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1. INTRODUCTION

At the Lisbon European Council, the EU Member States took up the challenge of making the fight against poverty and social exclusion one of the central elements of the modernisation of European social policy.  The Heads of State and of Government decided to take measures to eradicate poverty, and fixed objectives that were adopted by the Nice European Council in 2000.  They also decided that policies to fight social exclusion should be based on an Open Method of Coordination (OMC) that combines national action plans and a programme presented by the Commission to encourage trans-national cooperation in this area.  

The OMC is a smooth policy method that enables the European Union to broach issues that do not fall under its purview.  It is based on a bottom-up approach: the Member States themselves decide to define a common policy in a given area, in this case poverty and social exclusion.  Its main objective is to encourage and support cooperation between the Member States and the European Commission so as to improve the efficacy of policies against social exclusion.  FEANTSA welcomed enthusiastically this new policy method which, although it cannot really take strong disciplinary action against Member States that do not implement European objectives does, in our opinion, encourage them to accept certain European guidelines they would have probably rejected  if they were restrictive. 

The OMC is based of five major planks:  common objectives defined by the EU Member States at the Nice European Council (December  2000) and renewed this year for two years;  National Action Plans for Social Inclusion (NAPincl) through which the Member States will put these objectives to practice at national level; common indicators to measure the efficacy of the initiatives of the Member States in the fight against exclusion and the progress accomplished at European level;  the follow-up, evaluation and  peer examination of performances and national policies; and finally, the exchange of experiences and  good practices. 

While aware that the most important elements of the strategy are the common objectives and the NAPincl, we will focus in particular on the last two planks in this report.  FEANTSA is actually convinced that, given the current, rather poor state of the first NAPincl presented by the Fifteen, peer review and the exchange of good practices will play a promoting role in strengthening the European strategy as regards the fight against homelessness.   Peer review will make it possible to cite as an example certain countries that have implemented efficient measures to combat poverty and social exclusion, while the exchange of experiences and good practices will enable each Member State to compare their plans and experiences directly and thus acquire threshold values on the basis of which they will be able to measure their own performance.  

The Common Outline adopted by the Social Protection Committee in November 2002 is intended to guide the Member States when drawing up their future NAPincl:  it contains recommendations concerning the structure and contents of the report.   This Common Outline clearly stipulates that the Member States must present good practices drawn from key policy measures.  As access to decent housing and the fight against homelessness are clearly among the common key objectives, we think it indispensable for the States to present good practices in these two areas so as to bolster the OMC and the efficiency of the European strategy to combat poverty and social exclusion.  

Convinced that the FEANTSA member organisations are better placed to evaluate and analyse good practices in their respective countries, FEANTSA has decided to concentrate part of its work programme on good practices in the fight against homelessness and thus help enrich the debate on effective methods in this area.  
2. OBJECT OF THE REPORT

This report is a summary of the national reports that each member of the FEANTSA Administrative board drew up in cooperation with the member organisations of their federation concerning good practices in the fight against homelessness in their country.  This report is not intended to be exhaustive:  it contains good practices that our members have deemed pertinent to cite.  Similar measures consequently exist in a group of countries, though our members have made no particular reference thereto.  

FEANTSA has decided to define the term “good practice” as follows:  “an efficient policy measure, rather than a local, individual project.”  Always keen to promote an exchange of experiences between the Member States, we have tried to concentrate on good practices potentially transferable to other countries, i.e. practices not attached in an overly particular manner to the national situation.   

The initial idea of this report was to compile good practices in the NAPincl 2001-2003 and to capitalise on them in upcoming developments.  But as the NAPincl are not always representative of actual measures and initiatives in the Member States, FEANTSA subsequently decided to give wider scope to its report and asked its members to select good practices they considered efficient, irrespective of whether they were present in the NAPincl.

On the basis of these reports, FEANTSA organised a European seminar on good practices in the fight against homelessness in Rome on 9 May 2003.  This conference afforded FEANTSA members an opportunity to exchange their experiences on this matter and to examine the possibility of transferring certain good practices to other countries.  FEANTSA also availed itself of the report and these discussions to draw up policy recommendations in order to show the importance of good practices on homelessness in future National Action Plans for Social Inclusion.   

3. GOOD PRACTICES IN THE FIGHT AGAINST HOMELESNESS 

3.1. Importance of an integrated and global approach geared specifically to combating homelessness

Homelessness is today commonly recognised as being a multi-dimensional problem requiring an integrated, global approach.  Some countries have however tended to concentrate on one aspect or other of the problems faced by the homeless and are trying to provide specific answers.  But concentrating on a single aspect will often be inefficient in managing to improve the condition of the homeless in the long-term.   

Many homeless people actually suffer from health-related, psychological, addiction, social, relational and other such problems.  It is therefore indispensable that they be offered services that meet these different needs and help find an appropriate solution for each individual.   

