	[image: image1.png]~/,

./ STEUNPUNT
ALGEMEEN WELZIINSWERK





	

	
	Prevention strategies

Flemish regional report for Feantsa

Helen Blow

June 2004


This report is based on a half day seminar on prevention of homelessness, held on June 8th 2004 in Brussels.  The seminar was run by the Steunpunt Algemeen Welzijnswer
k (Flemish region) in cooperation with BICO (Brussels region).  Due to lack of experience with the subject, the AMA (Walloon region) decided not to get involved.  50 people attended.

The programme of the day was as follows:

9.45 :              Opening – Danny Lescrauwaet (chair)

10:00

Prevention concepts – Peter Goris, Verbond Sociale ondernemingen-Pow

10:15

Risk analysis based on research and registration – Gerard van Menxel, Steunpunt            Algemeen Welzijnswerk                            

10:35

Evaluation of the existing legislation 

-
Housing : Geert Inslegers, Vlaams Overleg Bewonersbelangen

· Domestic Violence : Marijke Weewauters, Instituut voor de gelijkheid van vrouwen en mannen
11:00

COFFEE

11:20

Working groups in 2 rooms

Housing (chair : Jan Vos, reporter : Gerard Van Menxel)

· Maureen Jordens, Housing support, pilotproject run by Diogenes vzw, Brussels

· Simonne Auman, CAW Artevelde, Ghent, Pilot project supported housing 

· My De Wilde, CAW Sonar, Limburg, ‘Intervening care’

· Tina Demeersman, SAW, ‘The situation of ex-prisoners’

Domestic Violence (chair : Astrid Rubbens, reporter : Johan Van Genechten)

· Monique Gauquie, CAW Metropool, Antwerp

· Ingrid Stals, police Antwerp

· Alain Slock, CAW Artevelde, Ghent

· Fabienne Verduyn, Open Deur/Portes Ouvertes, Brussels

12:05

Lessons for a prevention strategy – Danny Lescrauwaet

12:20

Round up

12:30

END

1. Concept of prevention

a) What do governments understand in terms of prevention of homelessness?

See the section on the legal framework (laws on humane evictions and on domestic violence)

b) Discuss the perspective of organisations working with the homeless on prevention strategies or policies.

The following definition by Peter Goris (a Belgian researcher on the theme of prevention – see artikel in Alert
)was adopted as a working definition for the seminar on prevention of homelessness for the Flemish and Brussels regions on June 8th 2004.  Goris’ definition: prevention includes all initiatives which purposefully and systematically anticipate so as to avoid risk factors.  Hence, we are talking about ‘initiatives’, steps, measures, actions, … which purposefully (i.e. according to a plan with a clear goal, not a general policy) and systematically (this implies a concrete action plan) anticipate so as to avoid risk factors (these must therefore be defined, listed, quantified and ranked).  While general policies may have a very positive effect, they are not considered ‘prevention’ according to this definition.   A good, inclusive, high quality education system that ensures high levels of literacy, low levels of drop-out, and practical employable skills for all will contribute to the socio-economic status of the young and this will have a knock on effect in avoiding a whide range of social problems, including homelessness.  However, by Goris’ definition, we do not consider education policies in general to be preventive measures in avoiding homelessness.  On the other hand, targeted training to improve literacy, raise skills and increase employability for those (threatened by or currently) homeless can be a preventive measure, if it is part of a systematic and purposeful plan. Planning, analysing risks and measuring results are elements in Goris’ definition of prevention.  Unfortunately, as homelessness is a notoriously slippery concept, much qualitative, long-term preventive work cannot be neatly translated into plans, much less measured in quantitative terms.  We therefore need to be careful not to go overboard in measuring success only in quantitative terms, but need to look at the longer-term and to check with the homeless themselves how they experience and value the help they receive.

Gerard van Menxel presented the ongoing registration data and the one-off study ‘Verbinding Verbroken’ at the prevention seminar on June 8th.  While the importance of analysing the risk factors causing homelessness is clear from the definition above, it is very difficult to actually isolate the relevant factors.  If we could pick out the causes of homelessness, we would be able to devise a ‘cure’.  Life is not quite so simple, unfortunately.  However, we do have some research and we can establish some things which will help with prevention.

