and 

prevention of homelessness amongst immigrants with the right to legal residence is assured by 

the provision of accommodation for immigrants by the government.    Access to this 

accommodation is restricted to immigrants with a legal right of residence and those immigrants 

who are not 'legally' resident do not have access to these structures and are de facto homeless.   

3.2.3 Evictions 

Several Member States of the EU have legislation in place to prevent people from becoming 

homeless by preventing evictions.  Though the legislation differs from country to country, there 

is a clear aim to avoid launching people into the homelessness system unless absolutely 

necessary.  In some countries specific legislation targets people who are at risk of eviction, 

whereas in other countries NGOs are playing the leading role in attempting to prevent eviction. 

 

Most countries have a housing benefit or rent subsidy system in place.  In FRANCE the Fonds 

Solidartié Logement (Solidarity Fund for Housing) is instrumental in preventing evictions.   
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In the UK, the government has indicated that advice services have a key role to prevent 

homelessness.  A clear example from the UK: when someone presents at an advice service 
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saying that he or she may be homeless in a couple of months due to eviction, the agency should 

intervene at this point, perhaps investigating why the landlord is intending to evict, rather than 

letting the person know their rights under the homelessness legislation and telling them to 

come back once they have a notice to quit.  It may be that the landlord wishes to put up the 

rent and thinks that he/she has to evict the existing tenant to do so.  By intervening at this 

stage, the agency could uncover this, advise the landlord and possibly prevent the eviction.  

The government is concerned that there is a tendency for advice centres to give advice about 

legislative rights, get people on housing lists which may well not house them immediately and 

so begins a round of temporary accommodation and homelessness which could probably been 

avoided. 

 

In terms of specific legislation, in Scotland a court will not allow a mortgage lender to evict a 

home owner for arrears unless they have already been offered money advice (Mortgage Rights 

etc (Scotland) Act).  A new law also states that a judge does not have to grant an eviction for 

rent arrears if the rent arrears are partly or wholly caused by delays or mistakes in processing 

housing benefit (rent subsidy).  However, in Northern Ireland, tenants can be (and are) evicted 

for housing benefit related arrears.  The UK report also states that pre-tenancy counselling, 

arrears based-counselling, spend and save schemes and early arrears intervention are unheard 

of in Northern Ireland. 

 

Though HUNGARY takes a broad social inclusion approach to its social policies, one recent 

legislative measure should have a dramatic impact on preventing homelessness.  The law on 

Debt Management came into force on 1 January 2003 and targets the stage right before 

someone loses his/her home.  According to estimates, approximately 500,000 households in 

Hungary have arrears on rent or mortgage payments dating back over more than six months.  

The government’s legislation is now accompanied by a programme, which aims to reduce the 

extent of the population’s indebtedness, in addition to tackling the threat of evictions.  Debts 

on utilities, another serious problem in Hungary and a contributing factor the high level of debt 

of many families are also covered under the 2003 legislation.  The extension of the entitlement 

to the existing debt management service to include people who have up to now been excluded 

will be introduced gradually over three years starting from 2005.  The new measures will make 

it possible for households who are not able to contribute 25% towards the debt payments to 

become involved in the programme with a lower level of contribution. 
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Though there is no official prevention strategy or policy, social workers and homeless 

organisations in AUSTRIA have been working for a number of years to prevent evictions.  

Tenancy legislation introduced in 2000 (Mietrechtsgesetz 2000, §33A MRG) stipulates that the 
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courts have to inform the municipality of all individual cases of eviction so that the 

municipality can react, for example, the youth office or social services would be alerted and 

intervene.  Several regions/municipalities have decided to fund social services for social 

intervention to prevent evictions.  Examples include FAWOS, a Vienna-based organisation, FGH 

in Salzburg, KOMPASS in Linz.  Please see annex for a complete description of the work of 

FAWOS. 