It is also important that a coherent strategy to combat homelessness can provide solutions to the needs of homelessness at each stage of their course in and outside homelessness.  It is consequently indispensable to provide prevention, reception and reintegration measures to guarantee the long-term efficacy of such a strategy.   

It seems obvious from the reports that another precondition for efficient policy measures against homelessness is the way in which the homeless are considered as a particular target group with particular needs requiring particular responses.  

The best method to integrate the various components – multi-dimensionality, targeting, three-step process— is evidently networking between the different actors – the public authorities, accommodation centres, healthcare and psychiatric institutions, housing companies, etc., where each can provide a specific and particular response, at its level, to one or more problems encountered by the homeless.  

These practices – taking account the multi-dimensionality of homelessness, the need to target the homeless in order to provide particular solutions to their needs, the importance of working on the prevention, reception and integration aspect by relying on networking – make it possible to monitor a person in a needy situation in the long term.  From his or her arrival in these services when the first response is a matter of urgency and speed (provide a bed, food, etc.), to his or her departure to permanent, autonomous housing (usually combined with social and/or psychological advice and support), and therefore back to society, the homeless person is provided constant supervision adapted to his or her needs thanks to this approach.   

Finally, it is necessary to stress the need for networking on a solid statutory basis with sanctions against organisations that do not honour their commitment.   

Some countries present interesting policy initiatives, which often integrate several of the above elements. What follows is a brief summary.  

Twelve years ago, the United Kingdom launched a Rough Sleepers Initiative to reduce to the minimum (closest to zero) the number of people sleeping rough by the year 2012.  This approach is based on three pillars:  assistance to vulnerable persons sleeping rough; the reconstruction of the lives of people who have come in from the street; and prevention of street homelessness.  Although this approach is geared to the homeless as a target group, it is regrettable that the different measures taken have not been integrated in a more global framework.  

In Scotland, a Homelessness Taskforce was established in 1999 to provide recommendations which have found their way into 2 acts of parliament.  The first grants each homeless person a set of minimum rights (right to temporary housing, to advice and support in finding a permanent accommodation), and requires housing associations to participate in the provision of housing for the homeless, and each local authority to develop a strategy for the prevention and eradication of homelessness.  The second, known as the Homelessness Scotland Act was adopted in March 2003 and will progressively extend homeless people’s rights over 10 year until every homeless person is guaranteed the right to housing.  The statutory base of this initiative has guaranteed its efficacy.

The Irish government has also tackled homelessness in a specific manner.  A document entitled  “Homelessness – An Integrated Approach” (2000) acknowledged that homelessness is not merely a problem of housing, and that other areas such as cash benefits, health, education, training and prevention must be broached if we really wish to combat homelessness.  The government moreover launched a strategy for the prevention of homelessness in 2002 to ensure that no one is excluded from government assistance and to take the necessary measures to remedy them. In a more specific manner, the government has required all public authorities and healthcare institutions to adopt a 3-year Action Plan on Homelessness so as to improve the quality of services for the homelessness in their field.   In implementing their action plan on homelessness, each public authority must create a forum on homelessness composed of representatives from local authorities, healthcare institutions and volunteer organisations.   

In Denmark, there has been a national action plan on homelessness since 2000, launched jointly by the Ministries of Housing and Urban Affairs, and of Social Affairs:  it has enabled local and regional authorities to assume their responsibilities better in this respect.  

As in many Member States, a national programme on poverty in Portugal has made it possible to prevent homelessness and to improve the living conditions of the homeless, although not geared exclusively to this group.  

Belgium, and more specifically, Flanders, is in the process of preparing a global strategy against homelessness after the Irish and British models.  But lack of means has hitherto prevented the implementation of this strategy. 

Furthermore, Belgium provides an interesting case of networking that serves as link between emergency services and integration. The social relay points (Relais sociaux) were set up in order to network and to coordinate the public and private services (shelters, public assistance centres, hospitals, etc.) helping the most disadvantaged people and have been operating in some cities of Wallonia (French-speaking region of Belgium) since 1999. The creation of these relays points started from round table discussions gathering public actors, the voluntary private sector and users. Instead of creating new infrastructures, the specificities of all the bodies and agencies are recognised and this dialogue strengthens the existing axes and institutions as well as the cooperation between them. The social relay points will therefore coordinate the different ideologies and working methods by combining emergency services and long-term social work.  

3.2. Housing

3.2.1. A partnership for decent, affordable housing 

As already mentioned, according to our members, the best practices in housing are based on a close and equal partnership between the various organisations that can contribute to improving the housing situation of the homeless:  to wit, associations working with the homeless and housing providers (local authorities, private sector, accommodation centres, etc.).   

This partnership very often consists of enabling the homeless at the end of their stay in centres specifically designed for them to get integrated in autonomous, permanent housing, very often with a rent below the market price, and always with the possibility of advice and support in the dwelling if necessary.  To obtain such “low” rents, associations for the homeless/social real-estate agencies often undertake to guarantee payment of the rent and often act as surety for the tenant.  