The social assistants working with the homeless describe disaffiliation and lack of social networks as the main cause, followed by a housing problem and rooflessness and finally socio-economic factors.  Almost equally important are: personal and psychological problems, lack of independent living skills and independence, social exclusion and the complexity of multiple problems, and finally family and relationship problems.  If we cluster these factors, dissaffiliation at the personal, societal and relational levels and social exclusion (leading to lack of income, socio-economic problems and the housing problem) are the chief aspects of homelessness.  The housing problem is here defined not as a lack of a roof over ones head, but insecure and poor quality housing, or difficulties finding a suitable accomodation.  It is important to note that the social assistants do not define homelessness as a static yes/no fact, but as a process, a negative spiral of social exclusion.  When we compare the results of this survey with a similar one conducted twenty years ago, we find that addiction and domestic violence are seen as having increased, and that dependency on care and globalisation & migration are now in the picture as a key cause of homelessness, although not so highly ranked.  To see homelessness as the result of a process of social exclusion means that we cannot then blame the individual, nor attribute the cause of homelessness to individual bad luck, misfortune, bad judgement, personality traits etc.  

In comparing the current situation with twenty years ago, we find that there are more diverse subgroups.  The young (40% is between 21 and 30 years old) remain vulnerable for homelessness, and there has been a strong trend to feminisation (in 1982 ¼ in 2002 1/3).  Most homeless people are still single (66% in ’82, 57% in ’02), but the share of broken families has increased significantly (legally divorced: 20% in ’82 and ‘34% in ’02.  34% of the women have left their partners and 85% of the women are accompanied by their children).  There is a trend to globalisation.  The problems have become more complex and more diverse.

To summarise the risk factors appear to be : youth (and a problematic family background), socio-economic position (very low levels of educational attainment, lack of income, low levels of employment, 60% has debts), health (75% of the homeless has health problems, mainly psychological and psychiatric, but 1/3 also has either a physical or mental handicap and ¼ has a chronic or life threatening illness), a history of institutionalisation, dependency on care.

Elements of care: one thing that stands out is the dramatic increase over the past twenty years in the number of homeless people checking into care who have already been in some form of homeless care, i.e. the high rate of relapse (in ’02:56% in total, 46% for women and 61% for men).  Has the problem hardened? Or does it have something to do with how the care itself functions?  This question needs more research, but it has important implications for prevention.

Prevention.  The solution according to the social assistants is to improve their own methods and organisation on the supply side, in particular a focus on accompanied housing.  More social housing, more cooperation within the welfare sector and more intersectoral cooperation and more structural and policy oriented work.  It is remarkable that this list of ‘solutions’ does not tally with the list of ‘problems’ they had put forward.  While disaffiliation was seen as a key cause, this is not reflected in the proposed ‘solutions’ or preventive measures.

Five preventive measures are put forward as essential by workers in the care for homeless people:

1. the possiblity to take a homeless person into supported housing directly, rather than only after a stay in a hostel.  This underlines the lack of supported housing.  

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

3. a local supply (in every commune or town) of crisis housing and transit housing.

4. improved preparation on leaving prisons or psychiatric hospitals.  Turning people out without sorting out their housing situation means they end up homeless unnecessarily.

5. a legal priority to social housing for the homeless.

For consideration and discussion: preventive measures on the housing side are good, but only touch a part of the problem.  We need to work on the structural areas, on other basic services, and not just on the housing aspect.  More efforts are needed on specific and/or increasing risk factors, such as leaving institutions, domestic violence, psycho-social needs, substance abuse and psychiatric problems, ethnic-cultural minorities.  Prevention starts with the individual, but needs structural as well as individual solutions.  Finally, we need to involve the homeless themselves, to use their strength and resources and skills to seek solutions which fit their requirements.  Therefore, it is important to include representatives at all levels of policy makign.