 

The first projects to prevent evictions in THE NETHERLANDS started ten years ago.  Perhaps as a 

result of the very high proportion of social rental housing in the Netherlands, where 40% of the 

housing market is managed by social housing associations, the housing associations took the 

first step to begin working with homeless services to avoid evictions.  The housing associations 

and homeless services have developed a system of in-home support that provides assistance to 

tenants who encounter financial problems and are threatened with eviction due to rent 

arrears.  According to the Dutch national report, more than 90% of interventions of this kind 

result in solutions that allow tenants to remain in their homes and maintain their tenancies.  

The support is provided through cooperation between local authorities, social housing providers 

and homeless service providers.  'This cooperation includes a shared policy, finance and 

practice.'  Studies have been undertaken in the Netherlands that show this type of preventative 

help to cost much less than providing temporary accommodation for people once they become 

homeless.  The Dutch report also indicates a high success rate for early intervention to prevent 

eviction, with very early contact with tenants who do not pay their rent. 

 

In BELGIUM, a federal law to ensure 'more humane evictions' states that a copy of a notice to 

appear in court as a result of a landlord prosecuting a tenant, must be sent to the social 

welfare department of the local authority.  (OCMW, CPAS).  The social welfare department is 

obliged to offer appropriate help, which can include arguing to extend the term (not less than 

one month from when the eviction is agreed by a judge) due to exceptional circumstances, 

such as the impossibility of resettling the family as a unit in accordance with their financial 

capacity and their needs, particularly during the winter.  The Belgian report indicates, 

however, that because many tenants do not appear in court, that this possibility to extend the 

notice period is rarely used.  Moreover, different social welfare departments interpret their 

mandate to provide 'appropriate assistance' in different ways.  Another difficulty is that the 

timing between the notice to quit and the date to vacate the dwelling is often too short to 

arrange legal assistance, and thus according to the Belgian report, the legislation rarely 

succeeds in preventing eviction.   
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An additional piece of legislation, but only in Flanders, which directs social welfare 

departments to act as mediators in relationships between persons on very low incomes and 

social rental agencies should problems arise during a tenancy, is more effective.  Though much 

depends on the good cooperation between the social rental agency and the social welfare 

departments.     

 

Several pilot projects to prevent evictions and increase the supply of housing have been started 

in Belgium.  Please see annex – compilation of best practices.   

 

The DANISH report highlights that people who are at risk of eviction due to rent arrears are very 

reluctant to involve the social authorities until it is too late.  People are often too ashamed to 

admit how they spent their money (i.e. not on the rent).  Once people take contact with the 

social authorities, however, an agreement can be made by which the social authorities take 

responsibility for ensuring that the rent is paid by acting as a mediator with landlords and 

helping people to handle their money.   

 

NGOs in the CZECH REPUBLIC have developed specific projects to help vulnerable groups avoid 

eviction, as the laws are particularly strict and eviction proceedings can be started after three 

months of accumulated rent arrears.  Romany families and families with children are 

particularly vulnerable to eviction, and Nadeje works to help such families towards solutions so 

that they can remain in their social rented accommodation. 

 

The problem of evictions is particularly severe in ITALY where the government has been giving 

annual reprieves for many years for a lack of real solutions to the causes.  However, in 2004, 

the government did not extend the reprieve on evictions and 500,000 families are at risk of 

losing their homes.  Projects have been developed at local level to prevent people from 

building up rent arrears and being served with eviction notices.  Social workers work with 

families and provide mediation that is somewhere between supervision and control, which has 

generally had  positive results in helping families keep their homes.  Other programmes are in 

place to help prevent relapse of homelessness and support reintegration of homeless people 

with specific support to promote maintaining housing and a life with dignity (examples of 

projects in Turin, Bergamo, Brescia, etc.).   

3.2.4 Domestic Violence – Legislation, policies, methods 
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Cooperation between the various services involved when cases of domestic violence arise has 

evolved in a number of countries.  Two countries mentioned specific programmes about 

domestic abuse in which NGOs work together with different actors, including the justice 



FEANTSA European Report on Prevention Strategies in the Fight Against Homelessness 

system, housing providers, etc. to prevent homelessness of victims of abuse; other countries 

likely have policies with similar aims, even if they were not explained in the national reports.   