After a certain period, the “new” tenants are able of taking the lease in their name, thereby becoming fully independent:  this possibility of going from temporary to permanent housing is called the sliding scale principle.  This practice is very common in Belgium and in the Netherlands.  In Ireland as well, the local authorities must make part of their housing units available to homeless persons to enable residents of accommodation centres to move into independent and supported housing.  

Furthermore, the “Moderately Priced Housing Fund,” the sole private promoter of social housing in Luxembourg, makes available individual and/or family housing units available to private associations working with underprivileged persons, on condition that they guarantee regular supervision.  The great advantage of this partnership, according to our member, is that it enables the two organisations to continue to assume their primary functions (public promoter on one side, psycho-social services on the other), and to adjust the rent to the actual revenues of the user and not to the market price.   

In Belgium, there are Social Real-Estate Agencies whose role is to “socialise” the private market by convincing owners that it is in their interest to provide housing managed by a social real-estate agency:  they are relieved from having to find a tenant, draw up a lease and an inventory of fixtures, while being guaranteed the payment of the rent.  In return, they must charge a rent lower than the market level.  In France, the State helps private owners who accept to let at social rates.   

3.2.2. Adjusting the price of rent 

There are various ways to adjust the cost of housing to the user’s income.  In certain cases, the price of rent is fixed according to the tenant’s income (and not according to the market price); in others, the rent deposit guarantee is adapted to enable people with low income to access housing.  In the United Kingdom (Scotland), each local authority must have a rent deposit scheme in their region (managed by the local authority or the volunteer sector) to help people with low income access private rented housing by the end of 2004.  These rent deposit schemes are also recommended by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister to local authorities that develop strategies on homelessness in England and Wales.  

It is also possible for tenants with low income, whose rent is relatively high, to apply for a housing allowance. In the Netherlands, for example, homeless people who leave an accommodation centre and who meet certain conditions (minimum income, price of rent, etc.) can apply for State aid to pay for their housing.  In most cases, the amount of aid is deducted from the rent.  The housing codes of Flanders and Wallonia (that of Brussels is pending) provide for financial aid to households in difficulties and to homeless people.          

3.2.3. Advice and guidance services 

Advice and guidance services exist in numerous countries.  In France, a particularly well organised network of Departmental Housing Information Agencies (known by the French acronym ADIL) has been set up to disseminate free information and advice on the rights and access to housing.  

3.2.4. Special housing for a specific segment of the population 

In Denmark and Sweden, the need to create special housing to meet the particular needs of the homeless is receiving particular attention.   On the premise that the quality of a society is measured by the way it treats its most vulnerable and weakest members, and that housing is a basic human right, the Danish Ministry of Housing decided, in 1999, to develop new forms of housing for particularly vulnerable segments of the population, including the homeless.   

The intention was clearly to create “different” housing for (essentially homeless) people without a permanent address, under an appropriate framework and in various forms (so as to meet different needs and wishes).   The aim was to mobilise the local authorities along with the housing companies and associations of services for the homeless.  

In the same vein, the City of Gothenburg (Sweden) decided that all inhabitants of the city should be entitled to an alternative in terms of housing.  Reassured by their cooperation, the municipality and volunteer organisations worked together, first to analyse the municipality’s housing needs for the homeless, and then to provide such housing.  

In Italy, following the deaths of several people who had been living in the street, the Council of Ministers issued a legislative decree on the so-called “cold emergency” to implement accommodation actions for the homeless. This legislative act was the first of this type specifically addressing homeless people. Moreover, it was an opportunity to strengthen the network of services already provided and to involve the public and the private sector in a common initiative. Nevertheless, our Italian member, FIO.psd, noticed some shortcomings. The allocated funding was earmarked for metropolitan areas without any consideration of the scope of the phenomenon and this action – for emergency only – was developed out of non-differentiated approaches rather than as a continuous, coordinated and progressive action. 

3.2.5 Need for a legal framework

The majority of FEANTSA members think it necessary to establish a legal framework for policy measures to combat homelessness, so as to ensure maximum efficiency and monitoring.  In certain countries, initiatives to provide services to the homeless operate within a clear legal framework.  This is the case on both regional and national levels, as well as for certain smaller-scale initiatives.  

Scotland could serve as an “example.” Each measure to fight homelessness falls under a specific legal framework:  the restrictive nature of the measure makes the actions taken more efficient.  In addition to the rent deposit guarantee programme by the end of 2004, Scotland has also adopted an act under which all homeless people will have the right to housing by 2012.  In other words, the local authorities will be obliged to house certain homeless groups (and by 2012, all the homeless).  Moreover implementation is overseen by a national Homelessness monitoring group composed of representatives of local authorities, providers of rented housing, NGOs, academics, healthcare services and the national civil service which makes a annual report to the Parliament. 

The Besson Act (2000) in France is another example of a restrictive act that provides, in particular, for the requisition of vacant housing units in cities where social housing is lacking, and requires all municipalities with more than 50,000 inhabitants to have 20% of social housing in their housing offer.  It has made it possible to revive social housing in this country. 