2. Existing strategies, policies and legislation

a) Is there legistlation that aims at preventing homelessness?  If so, at what level of government has it been developed?  (local regional, national)

i. legislation for more humane evictions

This is a federal piece of legislation, applicable for all of Belgium.  Whenever a court summons an individual with a view to evict that person, a copy must be sent to his/her local OCMW(public center for general welfare).  The client has two days to refuse mediation by the OCMW.  The OCMW is obliged to offer appropriate help.  The eviction cannot take place within less than a month after the sentence has been pronounced.  This one month period can be shortened if the landlord can prove the tenant has either already left the property, or the sentence explicitly states a shorter delay, or if there are exceptional serious circumstances (for instance, a real risk of damage to the property).  The term can be extended in exceptional circumstances such as an impossibility to rehouse the family as a unit in accordance with their financial capacity and their needs, particularly during the winter.  The Constitution guarantees people a right to decent housing (art. 23).  When the sentence is passed, the tenant is warned that bailiffs may remove the furniture and other goods, and either put it out on the street as rubbish or store it at the evicted person’s expense.

ii. social rental system in Flanders

If a social rental agency wishes to end a rental contract with a tenant whose income is below 540.000 BEF (now, after indexation, 14.635,63 €) the agency must request that the OCMW mediate before terminating the contract.  The agency must be able to prove the OCMW was requested for help.  This is a piece of Flemish (regional) legislation.

iii. the obligatory amicable agreement

This is a piece of federal (national) legislation and it is a requirement that for every case brought regarding the termination of a rental contract, inning rent arrears or rent increase.  It applies to both social and private rent.  

iv. legislation on domestic violence

The other legal framework for the prevention of homelessness is the legislation on domestic violence. One in three homeless persons in hostels or temporary accommodation in Flanders is a woman, and the majority have become homeless due to domestic violence.  In 2001 Belgium developed a first National Action Plan against violence.  This includes a lot of important actions, one of which was a law that enables the police to bar an offender from the home for a limited period of time, thus ensuring that it is not the victim who has to flee (law dated 28/01/03).  An older piece of legislation (1997) ensured that the police register domestic violence as such.

At the moment, an Action Plan 2004-2007 is being developed.  Cooperation and integration of many governmental services at various levels (federal, regional and local) is sought and the Institute for the Equality of Men and Women coordinates the Plan and ensures that the various actors are communicating.

b) Are these strategies and/or legislation effective?

i. legislation for more humane eviction

On the positive side, there is one month between the order and the eviction.  This can be extended, but many tenants do not turn up in court, so this possibility is rarely used.  The costs of storing the furniture are often higher than the value of the goods.  Up to three bailiff’s visits can have to be paid for.

On the negative side, the ‘suitable assistance’ by the OCMW can be differently interpreted by different OCMW’s.  The terms are too short to organise a legal defence.  The effect is scarcely preventive.  The OCMW’s have not been given extra funds for this task, and the OCMW’s in the towns are inundated with cases of impending evictions.  Many people fail to react to OCMW letters (the OCMW’s own clients react best), as letters are often not a good way to reach this part of the population.

ii. social rental system

Here the effect is far more positive, as the OCMW intervenes more actively.  A lot depends on good cooperation between the social rental agency and the OCMW.  Not all social rental agencies do this (and thereby risk that their termination of contract is declared illegal).  All social rental agencies with a rent subsidy must have a plan regarding the collection of rent arrears.

iii. the obligatory amicable agreement

The change of reaching an amicable agreement is very low.  The system is under political pressure.  Many tenants do not appear in court, and the system is thus without effect.  It has a low preventive value.  The OCMW is not involved or informed.

iv. legislation on domestic violence

The media campaign ‘break the silence’ ((national, november 2001 – januari 2002) proved to be very successful and the number of complaints filed increased spectacularly.  However, when the campaign came to an end, the number of complaints filed gradually decreased again.  The 1997 law on violence by the spouse or partner  led to an improved registration by the police.  Less positively, although the police was registering, they were not building files and the law designed to ban the perpetrator from the house suffered from a lot of problems.  The second National Action Plan hopes to address and resolve these problems.

c) What methods/approaches to prevention exist?

A number of projects have been set up, including street corner work (Diogenes, Brussels), ‘bemoeizorg’, an intensive form of social assistance (Limburg), the pilot projects for supervised housing (6 areas, with additional funding from the Flemish Ministry of Welfare), and the National Action Plan for the prevention of domestic violence.  See the section on good practices.