The reports indicate that some countries have very elaborate and effective systems of 

cooperation between actors including women's refuges, the police services, housing services, 

etc.   

 

In BELGIUM, the one third of the people who seek assistance in hostels or temporary 

accommodation in Flanders are women, the majority of which have become homeless due to 

domestic violence.  In 2001, Belgium published its first National Action Plan against domestic 

violence.  Since 2003, legislation is in place that foresees the possibility that a victim of 

domestic violence can stay in her home and that the offender is temporarily forbidden to enter 

the home, but much needs to be done make this legislation effective. This legislation should 

prevent women (and their children) from seeking help at refuges, but the law is still not 

applied to many cases.  A new Action Plan is currently being drafted in which the government 

is seeking cooperation and integration of many governmental services at various levels 

(federal, regional and local) with the Institute for the Equality of Men and Women serving to 

coordinate all actors.  The new plan should also attempt to deal with problems with the older 

law and ensure that the 2003 law is implemented effectively. 

 

The BELGIAN report comments that a media campaign to 'break the silence' (national campaign 

from November 2001 – January 2002) proved very successful with a dramatic increase in the 

number of domestic violence incidents reported.  However, when the campaign finished, the 

numbers started to decline.    

 

The NETHERLANDS has also focused on prevention of homelessness as a result of domestic 

violence in the past few years.  A draft law is currently before the Dutch parliament that would 

allow the victims of domestic violence to remain in their homes and require that the offender 

leave.  Networks have developed on a local level with women's shelters, police, social work and 

mental health organisations working together to respond to the needs of the victims.  As a 

result a number of Dutch cities are developing a comprehensive approach, which takes into 

account issues of safety, protection, shelter, therapy, treatment, counselling and aftercare.  

The Dutch report also points out that a shortage of space in safe houses for women, as well as 

the lack of means to start programmes for children who have been confronted by domestic 

violence, is a constant problem.  

October 2004 www.feantsa.org  27
 

 



FEANTSA European Report on Prevention Strategies in the Fight Against Homelessness 

3.2.5 Information and Advice 

Most countries have services that provide counselling on housing, most of which are delivered 

by NGOs.  Housing advice can be of vital importance to help people maintain their tenancies 

and solve problems around rent arrears or anti-social behaviour before an eviction procedure is 

started.  Many countries also reported that debt-counselling services are in place to assist 

people with money management.  In some countries (Czech Republic, Austria, Hungary), 

spiralling debts as a result of buying on credit card or lay-away plans have increased the 

numbers of people seeking assistance.   

 

In HUNGARY, indebtedness is recognised as a direct cause of evictions and researchers estimate 

that approximately 500,000 households have payment arrears (rent or mortgage) of more than 

six months.  The Hungarian government introduced a law on debt management in 2003, which 

strengthens services provided by municipalities.  In addition, in 2005, the government will 

establish a programme, which aims to reduce the population's level of indebtedness by 

targeting a specific type of mortgages as well as arrears on public utilities (gas, electricity, 

water, etc.).  A survey conducted prior to the government's decision found that almost 100,000 

families have court proceedings against them because of unsettled payment arrears.  In the 

case of mortgage arrears, the programme will allow the debt to be deferred until people's 

social situation has changed in a significantly positive way to allow them to pay.  As regards 

utility arrears, the government has extended the entitlement for debt management service, 

and has plans to set up an early warning system in which public utility providers will be obliged 

to inform the organisation (NGO) contracted to provide debt management services, about 

customers who have accumulated arrears for more than three months (please see the 

compilation of practice in annex). 

 

In the UK there is a statutory duty for local authorities to provide information and advice when 

people are homeless or threatened with homelessness in all parts of the UK, except Northern 

Ireland.  Though all local authorities make information and advice available, the quality varies.  