The example of the Walloon and Flemish Housing Codes in Belgium also illustrates the need to make policy measures coherent by integrating them in a uniform legal framework, albeit with a less pronounced restrictive character.  As housing falls under regional purview, each region has developed its policy to give this constitutional principle concrete form, adopting their respective housing code in 1997 (Wallonia) and 1998 (Flanders).  The housing code for the Brussels Region is pending but, by comparison to the two others, is more of a dense set of juxtaposed and intertwined acts and decrees.   

Providing a legal framework that governs relations between different institutions (partnership in the fight against homelessness) is also very important.  In Belgium, a protocol has been signed between the Union of Flemish Cities and Municipalities (department of public social welfare centres) and the Flemish member of FEANTSA Steunpunt Algemeen Welzijnswer [General Social Work Office], to guarantee a minimum service to persons housed in public accommodation centres.  This protocol comprises three major advantages:  1) the client is guaranteed a certain number of services;  2)  cooperation between the public and private sector is optimised;  and 3) it makes it possible to develop a prevention social assistance policy.    

The lack of a legal base naturally leads to vagueness at times, fostering inaction on the part of the responsible actors.  The Netherlands are among the countries that regret the lack of a legal framework comprising measurable objectives for sound cooperation between housing companies and services for the homeless.    

3.2.6. Evaluating the results 

Our German members considers a report on a study carried out in the 1990s on “Models of permanent integration through housing” to be a good practice.  In most of these programmes the homeless built their own housing or were transferred to new social housing with or without social guidance and support.  The report analyses the strengths and gaps of the 11 projects concerned.   

3.2.7. Particular cases

Greece and Spain are slightly different from other countries in terms of good practices in housing to combat homelessness.   

Greece concentrates essentially on homeless refugees and asylum seekers.  As there is no policy measure in Greece for combating homelessness as such, our member decided to focus on good practices concerning the integration of immigrants and on solutions to their housing needs, because the issue is of growing public concern in this country, and because this segment represents about two third of the homeless population.  These approaches take account of the fact that housing is a starting point of a transition period for these foreign nationals, and that they are entitled to adequate housing upon arrival;  street services are provided to approach better these individuals;  the multi-cultural aspect of the work is stressed;  the individual are encouraged to acquire a certain cultural independence and to “manage” their housing alone or communally; finally, this approach makes it possible to develop networking between local actors and to establish a legal framework and standards for a social rental sector which meets the housing needs of immigrants. 

Spain is one of the countries that place great value on ownership.  The autonomous region of Navarre has decided to support the purpose of housing units used in social integration programmes for segments of the population that need particular social protection.  This measure is intended in particular to avoid evictions, promote the establishment of the population in a particular territory and the integration of the family in the region, and avoid the problem of isolation.  The programme does, not, however make explicit mention of the homeless.  

Our Italian and German members both refer to national legislative actions in favour of the fight against homelessness that focus on the promotion of the social services provided to disadvantaged groups. 

In Italy, in the course of 2000, the Framework Law 328 on assistance was promulgated at national level. It forms the basis for a rearrangement and reorganisation of the entire help and support for people in difficulties. However, this act only contains a small paragraph on homelessness that stipulates that an action for the homeless must be planned and implemented in wherever such persons are found. This law establishes for the first time a difference between reception services (first level) and accommodation services (second level, community or supported accommodation), highlights the need of combining the two with a rehabilitation and re-socialisation action for the homeless and implicitly recognises that homelessness is a transition period with different phases (emergency, reintegration, etc) from which people rediscover some stability in their lives. Unfortunately, the lack of political commitment is such that adequate funding to effectively implement this measure is lacking. 

Two major changes occurred in Germany - in 1996 and in 2002 - in order to expand the social service system. In 2002, for example, it became obligatory for social services to coordinate with other social services for each individual case (introduction of case-management). Moreover, the basic definition of homelessness changed and was clarified. 

Finally, in a general manner, our members, in all countries, criticise the lack of means and resources allotted to see through the aforementioned series of measures.  The best arrangements and best laws are effective only if the necessary financial and human resources are available to support and make them function in a way commensurate with the needs.  According to our French member, for that matter, the concept of “good practice” is dangerous when not accompanied by a requisite quantification of needs and information on the allocated funding.  

3.3. Employment

Many claim that work is the key to social integration for people in difficulty.  Nevertheless, although work does contribute significantly to the reintegration of the most excluded members of society, it is erroneous to think that work is the one and only key to success towards a better life, especially for the homeless.   

The homeless often have many physical and/or mental deficiencies that make them difficult to integrate in “traditional” projects in the labour market.  They are at times unable to adapt to the rules of the market and need a different meaningful occupation that enables them to regain confidence in themselves and then to develop new skills so as to attain a certain occupational autonomy.  It is therefore worth underscoring here that this occupation must be part of an effort towards employment in mainstream society, even if this takes time and takes a different shape or form of work.  

