UK Report on Prevention of Homelessness

Context

The United Kingdom introduced devolved government in 1999.  This involved the establishment of a Scottish parliament with legislative competence over a broad range of domestic issues including housing and local government, but not including welfare benefits.  It also involved the establishment of a Welsh Senedd which has more restricted powers over secondary legislation, and a Northern Ireland Assembly with legislative competence.  The Northern Ireland Assembly has not operated over the whole period and has been suspended from time to time due to the complexities of the political situation. England continues to be governed by the Westminster Parliament only.

This report will therefore attempt to encompass some of the different approaches in different devolved parts of the UK.

Section 1 

Concept of Prevention

a. What do Governments (local regional or national) understand in terms of prevention of homelessness?

There are varied concepts of prevention of homelessness at both national and ngo level. Whilst the concepts have not been formally described in a typology there are different dimensions which need to be taken into account.  

The first is at what stage preventative measures are introduced.  There are many examples of interventions at the point of crisis to try to prevent homelessness (e.g. mortgage rescue schemes, intervention with private landlords when they are threatening eviction, intervention with money advice when eviction from a social rented house is threatened.)  However there are also preventative measures which are less easy to measure which happen upstream (such as 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).

The second dimension is the availability of preventative measures at critical points in a person’s life, such as the initial transition to independent living, the breakdown of a relationship or the onset of illness, where appropriate interventions can prevent homelessness.

The other dimension is that of general preventative measures versus measures targeted at specific groups who are at a high risk of becoming homeless.  Information and advice strategies encompass both of these.  For example there may be specialist services aimed at people about to leave prison or the armed forces, or young people who have been in the care of the local authority.  However there may also be general awareness raising so that (for example) women experiencing domestic abuse are equipped to move without first becoming homeless.

Linked to these three key elements is the question of to what extent the approach is proactive or reactive.  For example there is a clear difference in approach between having information available for young people and ensuring that elements of how to leave home successfully are taught in schools.

At recent prevention seminars that Homeless Link ran in conjunction with the Homelessness Directorate the Directorate outlined their view of 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.’
In addition, in discussions, the government has indicated that there are ways to prevent homelessness in not launching someone into the homelessness system unless absolutely necessary.  This means that in terms of advice services, when someone comes to them saying that they may be homeless in a couple of months time due to eviction, that the agency intervene at this point, perhaps investigating why their landlord is intending to evict them, rather than letting the person know their rights under the homelessness legislation, and telling them to come back when they have a notice to quit.  It may be that the landlord wishes to put the rent up and thinks they have 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 are concerned that what tends to happen in advice centres currently is that there is a rights based approach which will offer 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 may well be avoidable. 

In Scotland, the National Housing Agency, Communities Scotland, is in discussion with the regulators of various relevant institutions (e.g. prisons) to examine how advice programmes offered by the institutions might best be regulated to achieve appropriate advice standards to help prevent homelessness. However, this is in the initial stages.

Under the New Targeting (New TSN) Programme in NI, a report (due to be released for consultation in September 2004) has been compiled entitled ‘Promoting Social Inclusion of Homeless People’. This comprehensive report recognises the structural, institutional, social and individual factors contributing to homelessness and prevention is a key feature of its direction and ensuing recommendations.

Significantly, for the first time a government initiative in NI has moved away from promoting purely housing based solutions to homelessness to a recognition that other departments, in particular health, education and employment have a crucial role to play in early intervention and the targeting of individuals ‘at risk’ (Interestingly they still run very shy of criticising any parity legislation e.g. benefits !!)

b) Perspective of organisations working with the homeless on prevention strategies or policies

 For many ngos, prevention is not new as a concept, but has been difficult to do in addition to running emergency services, especially when there was not a widespread focus on it within the statutory sector.  Young people’s organisations have been involved in mediation and peer education for some time, and organisations have understood the value of education training and employment opportunities as a way to prevent repeat homelessness.  This has not been across the whole sector, but has increasingly gathered pace with the sharing of good practice from innovative and forward thinking organisations.  Since the mid to late 90s there has been some understanding of the need to prepare and support people for independent living and to continue this support once they have been resettled in the form of resettlement services.  This is something that has again gained wider popularity with more funding available.  There is some currency with the view that we need to tackle inequality and poverty more fundamentally if we are really to prevent homelessness.