In addition there is a broad spectrum of advice agencies, ranging from specialist housing advice 

centres (many of which are run by Shelter, a large NGO and member of FEANTSA) to general 

advice centres (Citizens Advice Bureaux – a UK-wide NGO), local community advice centres to 

more specialist advice and information aimed at specific target groups (women experiencing 

abuse, people living in hostels, people who have been in care of the local authority, ex-

offenders, etc.).  Shelter also provides a national housing advice free telephone helpline – 

Shelterline. 
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Mediation services, which aim to re-establish links with families and friends can intervene at 

the point of homelessness.  UK examples include the local authority in Harrow which tries to 

mediate between a person and their family as soon as a young person makes an application as 

homeless.   

 

The Scottish Homelessness Task Force and the government started in the spring of 2004 to fund 

a network of befriending, mediation and advocacy services coordinated by an NGO to exchange 

and develop best practice have also recognized mediation. 

 

3.2.5 Institutions – intervention prior to release  

EX-PRISONERS – LEGISLATION AND PROGRAMMES TO PREVENT PEOPLE LEAVING PRISON FROM BECOMING 

HOMELESS 

Most of the national reports made reference to help provided to prisoners prior to their 

release.  The examples included here are not exhaustive, but highlight different elements of 

interventions with prisoners and ex-offenders.  Almost all countries indicated that probation 

services or offices work with offenders prior to their release to help secure accommodation.  

This work is often complicated by the fact that release dates are often not known in advance 

or can change with little or no notice (see for example, Belgium, UK, Ireland, etc.).   

 

The IRISH report differentiates between adult and young offenders and comments that adult 

offenders tend not to declare themselves homeless out of concern that it might affect their 

release.  Also local communities often are not enthusiastic about accommodation for ex-

offenders within their territory.  Adult offenders are one of the main target groups in the Irish 

Homeless Prevention Strategy, and preventative measures have been introduced to provide 

that prisoners serving a long-term sentence be involved in a pre-release programme through 

which probation and welfare and other services will offer assistance with the development of a 

personalised programme for their release.  Furthermore, the Strategy foresees that adult 

offenders who wish to undertake education can liase with the education service to provide 

suitable accommodation on their release (in Dublin this is operated under the Pathways 

initiative).  Other actions outlined in the strategy include: a specialist unit by the Probation 

and Welfare service for offenders who are homeless on release, transitional units will be built 

for prisoners when released, additional staff will be provided by the Probation and Welfare 

service to assist with resettlement, and for those involved in education while in prison, a 

programme will be introduced to ensure that their studies can continue upon release. 
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For young offenders, the IRISH report indicates that because release dates are planned, there is 

less risk of becoming homeless.  In Ireland, there are three centres for young offenders and 

each ensures that the individual is followed-up by a social worker or a probation worker, 

arrangements are made with schools or other Youthreach centres, a pre-release programme is 

drawn up with the offender's family, and placement in a hostel if necessary.   These 

requirements must be fulfilled before the youth is released, and according to the Irish report, 

does indeed help to prevent homelessness amongst young offenders. 

 

In HUNGARY, Probation Offices work to prevent people leaving prison from becoming homeless.  

This service seeks to link the ex-offender with the community prior to release and provide 

support once the person leaves prison.   The service focuses primarily on young offenders and 

can take steps including: getting in contact with the family of the young offender in order to 

ascertain whether a return to the family is possible, provide help in finding work and education 

opportunities.  There are also indications that the Probation Offices also plans to provide some 

supported accommodation in the future, as well as more concrete action in terms of securing 

employment.  As in most cases, the success of these services depends on the people involved 

and sometimes on the level of cooperation with other social services, provided by NGOs, or for 

example the Labour Centre.   
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The UK report describes a scheme called Custody to Work, which has been operating for the 

past few years to support offenders in finding work and housing, but indicates that it is difficult 

to find information about this service.  The UK report also highlights that part of the difficulty 

in preventing homelessness amongst offenders is due to prison regimes, where release dates 

can change suddenly and prisoners are moved around quite often.  Furthermore, structural 

problems within the prison service exist, firstly the prison service is notoriously closed and 

secondly, each prison is an independent body.  Some NGOs work in prisons, such as St Giles 