3.3.1. A partnership for suitable work 

As in the housing sector, a partnership is the best way to meet the various needs of the homeless in terms of employment.   

Luxembourg has launched a project called EQUAL, establishing a partnership of associations and organisations each of which works in a specific area of employment:  one association works with the homeless, a second with drug addicts, a third with former detainees, other associations work in the community-based economy and public administration for employment which, in its capacity of public administration, holds the monopoly of placing unemployed persons in private and public companies.  The aim of this Partnership for Development is to establish an assistance network for people who are far removed from the employment market, so as to carry out an individualised social integration project based on the actual skills of the person concerned.  

3.3.2. Developing skills

It is very important for the homeless who have not had the opportunity to develop their intellectual or manual skills extensively, to be afforded such an opportunity under an appropriate social integration programme, to develop new skills or to reactivate skills acquired in the past.  In addition to occupational capacities, these programmes must also enable them to boost their self-esteem and their standing in the eyes of others.  

Geared to the vulnerable and excluded persons, the New Futures Fund (NFF) on the United Kingdom (Scotland) tries to provide its beneficiaries with opportunities to acquire basic skills (reading, counting, social skills, self-esteem, learning to structure a chaotic lifestyle, etc.). Once they have acquired these basic skills, these people arrive at a stage where they can undergo more “formal” training in preparation for employment or any sort of occupation.  The indicators for monitoring the programme are quite flexible (the simple fact of attending the courses is considered a sign of progress) and there is no time limit.  This programme has therefore proved very beneficial and particularly successful for the homeless, drug addicts and alcoholics.   Unfortunately, the NFF operates only in certain parts of Scotland.        

There is a similar programme in Ireland, albeit based on a prior skills and needs analysis in terms of training for the homeless, so that they can then be guided to traditional vocational training.  Reading and writing courses are also provided.  

In France, The Accommodation and Social Reintegration Centres (known by the French acronym CHRS) develop two types of activities: the integration through economic activity which corresponds to the provision of a job in the framework of a so-called ‘mixed’ enterprise and the adaptation in the world of work that corresponds to a provision of a job outside the right to work with a wage up to 50% of the minimum income for a maximum of 80 hours/month.  There are also assisted contracts for associations to hire rather unproductive persons, where the State reimburses part of the wages (up to 80%) depending on the degree of desocialisation of the people concerned.  

3.3.3. Need for a national, harmonised legal framework 

Here, it is also essential that the programmes intended to promote the occupational reintegration of the homeless fall under a legal framework.  This is the case in many countries, although our members have not always cited these measures as good practices. 

In Spain, the government of Catalonia has adopted legislative measures to regulate social and occupational integration companies.  The purpose of this legislative framework is to promote the integration of persons exposed to the risk of exclusion, ensure the monitoring of their integration, and promote and regulate associations working for the integration of vulnerable individuals.  

This programme, like many others, is not geared specifically to the homeless, but to all groups in exclusion situations such as the long-term unemployment, young people, former detainees, persons with difficulties to get integrated in the ordinary labour market, etc.  Furthermore, the major drawback of this programme is its regional scope:  the absence of a national legislative network leaves some agencies working in this field without any economic protection and consequently makes it difficult for them to continue their activities.  

3.4. Social protection

Social protection is a vast area that covers all components of homelessness, such as healthcare, pensions, subsistence income, employment, etc.  A balanced and fair social protection is at the base of any social policy and must contribute, first and foremost, to reducing inequalities by supporting the most vulnerable members of society.  

However, the most excluded very often do not always – and at times not all – benefit from social protection.  As the homeless are by definition often difficult to reach, they often find themselves outside the system intended to help them see to their basic needs – food, housing, clothing, healthcare, etc.   

3.4.1. Promoting a suitable, meaningful occupation 

The most cited good practices in this field often refer to a guaranteed minimum income, albeit with a different name from one country to another. Although the governments of most Member States guarantee a minimum income, we will only present some examples. In Luxembourg, the EQUAL Partnership for Development (known by the French acronym PDD), already mention under the employment section, includes an innovative element in social protection for the most underprivileged. Up to now, such people were either dispensed of occupational measures provided by the legislation on guaranteed minimum income (known by the French acronym RMG) because of their health problems (drugs, alcoholism, etc.), or their entitlement to an RMG supplement was withdrawn because they did not meet the requirements under a “temporary remunerated assignment” (work of collective utility in state and municipal services or not-for-profit associations).   

Empowerment activities under the EQUAL project are aimed at overcoming this apparent contradiction between homelessness and gainful employment, by enabling the homeless to carry out an occupational activity commensurate with their capacities and at their place to help bolster their self-esteem and their skills.    

Furthermore, the National Social Action Service in Luxembourg intends to have empowerment approved under occupational measures provided by the RMG act.  Such approval would entail a double advantage:  1) applicants for the RMG from one of the 3 PDD member associations could be assigned rapidly to one of these activities (and thus avoid waiting time, while the interested party receives his or her RMG supplement without having to make any effort); and 2) participation of people in empowerment activities would generate additional income, the amount of which would be proportional to their effort.   