Section 2

Existing Strategies, policies and legislation

a. Legislation

In most parts of the UK there is legislation which encourages the adoption of preventative strategies to tackle homelessness. 

In Scotland 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. Guidance on these strategies was published by the central Scottish government and each strategy has been assessed centrally against a published framework to ensure that the strategy complies with the guidance.  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 specifies that each local authority in England and Wales must produce a homelessness strategy aimed at both preventing and alleviating homelessness. 

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.  Local authorities will also be required to formulate a new strategy at least every five years. The local housing authority must undertake the review process, and the social services authority must give assistance as is “reasonably required”.  Both the housing authority and the social services authority are required to take the homelessness strategy into account in the exercise of their functions.

The purpose of the review is to:

1. Prevent homelessness occurring: 

2. Secure accommodation and support for people who are or likely to become homeless; and

3. 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.

The homelessness review addresses: 

1. The levels and future levels of homelessness in their district; 

2. The activities carried out in relation to addressing the purpose of the review as outlined above; and 

3. What resources are available to the local authority, other public authorities, the voluntary organisations and other persons for such activities.  

The subsequent strategies respond to the purpose and results of the review and set specific objectives for the housing and social services authority.  It also often includes specific action to be taken by other public authorities and voluntary organisations as a result of consultation and agreement with them. Local authorities are required to keep the strategy under review and publish any changes or modifications.
In Northern Ireland the Northern Ireland Housing Executive has published a strategy for preventing and tackling homelessness, which was drawn up with full involvement of all relevant stakeholders including the ngo sector.  It does not have legislative backing however.  The PSI report recommends the placing of a statutory duty on NIHE to produce a strategy every 5 years and this was universally accepted by the PSI working group including NIHE and the dept of Social Development.

In addition there are other minor but important parts of the legislation.  For example, 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). Tenants can be (and are) evicted in NI for HB arrears. NIHE were hauled over the coals by the Public Accounts Committee, for the illogicality of placing these homeless people in extremely expensive temporary accommodation, when it would have been cheaper to have negotiated a settlement of their arrears. Pre-tenancy counselling, arrears-based counselling, spend to save schemes and early arrears intervention are unheard of in Northern Ireland.  Also there is no external independent appeal process in NI.

Please also note that there is no statutory requirement for NIHE to secure housing advice and information about homelessness and the prevention of homelessness and no guidance either.   The law says it only has to  ‘provide information and assistance as it considers desirable’ This is not the same as ‘securing’ which is the duty elsewhere. This understandably has an impact of an individuals ability to choose a pathway out of homelessness and each NIHE district office has a different practice!!

b. Are the strategies effective?

The initial strategies in Scotland were only drawn up for assessment last year. They had to be submitted by 31st March 2003.  After that deadline there was a six month assessment period and all had to be revised. As a result, they are in the early stages of implementation and it has not yet been possible to evaluate their effectiveness.  What is clear, however, is that the process of developing strategies has resulted in closer joint working between different sectors (health, housing, ngo for example) and the development of new approaches such as the single shared assessment of the needs of homeless people.  By addressing all their needs together it should be more possible to prevent repeat homelessness. 

The development of strategies helps contribute to the attempted change of culture in the way organisations act in relation to homelessness – tackling the whole needs of the household and intervening to prevent a crisis where possible, or providing a long lasting sustainable solution.  It is recognised that this culture change will take a long time to become embedded in all organisations.

In England and Wales it is also really too early to say what overall effect the strategies have had on the lives of homeless people or whether or not homelessness has been prevented. 

There is a methodological problem in measuring how effective prevention has been as one is trying to measure something that has not happened (i.e. less homelessness).  The undertaking of reviews and the subsequent development of strategies have generally been seen as a positive exercise by ngos, as it has raised the profile of homelessness locally, has improved consultation and communication between local authorities and voluntary agencies and is leading to more joint action to tackle homelessness and a more co-ordinated approach. This is of course not across the board and is not perfect, but progress has been made in many cases. 

NIHE have a computerised programme, which can measure repeat homelessness and therefore to some extent the success of preventative measures. However, it is rrely used. 