Trust which works in HMP Wandsworth to reduce the numbers of prisoners leaving homeless and 

without adequate support as well as training inmates as peer-advisors in advice and guidance 

to allow them to qualify to deliver resettlement advice to other prisoners.  Another example 

comes from FEANTSA member, the Depaul Trust, which runs One-to-One mentoring programme 

for young people leaving prison and Outside-Link which aims to help young prison leavers to 

secure accommodation prior to release from prison to prevent them from becoming homeless 

and re-offending.  One-to-One has received mainstream funding from Prison Service Area 

Office.  Scotland has incorporated housing advice into their pre-release programmes and is 

currently evaluating three different models of intervention, including training for prison 

officers so they can deliver housing advice, a NGO carrying out case work interviews in prison, 
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and a local authority providing housing advice.  The results of the evaluation will be published 

later in 2004.      

 

The CZECH national report describes programmes that suggest and carry out alternative 

punishments and other alternative measures for prisoners.  Alternative 

punishments/community work give prisoners/clients a new opportunity to serve the 

punishment without losing his/her employment, accommodation or being separated from 

his/her family.  Please see the Czech national report for more details. 

 

YOUTH CARE FACILITIES 
The reports from new Member States highlighted in particular the problems faced by young 

people who are released from youth care facilities at the age of 18, though several other 

countries also included this specific group of young people who are at high risk of becoming 

homeless.  For young people who have spent a number of years, or most of their lives in 

institutions, the transition to independent living is often very difficult, and in Lithuania, the 

Czech Republic and Hungary, service providers for the homeless indicate that these young 

people are a growing population in their services.  In the Czech Republic, approximately 500 18 

year olds leave the country's orphanages, and it is estimated that 80% are not able to successful 

start an independent life and thus turn to homeless services for help.   

 

In the UK, new rules oblige local authorities to appoint a key worker to assist young people 

leaving care, to offer advice and assistance to a whole range of services and skills, including 

access to and sustaining housing.    

 

4. CONCLUSIONS 
 

EFFECTIVENESS OF PREVENTION POLICIES AND STRATEGIES: 

FEANTSA asked its members to provide information and comment, where possible about the 

effectiveness of prevention strategies and policies.  Most reports concluded that an 

improvement in networking across different sectors would improve the effectiveness of policies 

that either purposefully or indirectly aim to prevent homelessness.  As mentioned above, 

difficulties in working with new or non-traditional partners makes what would seem to be 

obvious methods to prevent homelessness more complicated.  The tendency for prisons to 

remain closed to NGOs or other service providers seeking to prepare prisoners for their release 

is discouraging, but in some countries, we see changes.  Ireland and the UK both commented 

that more cooperation has been attempted recently.   
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As FEANTSA discovered in 2003 with its work on cooperation and networking, service providers 

in different fields, including health care, justice, housing, employment, education, and 

homeless services, do not always work together as efficiently as possible and there are certain 

barriers to overcome.  There are indications that partnerships are developing, and that those 

supported by legislation or an obligation to plan and work together are usually more successful.   

 

Increased understanding in how different sectors and services can affect people at risk and 

sometimes prevent homelessness is necessary.  In the UK there is an understanding of the role 

of education, employment and training programmes in preventing homelessness, or rather 

repeat homelessness (these feature in local strategies).  It is also recognised that housing 

advice needs to be more preventative in its approach, which is not seen widely in practice.  

While voluntary organisations have long understood that a joined up approach is necessary to 

tackle and prevent homelessness, there is a need for authorities to learn to work across 

boundaries, as homelessness is not a static issue. 