Both housing councelling and debt councelling exist, and are taken up the Centres for General Welfarework and the OCMW’s.  There are some small initiatives to train young people in living skills, both within schools and in residences.

There is insufficient social housing to go round (only 5% of total housing stock), and the homeless do have priority in theory, although this is a problem area.  

The Centres for General Welfarework do attempt to provide for all sorts of support needs, but resources are limited.  They have special unit to reach people in the prisons and to prepare them for release.  This is complicated by the fact that the release dates are often not known in advance, and therefore it is hard to prepare housing etc. for these people.

The poor have organised themselves in representative associations, and these are heard at the policy making level.

There are few specific services for immigrants, although there are induction courses available now.  For asylum seekers, there is a separate circuit of social assistance, and they should not end up in the regular homeless services.  For immigrants who have not been granted the right to stay (the ‘sans papiers’) there is very little help of any kind, and the regular homeless services are not able to reach them because there is no legislation and no funds to reimburse the GWW for the costs of their stay in the hostel.

d) Are there areas in which more action needs to be taken?  Should more legislation be put in place?

More needs to be done to prepare people for leaving institutions (including prisons).  When immigration has not been granted, people need to be removed quickly and humanely from the country, for the lengthy procedures and unclear situations cause much misery.  The fact that people stay on illegally makes them targets for all sorts of abuse and the social services cannot reach them.

3. What role to NGO’s play in prevention?
a) Consider any cooperation between different agencies, organisational structures, public funding and training, etc.

The General Welfare Work is an NGO, or a quango, for it is largely government subsidised.  Nearly all shelters for the homeless in Flanders are run by them, and many of the projects listed below.  There is much cooperation between the GWW and the OCMW’s (organised through a written framework to ensure such cooperation).

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

Yes, of course, although there are many attempts to improve cooperation,  a lot remains to be done.  The many levels of government involved (local, provincial, regional, federal) complicate matters and risk duplicating efforts.

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

The pilotprojects on assisted housing were given an extra grant of 1 000 000 € in 2002 to start up and run the tests, but there has been no extra money to extend the project into new areas, despite its success.

The General Welfare Work is subsidised by the Flemish government, the OCMW’s are run partly on local money (towns and municipalities) and partly on money from the towns and municipalities fund, and the Institute for the Equality of Men and Women, which coordinates the National Action Plan for the Prevention of Domestic Violence, is run on federal money. These many levels of government and funding do complicate life and much effort must go into coordinating and discussing what is being done.  However, the many levels of government do subsidise and little effort has to go into fundraising for the homeless (as well as for prevention), which also saves time and effort.

Good examples

	Country
	Belgium, Brussels

	Name of programme, project, policy, legislation, etc.
	Housing support, pilotproject run by Diogenes vzw, Brussels

	Location if not national
	The ‘Tanneurs’ area of Brussels

	Started: (date)
	2003 

	Overview of method/programme, etc.
	The method is a cross between street corner work and supported housing.  Contact is made with people in their own environment, it revolves around long term contacts, networks are created between various services.  All this is done with respect for the questions, way of life and rhythm of the clients themselves.

	Aims and objectives – how does it aim to prevent homelessness
	The social workers keep an eye on the housing market, check out what is available and fax lists through to the hostels for the homeless, hang up the info in local café’s, etc. In addition, they have drawn up a list of empty houses and contacted the owners to see if these dwellings can be made available for the rental market.  This obviously helps people find a home and thus avoid homelessness.  The social workers also work long term with these people to help them settle into their homes and resume their lives.

	Inputs:

Agencies and partnerships

Areas of responsibility

Target groups and numbers (if relevant/available)

Funding


	With supported housing and other social services.

Small area of Brussels

No figures available, but small numbers

Brussels Government



	How is it implemented?

Who is involved in implementation?
	See above

2.5 fte social workers

	Outputs

Monitoring and evaluation

Problem areas

Dissemination


	?

?

?