In terms of prevention itself, review and strategy documents have included a section on prevention and recognised its importance, but most areas are finding this difficult to put into practice.  A more preventative approach will mean a sea change in the way that organisations and local authorities think and operate.*  This will inevitably take some time, as it is difficult to move from emergency based services to prevention based overnight.  Prevention is a long-term solution and services to address it require investment.  However, at this early stage, emergency services are also required and also require investment, so investment in prevention services is not as high a priority in practice as it might be.  This is not necessarily the fault of the local authority, as they seem to understand this, but not all funding comes from local authorities and the message is not being understood fully by other funders at this stage.  All concerned are aware that there needs to be a move towards a more preventative approach, it is early days and still in its infancy. As the Shelter report The Act in Action (2004) points out, ‘it is important to fully understand the causes and levels of homelessness in order to be able to undertake preventative measures, and given that most authorities had very patchy data, there is still some way to go before prevention can be properly targeted at those groups ‘at risk’ of homelessness.

There has been understanding of the role of education, employment and training programmes in preventing homelessness, or rather repeat homelessness, and these are being mentioned in strategies.  There is also a need for housing advice to be more preventative in its approach something also recognised in some strategies, but yet to be evidenced widely in practice.  There has been a longstanding recognition amongst voluntary organisations that homelessness is not a single issue or covers just one government department or statutory agency.  To this end it requires a joined up approach. As a result of developing homelessness strategies local authorities now also have a better understanding of this, and who the players are that need to be involved in action (although there were a handful who understood this beforehand too).  However, voluntary organisations in England and Wales report that this is proving more difficult in practice, as other parts of the statutory sector (in particular health, the criminal justice system and social services) may not see this or prioritise it, and often work in different ways.  There is also a need for authorities to work across boundaries, as homelessness is not a static issue.  One area may not be able to provide the full range of services that is necessary for the different client groups, although over more than one authority it may be more comprehensive.  Difficulties arise here with access to housing being predicated on a connection to the local area bound by time living there. However there is no local area connection rule in NI, and in Scotland it is expected that this provision will be suspended or abolished within the next 18 months.
As part of the evaluation framework the National Audit Office is examining how effectively the Homelessness Directorate (for England and Wales) has spent its resources on homelessness and will publish a report early in 2005. 

The Rough Sleepers Initiative was realised in different ways in different parts of the UK.  It sought to prevent rough sleeping by a number of means – mainly through the provision of integrated services for homeless people.  In England and Wales the target was to reduce the number of rough sleepers by a third. In Scotland the target was that no-one would need to sleep rough after the end of 2003. In Scotland prevention of repeat rough sleeping was one of the criteria used in assessing bids for specific rough sleepers funding.  In all areas of Great Britain RSI funding was not tied to one particular discipline (health, social service, housing, addictions) but could provide services which cut across traditional professional and funding boundaries. There was no RSI or any specific funding for such work in Northern Ireland.  All services to this group are provided by voluntary organisations from their own resources and mainly use volunteers.  No RS project is in receipt of ‘Supporting People’ funding even though they carry out floating support.

NIHE are at present drawing up a prevention strategy but in the present legislative context this cannot require commitment from other relevant departments.  While in the spirit of ‘partnership working’ they may send representation to the working group they are unwilling to sign up to anything that may impact upon their already committed and stretched budgets. (e.g NI has the highest rate of mental ill health in the UK and has the least resources per capita in the UK).
c. What approaches to prevention exist?

A very broad range of approaches to prevention of homelessness exists throughout the UK. Some are led by local authorities and others by the voluntary sector (ngos).

Information and Advice

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.  All local authorities make information and advice available, although it can be of variable quality. In addition there are a broad range of advice agencies.  These range from specialist housing advice centres (many of which are run by Shelter – large ngo) and general advice centres (such as 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 looked after by the local authority, ex offenders etc).  There are a range of debt advice options. In addition there is a national housing advice free telephone helpline available 24 hours per day – Shelterline. 

As mentioned before these have traditionally taken a more rights based approach, above all else.  Whilst it is imperative that people understand what their rights to housing are in the situation they are in, entering the homelessness system may not be the most effective solution to their problem, and advice centres are looking at ways in which they balance rights based advice with advice on practical circumstances.