 

ACTORS 

FEANTSA asked its member organisations to reflect on the role played by NGOs in the 

prevention of homelessness.  The reports show that in some countries, NGOs are the key 

players in implementing prevention policies, but that for a majority of approaches in a 

majority of countries, prevention work is carried out through cooperation between NGOs, local 

authorities and other levels and areas of government.   It is somewhat complicated to 

determine who is responsible for successful prevention policies, because, as mentioned before, 

it is not easy to measure an event which has not occurred.  A recommendation to governments 

and NGOs would be to work together in the development and implementation of prevention 

strategies.  Most of the national reports pointed up a lack of political priority and funding on 

prevention of homelessness, which makes it difficult for policies to be developed or 

implemented.  In countries without national strategies to combat and/or prevent 

homelessness, municipalities or regional authorities seem to be taking the lead in addressing 

the issue in a more comprehensive way.  There are also examples of local or regional policies 

being adopted by central government or set up as a good example by both government and 

NGO partners, for example FAWOS in Austria.   

 

ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION 
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The BRITISH national report comments that for the UK, it is too early to assess how effective the 

legislation and policies are in terms of preventing homelessness.  For example, the initial 

strategies in Scotland were drawn up for assessment and review last year.  The plans are thus 

in the early stages of implementation and evaluation is not yet feasible.  What is clear, 
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however, is that the process of developing strategies has resulted in closer joint working 

between different sectors (health, housing, NGOs, etc.) and the development of new 

approaches such as single shared assessment of the needs of homeless people.  By addressing 

all their needs together it should be more possible to prevent repeat homelessness.  Prevention 

has been included as a section in review and strategy documents, but most areas are finding 

this difficult to put into practice.  A preventative approach will mean a sea change in the way 

that organisations and local authorities think and operate.  Clearly, time is needed to allow for 

a move from emergency based services to prevention-based approaches.   

  

In BELGIUM, NGOs working with the homeless commented on the role of public funding as being 

key to establishing and implementing prevention work.  In Belgium complications arise because 

services are funded on many different levels (national, regional and local), which makes it 

more difficult to coordinate and discuss action.  Services providers are grateful, however that 

so many levels of government are involved in funding, because little effort needs to go into 

fundraising for homeless or prevention services, which saves time and effort. 

 

PERCEIVED ELEMENTS OF AN EFFECTIVE PREVENTION STRATEGY:  

Though one of the initial intentions of this study was to draft a typology or model of effective 

prevention strategies and approaches in Europe, the findings of the national reports do not 

allow FEANTSA to take that step just yet.  As illustrated by the reflection on the concept of 

prevention of homelessness, there are several different methods by which governments and 

NGOs work to prevent people from losing their homes.  Clearly it is easier to evaluate and 

discuss elements of a targeted strategy that focuses on prevention, but it is also important to 

recognise the effectiveness of the more general social welfare and social rights approaches.  

Examining and analysing how homelessness is prevented needs more time and greater 

consideration than the scope of this study and report.   

 

It is possible to glean elements of an appropriate and (hopefully) effective approach to 

preventing homelessness from the national reports.  Understanding the changing causes of 

homelessness which require continuing research as well the collection of good data across 

countries, in order to develop effective prevention targeted at those groups at risk of 

homelessness.  The recognition of trigger factors and the need to understand and recognise 

preventative measures at different points in time also contributes to the development of good 

policies.   
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As mentioned above, prevention of homelessness has different dimensions and interventions 

can occur at different times; strategies and/or policies should reflect the different needs and 
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target groups.  Early intervention is perhaps the most effective approach, but it is often 

difficult to determine when and to whom such interventions should be targeted.  It can be 

argued that provision of a good supply of affordable and social housing as well as appropriate 

housing support is key to preventing crises that lead to homeless.  Pre-crisis interventions 

include, for example, work around education for young people before they leave home.  

Education of this kind, providing information about living independently, services available, 

homelessness, etc., can be directed both at youth who are found to be particularly at risk of 

leaving home as well as young people in general who certainly will not be harmed by such 

information.  General housing information and advice is also a good example of pre-crisis 

intervention. 