	
	


	Country
	Belgium, Flanders

	Name of programme, project, policy, legislation, etc.
	Pilot project supported housing

	Location if not national
	6 pilot areas in Flanders: Ghent, Turnhout, Antwerp, Kortrijk, Leuven, Brussels

	Started: (date)
	2002 

	Overview of method/programme, etc.
	Avoiding homelessness and enlargement of supported housing

	Aims and objectives – how does it aim to prevent homelessness
	The aim is to avoid evictions by cooperating closely with the social housing agencies and by working intensively with the families/individuals threatened by eviction.

	Inputs:

Agencies and partnerships

Areas of responsibility

Target groups and numbers (if relevant/available)

Funding


	Social Housing Agencies and Social Rental Agencies, OCMW’s, local coordinating bodies on homelessness.

See locations

Homeless people and people renting on the social housing market who are at ris of becoming homeless.

500 people each year.

The Flemish minister of Welfare set aside a budget of 1 Mio € to run the pilotprojects, over and above other forms of supported housing that already existed.

	How is it implemented?

Who is involved in implementation?
	By cooperation with social housing agencies.

See partnership.

	Outputs

Monitoring and evaluation

Problem areas

Dissemination


	A success rate of 78 % in avoiding homelessness.

We need more budget to appy the project in other areas , more social housing and more government support to cooperate with the social housing sector.




	Country
	Belgium, Flanders

	Name of programme, project, policy, legislation, etc.
	‘Intervening care’

	Location if not national
	The province of Limburg

	Started: (date)
	2003

	Overview of method/programme, etc.
	

	Aims and objectives – how does it aim to prevent homelessness
	To avoid evictions and to help tenants live without causing great disturbance to their neighbours.

	Inputs:

Agencies and partnerships

Areas of responsibility

Target groups and numbers (if relevant/available)

Funding


	The client: ‘owns’ his or her problem and remains an individual capable of autonomous decisions

Social housing agency: the landlord

Public Centers General Welfare: financial assistant + organisor of the local meeting on clients

General Welfare Work: provides the social support and coaches the client + coordinates all social assistance

?

?

	How is it implemented?

Who is involved in implementation?
	The social housing agency outlines the problem and what measures have been undertaken thus far, in a meeting between the agencies listed above.  If the problem is only financial it is not a matter for General Welfare Work but for the Public Centers General Welfare.  If there is no threat of eviction it is referred to the general ‘accompanied housing’ programme within General Welfare Work.

Then the family is contacted by the social housing agency (landlord) and the GWW assistant.  The landlord defines the problem.  The assistance offered by GWW is the last option to remain in the tenancy.

From then on, the GWW worker contacts the family without the social housing agency and listens to the clients definition of the problem.  Together, they draw up a plan.  If necessary, in a crisis, the GWW worker can take on tasks the client would normally do himself.  The eviction is temporarily suspended.

Regular meetings between all parties involved and it is checked if all the problems the landlord complained about are resolved.  If the progress is good, the eviction is halted, if it is moderate, eviction is suspended, if no improvement can be demonstrated, the tenant is evicted.

In a final phase, the GWW worker evaluates with the tenant if he now has enough tools to get on with his life.  If necessary, external services are involved, and sometimes the client is transferred to the regular programme for accompanied housing.



	Outputs

Monitoring and evaluation

Problem areas

Dissemination


	


	Country
	Belgium, Flanders

	Name of programme, project, policy, legislation, etc.
	Strategic Plan on Social and Welfare Services for Prisoners

	Location if not national
	Currently tested in the pilotregions Antwerp, Noorderkempen and Bruges, to be extended to all of Flanders.

	Started: (date)
	To be applied in all Flemish and Brussels prisons from 2009 on.

	Overview of method/programme, etc.
	

	Aims and objectives – how does it aim to prevent homelessness
	To help prisoners find their way to welfare services, to help formulate their questions clearly and to inform them, to refer to appropriate services and to coordinate these needs, to evaluate and to correct where necessary, through individual consultation.  

	Inputs:

Agencies and partnerships

Areas of responsibility

Target groups and numbers (if relevant/available)

Funding


	Welfare (GWW): one manager per prison + social assistants and support staff

Education: education managers and extra hours for basic education 

Employment: the public employment agency has appointed a consultant for the prisons and offers training in job application skills, assessment, …

Sport: one sports manager per prison

Culture: each prison must have a social cultural institution for prisoners with a suitable offer of cultural and educational activities.