In Scotland the National Housing Agency, Communities Scotland, has established national standards for housing advice.  It has a role in inspecting and regulating the homelessness activities of local authorities and sets performance standards, expecting local authority staff in a wide range of disciplines to be able to offer basic (level 1) housing advice, and others to offer the more advanced levels of advice and information. NGOs are also expected to conform to these standards to ensure that the quality of advice given is consistent.

PREVENTION INITIATIVES


In Northern Ireland the Housing Rights Service is currently working, with a number of other agencies, on a range of initiatives designed to help prevent homelessness by improving the availability and accessibility of quality advice and information for people who get into housing difficulties.

These include:

(1) The Community Housing Advice Project (in partnership with Citizens Advice and Adviceni) - a specialist team provide support to workers in frontline advice agencies to develop their skills and knowledge on housing and related issues to enable them to assist people to find solutions to their housing problems.

(2) The development (in partnership with Shelter) of a NI specific website providing practical information to the general public on housing and homelessness issues.

(3) The provision of a debt counselling service for tenants of Fold Housing Association who are at risk of losing their home as a consequence of rent arrears.
Education

Different approaches to education have been taken in different parts of the United Kingdom.  Although there is no compulsion on schools to teach young people about leaving home there are a broad number of successful initiatives in this field. The Homelessness Task force in Scotland in its final report stated:  ‘We would expect (local authority) homelessness strategies to review, and, as necessary, make proposals for improvements in…

Early identification of those getting into housing difficulties

Advice and support…

Advice and support for those known to be at particular risk of homelessness….

The provision of leaving home and hosing education in schools and other youth services….’

In Scotland an NGO (Scottish Council for Single Homeless) has developed a comprehensive range of leaving home education materials called ‘Streets Ahead’ with financial help from the National Lottery and some assistance from central government. This includes lesson plans for use in schools, a video to raise debate about the most common situation which lead young people to leave home, a website: 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 NGO conducts training of teachers in how to use the packs.  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 for bad behaviour).

There are a range of different initiatives across the country generally run by youth homelessness organisations, that engage with young people in schools and the local community to educate them about leaving home and homelessness.  Many of these are developed and delivered by peer educators, who are young people who have experienced homelessness who talk about their experiences and what it was really like for them.  One such project is THIS which is a group of young people in Leeds who have experienced homelessness who are working with Leeds City Council to provide a programme of peer education.  THIS runs a programme of education in local schools, ensuring young people are aware of the dangers and realities of being homeless.  THIS representatives also work to raise the profile of youth homelessness both in Leeds and across the UK.

Another is St Basils in Birmingham who run StaMP the Schools project, that is a partnership between the young people who have been homelessness themselves, schools workers, the local education department and mentoring services.  The project has three main functions.

1. To deliver School sessions within the PSHE/Citizenship element of the curriculum, highlighting the necessity to plan your move from home. 

Young people who have been homeless and have used family mediation services are crucial to give the delivery credibility.  These young people are trained as peer educators and often have a desire to work with young people themselves. It is as much a part of career development as it is of homelessness prevention.  They offer a link to family mediation if needed, and peer mentoring.

2. Peer mentoring is seen as a crucial extension to the mentoring services on offer throughout the City. 

Supporting young people with a trained peer who has had a recent and similar experience is based on the same principles as ‘Buddying’ where same-race mentoring is used.  Young people from St Basils are trained to become peer mentors.  When sufficient mentors have been trained they will also host a Website so that children can seek support from peer mentors on the Internet.

3. Worker training. 

Often staff based in Connexions services, social services, youth services and the voluntary sector do not have an awareness of the early indicators of future homelessness or how to tackle it.  With this approach, of offering workers training in homelessness identification, we can ensure that staff know how to identify such young people and where to refer them for specialist help and support.
Organisations are more and more providing education, employment and training opportunities for their service users.  Business in the Community offer a work placement programme for homeless people calledReady for Work, which offers a minimum of 2-weeks work placements to people affected by homelessness, at leading UK businesses. All candidates must complete the Ready to Go 2 day training programme before starting a placement.  Candidates are assigned a buddy to support them as they (re)familiarise themselves with the world of work.  At the end of the placement they receive a reference and are helped in updating their CV. A parallel programme exists for ex-service personnel who make up 25% of all Britain’s homeless, many of whom find it hard to adjust to civilian life.