 

Intervention at the point of crisis, for example when rent arrears and other debts start to 

accumulate, can also be very effective.  Debt counselling, particularly services that help 

people to prioritise their spending and repayment, can be instrumental in preventing evictions.  

Specific eviction prevention projects, policies and legislation that are described in the national 

reports prompt interesting questions about how early intervention can happen.  How much 

does the success of such projects depend on the information available?  How soon is 

information about people's rent arrears or debts made available?  To whom is this information 

given and by who?  Are there perhaps legal questions that would prevent the transfer or the 

adaptation of one particular system from one country to another? 

 

Prevention work is and should be quite effective in institutions prior to release to prepare 

people for life beyond their current circumstances.  Pre-release programmes can cover many 

topics: housing advice, resettlement assistance, employment, training, education, mediation, 

counselling of various kinds, etc.  Successful projects for young people should include a wide 

range of advice, including life skills, money management, shopping, cooking, etc., housing 

advice, employment advice, mediation to repair, rebuild, improve relations with family and 

community, etc., and ideally continuing support for as long as the young person needs it.  In 

addition, work with peers who have experienced homeless is generally very effective. 

 

For adult offenders and people leaving institutions (health care), it is essential to have housing 

advice prior to release, important to build links to community.  Unfortunately, establishing 

links to the community and rebuilding or improving relationships with family members and 

social networks can be difficult in the case of prisoners, some of whom may wish to sever ties 

with the local area after release.  Continuity of support is also important, as is support for 

education, training, employment, etc.   
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Legislation on prevention is a key element to prevention policies.  In many countries the rights 

based approach works well, but, for example, in the UK there is a concern that advice centres 

are encouraging people to use their right to assistance and get on housing lists rather than 

providing assistance and advice that would allow people to keep their homes.  Most countries 

that rely on a strong social security system base service provision on citizen's social rights (right 

to housing, right to work, etc.,).  For those countries that have developed a more targeted 

strategic approach it is important that policies, especially those around cooperation, be 

supported by a strong legal base. 

 

EUROPEAN DIMENSION 

In any political document on this topic, FEANTSA could call for the EU to take a leading role in 

prevention of homelessness and at the very least establish a peer-review of prevention 

strategies.  The EU – with FEANTSA as a partner - is well placed to continue on the basis of this 

work.  Some areas to explore include:  does the strategic approach work better than a 

comprehensive approach, or is it simply drawing attention to specific problems at a specific 

time?  Another issue is that prevention of homelessness cannot be measured, but it is 

undisputed that preventing homelessness is clearly beneficial to the people who do not have to 

experience homelessness as a result, as well as to governments, because there are some clear 

economic benefits from avoiding that people use homeless services and shelters.  Another issue 

is of course priority; it is completely understandable that services and governments want to 

focus their energies and resources on responding to emergency need, but unless there is strong 

political will and stable financial support, it will remain very difficult for NGOs to work on 

prevention.   

 

INVESTMENT IN PREVENTION 
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Prevention is a long-term solution and services to address prevention require investment.  

Research into the causes and pathways into homelessness is crucial to a better understanding 

of how to prevent homelessness.  The collection of data on the changing nature of 

homelessness is essential and should be encouraged where it does not already take place, and 

recognised as a valuable contribution to policy making.  However, at this stage, emergency 

services are also required and also require investment, so prevention services are not a high 

priority.  The development of effective prevention strategies is an obvious step forward for the 

fight against homelessness.  Many countries have developed prevention measures that are now 

at risk due to cut backs in government funding or lack of information.  The EU could call on 

governments to remember that prevention of social exclusion and homelessness are amongst 

the common objectives and demand that Member States develop/support existing prevention 

policies financially and politically. 
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This report is based on a questionnaire sent to FEANTSA organisations in 23 member states. The 

questionnaire and the individual national reports are available on the FEANTSA website at the 

following link. 

 

 

The work of FEANTSA is supported financially by the European Commission. 

 

http://www.feantsa.org/code/en/theme.asp?ID=17
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