In some areas (Ghent for instance) models have been worked out to help prisoners into hostels and services for the homeless on leaving prison.

?

The Flemish government



	How is it implemented?

Who is involved in implementation?
	See above

See above

	Outputs

Monitoring and evaluation

Problem areas

Dissemination


	?

?

?


	Country
	Belgium, Flanders

	Name of programme, project, policy, legislation, etc.
	Project on Domestic Violence, Ghent (CAW Artevelde)

	Location if not national
	Ghent area

	Started: (date)
	2002 

	Overview of method/programme, etc.
	For GP’s a scenario describing the problem and the risk factors was developed, with advice for discussing the topic and an address list of local services.  In addition, there are plans to set up specific training for GP’s.

Whenever the police intervenes in a case of domestic violence, they inform Victim Support (GWW) who contacts the couple and offers mobile social assistance.  If one or both partners agrees, the domestic violence team is involved, and they visit the couple (or family) within 24 hours and try to make a home visit within 3 days.



	Aims and objectives – how does it aim to prevent homelessness
	· the creation of a known but ‘neutral’ reception point

· extensive cooperation between the people who pick up the first signs and a mobile and intensive social assistance offer

· to increase the skills of GP’s as an important first port of call, trusted person and accepted member of an impoverished social network



	Inputs:

Agencies and partnerships

Areas of responsibility

Target groups and numbers (if relevant/available)

Funding


	Police services and General Welfare Work (Victim Support) are prime partners, working together with GP’s, and the provincial coordinator for domestic violence

?

?

?



	How is it implemented?

Who is involved in implementation?
	See above

See above

	Outputs

Monitoring and evaluation

Problem areas

Dissemination


	?

?

?




	Country
	Belgium, Flanders

	Name of programme, project, policy, legislation, etc.
	Project on Domestic Violence, Antwerp (CAW Metropool)

	Location if not national
	District Antwerp

	Started: (date)
	?

	Overview of method/programme, etc.
	The focus is on the police, who try to fulfill the police tasks as well as possible.  There is an awareness raisal for frontline services.  As victims are entitled to recognition, there is a registration of the facts, even when the victim chooses not to file a complaint.  In addition there is therapy for the agressor, and this is obligatory.  It often needs to be combined with therapy on substance abuse or other forms of therapy.  An information point on maltreatment of older persons has been set up (provincial level), a safety plan has been drawn up, and a project with the peace court.



	Aims and objectives – how does it aim to prevent homelessness
	By helping the victim in three phases, homelessness is prevented.  These are;

· urgent accomodation (if needed)

· stabilisation and therapy

· transition period (finding work, housing, independence)

However, many victims do not want to leave home, they simply want the violence to stop.  Therapy for both victim and agressor can play an important role in this.



	Inputs:

Agencies and partnerships

Areas of responsibility

Target groups and numbers (if relevant/available)

Funding


	Police, GWW, Province, Court of Peace

In future new partners will need to be involved (childcare, assistance for minors, support in finding employment, permanent supported housing, transition housing, … more research into the demand/supply situation is needed). 

?

?

The police and the courts are paid for by the federal budget, the GWW by the Flemish region.

	How is it implemented?

Who is involved in implementation?
	?

see above

	Outputs

Monitoring and evaluation

Problem areas

Dissemination


	?

?

?




� Translator’s note:  I have translated Algemeen Welzijnswerk as General Welfare Work (GWW).  However, this can be split into the coordinating and supporting body Steunpunt Algemeen Welzijnswerk (SAW) and the centres actually providing the general welfare work (CAW).  GWW includes the services for the homeless, but also victim support, judicial welfare work (JWW), youth welfare work (JAC), etc.  


I have translated the public bodies (run by the towns and communes) that provide welfare benefits (money) as ‘public centers for general welfare’.  The abbreviation OCMW refers to their Flemish name.


� Goris, P. ‘Preventie in sociale ondernemingen’, Alert, 2003, 11-23
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