Broadway in London offers a variety of ICT training courses for clients ranging from taster sessions to the ‘EC Driving Licence’.  Tutors offer one to one tuition and help with course work or individual projects.  The main resource room in Camden is part of the UK Online Network.  Three satellite Resource Centres offer a mix of drop-in sessions and classes.  They also run a programme that offers vocational advice and guidance to clients and helps them to set achievable targets for improving their skills.  The programme helps clients to develop pathways into training, education, employment and meaningful occupation.  Staff help clients to develop action plans and provide ongoing support during training, work and volunteering activities.

St Mungo’s offers a range of services aimed at preventing repeat homelessness among rough sleepers. These include helping people to make changes to their lives. A key worker establishes with the homeless person what their goals are and then supports them to achieve it, breaking the stages into achievable segments.  Part of this will involve specialist services around mental health, substance misuse, employability and lifeskills, and part involves assisting people into using mainstream services and becoming part of their community.

In Northern Ireland recognition of the role education can play in assisting young people in the move to independent living is a relatively new phenomenon. Due to much lobbying and best practice among ngos, some movement is taking place. The Department of Education have included information raising and awareness materials produced by CHNI & Simon Community (NI) entitled ’An introduction to Housing & Homelessness’,  into  the ‘Citizenship’ module of the curriculum for Secondary level education. 

CHNI – Home Truths a comprehensive guide to the facts about leaving home and homelessness, developed by young people. Widely available at venues used by young people.

Outspoken – A Simon Community project which uses adults who have experienced homelessness to provide interactive workshops for young people in secondary schools throughout NI.

Shelter Housemate (NI version – Housing Rights Service)  A series of resource packs for both primary and secondary schools.

General Housing Support

Most social landlords offer low level housing support as part of their core landlord housing management function.  Prevention activities include good quality rent arrears management (early intervention linked to money advice), tackling anti social behaviour through support and follow up visits to new tenants to ensure they do not abandon tenancies and become homeless because they cannot cope. 

Some local authorities offer assistance to those in the private rented sector by offering to negotiate with landlords who may be threatening eviction.  Others offer rent deposit schemes to ensure people gai access to private rented housing where it is in their interets to do so. 

The new funding regime Supporting People, enabled the development of new schemes to support people in their own homes, to prevent them becoming homeless or repeating earlier homelessness.  Many tenancy sustainment schemes have been set up, where staff employed on the whole by ngos, work with people in their own homes, to support them in building links in their local community, to access support services find training or employment, deal with bills, furnish their property and generally make the transition to a more settled way of life smoother.  These schemes offer generally time limited  support and will withdraw their services after a specified period, from 6 months to 2 years. 

The problem arises when clients need more on-going support as they have higher support needs, often resulting from mental and physical health problems, substance misuse, disability etc. Longer term support services for people in their own homes are not as commonplace.  However, some do exists and a good example is 

Julian Housing Support in the East of England. It does not own any accommodation itself but has provided housing and support services for people with mental health problems since 1990. By working in partnership with Norfolk Social Services, Norfolk Primary Care Trusts and every major housing provider in the County it has built up a range of housing choices and options for support. The NGO aims to:

· enable people with severe and enduring mental health problems to live within the community in accommodation suited to their needs

· build on people’s existing strengths and skills in order for them to live as independently as they wish.

· improve the quality of people’s lives by focusing on what they feel are their housing and support needs and by accessing appropriate resources to help meet their needs.. 

Homeless to Home is a Shelter floating support service that helps homeless families to secure, and move and settle into, suitable and permanent accommodation.  The support offered to each household is individually tailored.  It helps with the practicalities of setting up a home as well as providing more on-going support in linking with local services.  It helps to broker access to more specialist provision such as mental health services, and helps homeless people acquire the skills and resources they need to sustain a tenancy independently.

A project in Southampton has been set up to work with one of the most difficult groups, entrenched rough sleepers with a history of multiple needs and repeated tenancy loss.  A number of men were identified by the rough sleepers Team as having been banned from most direct access accommodation, and therefore living on the street with few accommodation options.  Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT, a form of psychotherapeutic intervention) was identified as a possible method of addressing these needs, and a clinical psychologist employed through the local National Health Service trust to implement the therapy and evaluate outcome.  The Society of St James (a local ngo) set up a four bedroom house and provided 9-5 support work, in which the clinical psychologist was able to carry out the therapy.