In Spain, the Madrid region adopted an act on minimum integration income which guarantees two essential rights:  the right to economic protection, to be granted until the beneficiary finds employment, and the right to personalised advice and guidance in terms of social and occupational integration, without necessarily being linked to the minimum income.  This act explicitly recognises the particular situation of homeless people and regulates special measures according to their situation.  Once again, however, this act is not accompanied by the budget required to guarantee this right, and the absence of a national framework complicates the daily work of professionals working with the homeless.    

In Portugal, The Guaranteed Minimum Income is part of a new generation of social policies intended to guarantee the rights of citizens.  This measure in particular aims at guaranteeing a minimum income and at giving all citizens who are in an economically precarious situation an opportunity to get integrated.  The programme provides support and a guidance service during the reintegration process by involving the homeless as active subjects with rights and obligations.  This situation obliges the individual to comply with the integration programme, as it was established jointly with the beneficiary.  This programme moreover requires that the various public and private actors meet regularly and encourages the work in partnership further.  

3.4.2. Support services for the homeless

A new system for financing services that provide housing support was introduced in the United Kingdom on 1 April 2003, which separates the payment of the support from the payment of the rent.   There are many advantages:  as the support is no longer attached to a type of tenure, this programme facilitates the possibility of providing support to people whether they are tenants or owners, thereby eliminating the poverty trap of people who live in supported housing.  

3.4.3. Universal social assistance 

In the Netherlands, the government decided a few years ago, that homeless and houseless persons were entitled to general social assistance, provided that they were registered with an assistance service.  In this way, health insurance premiums will be paid and the client will not lose his or her insurance cover.   The problem is that, although the monthly social security allowance is a fixed amount throughout the country, it is still possible for municipalities to deduct up to 20% of that allowance if they think for example that homeless people incur fewer costs because they don’t have a house.  The homeless are thus faced with a different legal situation from one municipality to the other. 

In Denmark, this right to social assistance is universal and applies automatically to the homeless.       

3.5. Health

Although it is difficult and dangerous to establish a hierarchy of the problems encountered by the homeless, it can be said that physical or mental health deficiency is often part of the most serious problems in the life of the homeless.  Whatever the cause or consequence of their exclusion situation, the health of the homeless requires global and continuous assistance in terms of both reception and reintegration. 

We have already mentioned that homelessness can be efficiently combated only by adopting an approach which is both specific and global:  specific in taking account of the particular needs of the homeless, and global in broaching the different aspects of homelessness (housing, health, employment, social protection, etc.) in terms of prevention, reception and reintegration.   

3.5.1. A strategy to combat homelessness geared to health 

Certain countries have defined strategies to combat homelessness with a strong emphasis on health, while ensuring that this aspect is integrated in a more global strategy to combat homelessness.   In Scotland, every health authority must prepare a Health and Homelessness Action Plan, comprising an examination of the profile of homelessness in this field, a needs analysis in terms of the health of the homeless, a description of all the services made available to the homeless in this area and which are used, an identification of the strong and weak points of the current provision (and a plan to deal with the latter), an implementing programme and proof of contacts with other important strategic partners.   All the actors must participate in drawing up this plan, while a national steering group composed of representatives from the different sectors will see to the monitoring and evaluation.  This approach should be extended to all the regions of the United Kingdom.  

In Ireland, every health service must also define an action plan to study solutions for health social services for the homeless.  These plans are drawn up for three years.  In parallel with the launching of these action plans on homelessness, each local authority must create a Homelessness Forum composed of representatives of the local authorities, the health services, and representatives from volunteer service organisations.  

Finally, in France, the Regions must likewise draw up a prevention and health access plan, with help lines, staff on duty in accommodation centres and a partnership with the associations.  

3.5.2. A solid legal base 

An act of parliament in 1999 created the Universal Health Cover in France to fight against obstacles and difficulties that the most underprivileged members of society may encounter in accessing prevention and healthcare.  This measure comprises:  immediate access to health insurance (but only for all those with a lawful, fixed residence on French territory), the right to additional cover free of charge for the most underprivileged members of society (under the conditions of resources), duty access to healthcare, and specific consultations in the hospitals.  

For this reform to be a complete success, people at risk of exclusion from care, who are not always aware of their rights, must be sought out and informed accordingly so that they can benefit from said rights.  The prevention objective consequently requires strong participation from all actors concerned, from health insurance organisations and social services, not-for-profit associations and organisations. 

3.5.3. Targeted, efficient healthcare services 

In the absence of a real global strategy to deal with the various health problems of the homeless, some countries have set up services to provide a specific solution to a specific problem of the homeless in this area.  Unfortunately, they are content to deal with physical problems, while mental health problems are not taken sufficiently into account. 

A certain number of studies have shown that homeless people living in the street need dental care first and foremost.  A good number of them suffer from dental problems because of lack of hygiene and alcoholism or drug addiction.   Unfortunately, the Member States tend to cater to these needs often through local projects, rather than national policies.  