Other forms of prevention service exist which aim to re-establish links with families and friends, called mediation services.  These can either be at the point of homelessness, such as in Harrow where the local authority tries to mediate between a person and their family as soon as the young person makes a homelessness application.  From this they are able to ascertain if the person can go back home and if other services need to be involved to provide support for this to happen, rather than the person be put on the waiting list for housing, enter temporary accommodation and begin their homelessness. 

There are no specialised  family  mediation service in NI in relation to housing 

The Family Mediation service at St Basil’s in Birmingham was developed as a direct result of consultation with young people on why they became homelessness in the first place.  The service will take referrals from young people who believe that some sort of input will help them to develop better relationships with their family and kinship networks.  The project not only exists to help young people to stay at home but also supports them to develop good relationships when they move to their own tenancies. When a young person moves to their own tenancy they stand a better chance of making a success of it if they have a good relationship with the adults and peers or siblings who they grew up with.  It aims to preserve the positive aspects of neighbourhood and kinship networks by facilitating positive relationships.  The service looks beyond the nuclear family.  Young people often cite non blood relations as their key supporting adult, such as a close friend of the family from down the road who helped them most as a child.  Working with young people in up-skilling them to better communicate with others around them, family conferencing, occasional tracing of lost people who they believe would support them, are all part of the family mediators tool kit.

In Scotland the Homelessness Task force recognized the importance of mediation services, and the government has funded a network of befriending, mediation and advocacy services (coordinated by a ngo) to exchange and develop best practice. The network was established in spring 2004.

Similarly there has been a recognition that ‘employability’ is extremely important in preventing repeat homelessness.  Funding has been given to a Scottish Homelessness Employability Network, again coordinated by a ngo to exchange information and develop best practice.  There are also central government funded pilot programmes, mainly carried out by ngos to assist those furthest from the labour market (offenders, people with addictions and homeless people with chaotic lifestyles) funded under the New Futures Fund.  These have had significant success though the future funding is currently uncertain. 

Institutions

There are many examples of initiatives relating to preventing homelessness among those leaving institutions. 

In Prisons a scheme called Custody to Work has been operating for the last couple of years to support offenders in finding work and housing, although finding information about them is difficult. Some prisons have resettlement units that work with offenders to help them find accommodation and work, access benefits and develop skills to help them live independently.  There are still problems in preventing homelessness amongst offenders due to prison regimes, where prisoners may be released on a different date to the one planned and support workers outside the prison are often not informed. Reception units try their best to work with prisoners to keep their housing immediately after they have been imprisoned, or to end their tenancy so that they do not build up arrears whilst in prison, but there are structural problems within the prison service, such as the fact prisoners move around a lot and that the Prison Service is notoriously closed, and each prison is an independent body. Some ngos work in prisons, such as St Giles Trust which works in HMP Wandsworth with remand and short term (under 12 months) prisoners to reduce the numbers of prisoners leaving homeless and without adequate support. It also trains inmates as peer advisers in advice and guidance to a nationally validated NVQ level, to deliver resettlement advice to other prisoners. 

In Scotland all prisons from which prisoners are released incorporate housing advice in their pre release programmes.  There are three different models which have been piloted and the evaluation will be published in 2004.  There is a question about how the scheme may be financed in future and whether it should be the responsibility of the prison authorities as part of their duty of care and to reduce re-offending.  Different models include training for prison officers so that they can offer housing advice, a ngo carrying out case work interviews in prison, and a local authority providing housing advice.

NI Prison Service (NIPS) has recently produced a Resettlement Strategy which prioritises support to access to housing on release. In addition to staff training (by NIHE) a pilot scheme run by a ngo is delivering advice services on site to prisoners due for release.

The strategy has the support of and assistance from the PBNI and NIHE and it is hoped to develop a seamless service to this client group.  Young people in NI are particularly at risk of homelessness due to the legislation, which does not recognise 16/17 yr olds as vulnerable and considers prisoners to have made themselves intentionally homeless.
In hospitals (whether general or psychiatric) there should be discharge protocols in place which ensure that no-one leaves hospital to homelessness. In practice preparation for long stay patients to leave is far more successful than for those who are in hospital for short periods.

In Scotland this area of work, including better exchange of information between services is being addressed to some extent through the health and homelessness action plans which each local health authority has had to develop in conjunction with the local authority, ngos and homeless people themselves.

There is a particular programme aimed at young people who have been looked after by the local authority.  They are at a high risk of becoming homeless. Under new rules the local authority must appoint a key worker to assist the care leaver, offering advice and assistance, with the whole range of life skills (including access to and sustaining housing). 

Non housing support

There are examples of all the types of support mentioned in the questionnaire. It is often ngos who offer support with budgeting, cooking etc.  The new culture of moving towards a Single Shared Assessment of needs of households at risk of homelessness means that there is better coordination between housing services and mental health services or addiction services.  In Scotland the homelessness strategies must link together with domestic abuse strategies which local authorities must also produce. This is slowly leading to a better linking of services.

There is in the UK a well advanced programme of Community Care which seeks to maintain people in their own homes as long as they can manage with support packages provided by a combination of statutory and voluntary sector providers.  One programme which assists older people to remain in their homes and prevent institutionalisation is called Care and Repair.  This is sometimes run by social landlords and sometimes by ngos. It gives extra advice and help to older people to maintain their home. Some schemes have lists of approved ‘handymen’ who will do very small jobs cheaply or for free for older people.

New legislation on anti social behaviour in most parts of the UK has very recently been passed.  There is concern that this may lead to increased pressure to evict rather than seeking to address the causes of the behaviour.  

4. What role do NGOs play in prevention?

a) Consider any cooperation between different agencies, organisational structures, public funding and training etc.

As outlined in examples, organisations need to work together especially in working with people with multiple needs.  There has been much more joint working since the development of homelessness strategies.  NGOs are often the bodies that advocate for access to services, particularly statutory, for their service users and ensure that their needs are met. NGOs do have a problem in recruiting and retaining key staff (due to rates of pay, opportunities for advancement, lack of training or national standards for work, lack of support) and thus what can be seen as ‘extra’ work (that outside the emergency getting someone a bed) can suffer, especially if projects are not fully staffed. In addition nationally at the same time as there has been an expansion in demand for trained housing support workers and social workers, there have been fewer people qualifying for such work.  Therefore it is not simply problems in networking but a structural problem of workforce planning and skills shortage which is creating difficulties in achieving goals in prevention.

b) Does a lack of networking across services make it more difficult to prevent homelessness?

For very busy services networking can be seen as an optional extra and a luxury that cannot be afforded the time when dealing with the every day services. If services are under-resourced or under-staffed this can be especially difficult.  However, breaking this cycle is impossible without being proactive and doing some of the networking necessary, a difficult message to convey to some. In terms of networking with the public sector, this is again patchy but in some cases makes prevention much more difficult.  This is especially true of links to health, as they tend to be personality driven. So when eager people leave, the relationship and the work ends too.  This is less true in Scotland where the requirement to implement health and homelessness action plans and for health authorities to make tackling homelessness a priority has made it slightly less dependent on enthusiastic individuals.  Professional ideologies and competition between agencies can also make networking difficult, as they have to both work together, but compete for funding and profile.

c) What role does public funding play for the organisations in your country in terms of developing and implementing prevention strategies?

Funding is available due to the priority given to prevention within legislation and subsequent homelessness strategies.  However, as outlined before, it is not always used in this way and it is at an early stage of development.  The Supporting People funding regime from central government has undoubtedly led to an increase in housing support activity and work in prevention of homelessness, but it is unlikely that there will be much, if any, growth in the overall budget in future years.  Good housing management paid for through rents is one of the most significant means or preventing homelessness, which remains subsidised to some extent through the state by our rent subsidy arrangement (housing benefit).  In terms of trusts and grant makers, some are funding homelessness less in general as they see more statutory sources of funding available, even though these may not be for prevention.

Northern Ireland has significantly fewer dedicated funding streams to tackle homelessness than the rest of the UK.  Northern Ireland did not get a Rough Sleepers Initiative but there was also no funding for implementation of the recommendations contained in the NI Homelessess Strategy, no money attached to the Drug and Alcohol Strategy, and no money attached to the Mental Health Strategy. The community regeneration budgets in NI focus solely on political/religious issues.  It is therefore perhaps unsurprising that  homelessness figures in NI are the highest in the UK.
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