A special unit of dentists in the Hague offers dental care free of charge to homeless persons who are often refused access to traditional health services.  

Whence the remark that, in general, short-term healthcare is easily accessible to the homeless, whereas longer-term care is not.  The city of Gothenburg, in Sweden, organises “open door” events at which homeless people can receive the necessary dental care.   

There are no national policy measures in this area in Denmark either.  The City of Copenhagen has been content to launch a health project in order to avoid access difficulties encountered by the homeless in the traditional health sector.  

3.5.4. Mobile services

It is often very useful, when working with the homeless, for the competent services to go directly to the street so as to reach these people and to provide basic care either on the spot or to send them to appropriate healthcare centres.  

As part of its health project, the City of Copenhagen offers care in the street and makes a considerable effort to bring the homeless in the traditional healthcare network so as to avoid that they are cast aside simply because they are different.   

The City of Dublin has systematically placed a mobile methadone clinic at the disposal of all accommodation centres.  

Our member in Portugal thinks that this type of services would be very useful in that country.   

3.5.5 Lowering healthcare costs

In Belgium, the Maximum invoicable limit guarantees that a household no longer has to spend, in one year, more than a certain amount -- determined on the basis of income – on necessary medical expenses.  Any amount paid by a household in excess of that limit is subsequently reimbursed.  There is also a higher reimbursement system for healthcare (known as the “preferential system” or “vipo”) for certain categories of people (those on social integration benefit, on social welfare benefit, the unemployed aged over fifty under certain conditions, etc.).  

3.5.6. Taking illegal immigrants into account 

As FEANTSA had already pointed out at the end of the conference on homelessness and immigration, illegal migrants represent a constantly increasing proportion of the homeless population, for which traditional services for the homeless do not always have the necessary means and  instruments to cater to them properly.  

In Belgium, a royal decree in 1996 provides that emergency medical aid must be provided by the public social welfare centres to foreign nationals residing in the country illegally.   Although people without a residence permit are not entitled to any medical aid in the Netherlands, the Ministry of Public Health has decided to depart from the rule: a doctor or a hospital must, only in serious cases, illnesses or mortal accidents, provide medical aid to illegal immigrants.  The Ministry has provided a Fund to cover the costs of such care.    

3.6 Education

Often stemming from an underprivileged social background, the homeless have only rarely received basic schooling, and their general knowledge is patchy in many areas.  The confrontation with something new, something they have never experienced, creates a feeling of fear and dismay among them, but also of curiosity.  As in all people in general, something new exerts a particular attraction among the underprivileged too, and if they manage to overcome their fears and apprehensions, it will ultimately open up prospects they never dreamed of.  

3.6.1. Flexible courses

It is nonetheless obvious that any form of course for the homeless must be flexible, since it is highly unlikely that such courses would be given with an intensive schedule.  In Ireland, for instance, in view of the needs of the individuals concerned, it was suggested that the participant-tutor ration should be 5 to 1, and no greater than 10 to 1.  

3.6.2 Developing basic skills 

As already mentioned under the “employment” section, it is very important to give homeless people the time and instruments they need to acquire basic skills they do not often master.  The education and vocational training programmes are very soon interlinked.  

In Ireland, these education and training programmes are geared to learning to read, personal development, cooking, household accounting, communication skills and general knowledge.   

3.6.3 Young people, a group particularly at risk 

Young people are particularly at risk of becoming homeless. Many of them leave the family home relatively early to become independent and lead their own lives. Many do not make it, however; they find themselves without means, and become homeless.  There is now leaving home education available in schools and youth settings in many parts of the UK.  Information can be available from the website www.leavinghome.info  

In Ireland, education programmes are particularly focused on young people.  Thus, some shelters offer them accommodation and courses on the spot to improve their chances of finding employment.  

Portugal also pays particular attention to young people.  Committees for the protection of children and young people at risk are set up to promote the rights of children and young people and to prevent them from falling into, or help them get out of, situations at risk.   

In France, specific programmes to combat drop-out trends are geared to categories threatened by marginalisation:  second-chance schools concentrate on rekindling a desire and affording an opportunity to learn for young people in a difficult situation at school.  

3.6.4. Immigrants, another group at risk 

For various reasons, more to do with differences of language and culture, immigrants are another group increasingly exposed to the risk of becoming homeless.  

Greece has become aware how serious this problem is, and is providing Greek language courses and educational assistance for immigrant children through its integration-through-housing programme for immigrants.  

France has introduced measures to receive people who have recently arrived in the country, such as the National Anti-illiteracy Agency.  

3.7 Culture, sport and leisure

Culture, sport and leisure activities are far removed from the daily concerns of the homeless, yet nonetheless play an incredibly important role in their reintegration in society and in regaining confidence in themselves.  The organisation of this type of activities and the contact with the new living environment are “good practices” that flank traditional “assistance” activities for the homeless who, all too often, limit themselves to making use of services to meet basic needs.  Centres that organise such activities are unfortunately still too few.  They are nonetheless the only ones that can encourage the homeless in this type of activity; because it is very difficult for the homeless to take the first step themselves.  

In Luxembourg, alongside access to social protection and employment, empowerment activities already mentioned likewise promote activities for underprivileged persons in other places and other services, all the more so as they include contacts with the new living environment (clubs and sporting events, visits to museums, concerts, theatre productions, etc.).    

In Ireland, some accommodation centres for the homeless encourage them to participate and get involved in fitness centres to acquire a better quality of life and to keep them busy throughout the day.  

In Sweden, there are football teams for the homeless in several cities.  

In France, as in Belgium, a special pricing policy is applied to ensure access to cultural premises.   

3.8 Justice

In the Netherlands, all low-income citizens – including the homeless -- are entitled to legal assistance from qualified lawyers at a lower price.  

The Ministry of Justice in that country has launched a positive policy initiative through the Housing Group, which is part of the “Aftercare connection” work group under the programme to combat recidivism.  This theme group has established pressure points to improve the provision of appropriate housing for former detainees when they get out of prison.  Furthermore, the Ministries of Justice and of Health have commissioned a study on the reception needs for former detainees from the Research Centre of the Ministry of Justice, which should start in the summer of 2003.  This initiative challenges the responsibility of the justice system about the presence of former detainees in accommodation centres because appropriate housing is lacking.  

In the United Kingdom, the Greater London Authority has developed a strategy to boost the participation in and access to democracy by people who sleep rough and live in accommodation centres.  This includes open, regular consultations with the city counsellor on homelessness, campaigns to register the homeless to vote, and a system of complaints about services provided by the local authorities and the accommodation centres. Homeless people can find all relevant information on the following website www.homelesslondon.org 
Finally, in France, an act of parliament in 1991 establishes free legal assistance (reception, information and, where needed, legal consultation), according to the applicants’ resources.  

3.9 Information

We often tend to think that policy measures to improve access to information by the homeless are not really the most essential for dealing with the problem.  Although most homeless people are initially faced with essential problems, learning modern technologies has at times proven very enriching.   

In Luxembourg, for example, such modern communication technologies are an ideal example, according to our member there, and initial experiences in the field show that the homeless can very easily assimilate the basic notions of information technical and draw concrete benefits, in particular in the search of housing or employment.  Having an e-mail address can at times compensate for the lack of a fixed address or serve as a useful replacement of the widely known address of the shelter for the homeless.  

In the United Kingdom, London has also created a website www.homelesslondon.org specifically for the homeless or people exposed to the risk of becoming homeless who are in search of support.  This site contains information on the services provided by the 33 boroughs of that city.  

The Netherlands were the first country (in their NAPincl n°1) to launch measures for access to information technologies by the homeless, but the necessary means and resources were never allocated.  

4. CONCLUSIONS

This document is far from being exhaustive and contains only policy measures that could be considered good practices in the fight against homelessness.  It has simply made it possible to show that good practices do exist and are producing more than satisfactory results in a good number of areas to do with homelessness.   

The various reports drawn up by the FEANTSA member organisations clearly show that the best practice to fight against homelessness must comprise five components.   

First, it must target the homeless in particular; and recognise that they are a group among the excluded with particular needs requiring solutions to measure.  

Second, it must broach the multidimensional nature of homelessness, i.e. try to provide solutions to the various problems faced by the homeless in such areas as housing, mental and physical health, employment, social relations, etc.  

Third, it must take account of homelessness as a stage of life which people enter but from which they can also get out.    This means it must comprise prevention, emergency reception and reintegration measures.  The homeless need support to guarantee their long-term, reintegration into an autonomous way of living in society.  

Fourth, it must be founded on a solid statutory base to guarantee maximum efficiency for the measures.  As homelessness is far from being a policy priority, only threats of sanctions will ensure a better implementation of measures to combat it.  

Finally, the partnership between private and public associations, i.e. all the associations and organisations that can act against homelessness (local authority, NGO, health organisation, housing company, etc.) is the best way to combat homelessness, according to our members.  Each has the possibility and skill, in its respective field, to make its contribution to solving the problem.  And if this partnership is properly managed and flanked, it can help improve the condition of the homeless considerably.  It is therefore essential to capitalise on this type of method in the fight against homelessness. 

The European strategy to combat poverty and social exclusion and the Open Coordination Method by which it is managed, have great potential for developing good practices to bolster significantly the fight against social exclusion, as well as the fight against homelessness in all Member States.

The fact remains, that the will of the Member States and the means and resources to see this type of initiatives through are sorely lacking.  FEANTSA and its member organisations are expecting a great deal from the second National Action Plans for Inclusion on this front.  

FEANTSA will draw up policy recommendations on the basis of this report and will disseminate them among the various policy actors at all levels to try and focus greater attention on “homelessness” in future NAPsIncl and in the European strategy to fight against poverty. 
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