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Abstract

This paper approaches the theme of "local alliances to combat homelessness" from a national perspective. Starting with the Portuguese experience, we explore how central government in five other EU Member States (Greece, Spain, France, UK, Belgium) sees homelessness strategies in the context of broader programmes to address social exclusion, searching for evidence on co-ordination with the local level of authority and across fields of intervention. To this end we explore most notably the National Action Plans for Inclusion submitted by Member States. We then try to define patterns of involvement of central government. We find that a clearer evaluation of NAPincls in the area of homelessness and housing exclusion could help some Member States to learn from the accomplishments but also the mistakes and voids in the implementation of strategies in other countries, and that Plans could be improved if they present more evidence that national and sub-national targets are defined, all relevant stakeholders participate, and that appropriate monitoring and incentives are in place. In addition, regions and municipalities might need some specific legislation and central benchmarking as a reference for their intervention. Finally, we derive from here suggestions on how co-ordination between local, central and EU levels can be enhanced by the Committee of Regions.

1. Introduction

Decentralisation of policies and action makes sense when we assume that such policies were originally thought at central level, eventually to complement or to co-ordinate the effort of local institutions’ activity.

However, in some countries local institutions – especially those situated in large-scale towns – have for centuries played the lion share in providing assistance to the homeless, and therefore the role of authorities at national level – even at local level in some cases – has been residual.

This is to some extent the case of Portugal. Social action provided by the Government has in many areas been but residual, and homelessness is no exception.

For instance, the Misericórdias, Portuguese institutions emerging from the joint initiative of the Church and private individuals, have been around since the late middle ages and can be found in many towns all over mainland Portugal and also in its autonomous regions. From establishing hospitals and orphanages to ensuring services for the disabled, they have also been in many towns the ones to start soup kitchens and night shelters for the homeless population.

With this kind of intervention, it is hard to talk about decentralisation of national strategies to tackle homelessness, as the initiative, the conceptualisation and the action upon the issue of homelessness has actually started at local level, and in many cases not even by public authorities.

Under circumstances like these, we researched what additional layer of intervention has Central Government added to local intervention, and how atypical is the Portuguese experience when compared with that of other EU Member States.

Section 2 presents the methodology; In section 3 and 4 we discuss respectively the role of National Action Plans for Social Inclusion in this process and approach national cases. Section 5 attempts to establish patterns drawing from those national cases. Section 6 concludes.

2. Methodology

This paper does not intend to go into detail in describing local strategies to tackle homelessness. Instead, we want to assess Central Governments’ involvement in those strategies, and their perception of the role of the various actors in the field.

To help in drawing valid  comparisons between Member States we found it useful to use sources showing some degree of similarity, which is why we looked mostly into National Action Plans for Inclusion. 

This source was complemented with reports on the implementation of those Plans or important pieces of legislation in the area and also reports issued within the “Peer Review in the Field of Social Inclusion Policies” Programme launched by the European Commission.

To understand the intricacies of the experiences described in those reports, we carried out interviews with people from central and local governments, and also with people responsible or working at NPOs in the field.

Finally, to fully understand how those elements could be gathered to provide best practices, and to understand what in practice they mean, it proved helpful some experience in volunteering or simply visiting social equipments where services are provided to the homeless population.

It should be noted that we attempt not to circumscribe the analysis to homelessness strategies but also to action addressing housing exclusion. Here we were clearly inspired by the Ethos classification designed by FEANTSA.

3. The role of National Action Plans for Social Inclusion

For most Member States, the way national authorities encompass the co-ordination with local authorities to tackle homelessness is outlined in their National Action Plans for Inclusion
.

The European Council of Lisbon (March 2000) agreed on the need to take steps to make a decisive impact on the eradication of poverty by 2010. It has also agreed that Member States' policies for combating social exclusion should be based on an open method of co-ordination combining common objectives, National Action Plans and a Programme presented by the Commission to encourage co-operation in this field. The Nice European Council (Dec. 2000) adopted the first set of common objectives. The common objectives were revised by the Council in December 2002.

All Member States submitted their National Action Plans against poverty and social inclusion (NAPs/incl 2001-2003) during June 2001 in response to the common objectives on poverty and social exclusion agreed by the EU at Nice in December 2000. In these plans, each Member State presented its priorities and efforts for this period in promoting social inclusion and combating poverty and social exclusion.

All Member States have submitted their second National Action Plans for social inclusion (NAPs/inclusion 2003-2005) in July 2003 in response to the common objectives on poverty and social exclusion which were revised in December 2002. Plans were prepared in the framework of a Common Outline. In these plans, every Member State presents its priorities and actions for the next two years (mid-2003 - mid-2005).

In the meantime, the 10 newest Member States, who submitted their first National Action Plans in mid-2004, were invited, if they so wished, to submit updates reporting on new initiatives since submission of their National Action Plans (for the period 2004-2006).

The 15 Member States who submitted their National Action Plans 2003-2005 have prepared reports on the implementation and impact of these plans together with an update on action proposed for the period 2005-2006. Here Member States (1) describe the major trends and challenges since 2003, (2) make an overall assessment of objectives, priorities and key targets of the NAPIncl 2003-2005, (3) describe  the implementation of policy measures and institutional arrangements of the NAPIncl 2003-2005, under the four major objectives (employment and access to resources, prevention of risks of exclusion, actions to help the most vulnerable and mobilisation of all actors), (4) flag good practices, and (5) update measures for 2005-2006 (strategic lines – main objectives and key targets – and political measures).

	OBJECTIVES IN THE FIGHT AGAINST POVERTY AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION

1. To facilitate participation in employment and access by all to resources, rights, goods

and services
1.1. Facilitating participation in employment

In the context of the European employment strategy, and the implementation of the guidelines in particular:

(a) To promote access to stable and quality employment for all women and men who are capable of working, in particular:

– by putting in place, for those in the most vulnerable groups in society, pathways towards employment and by mobilising training policies to that end;

– by developing policies to promote the reconciliation of work and family life, including the issue of child- and dependent care;

– by using the opportunities for integration and employment provided by the social economy.

(b) To prevent the exclusion of people from the world of work by improving employability, through human resource management, organisation of work and life-long learning.

1.2. Facilitating access to resources, rights, goods and services for all

(a) To organise social protection systems in such a way that they help, in particular, to:

– guarantee that everyone has the resources necessary to live in accordance with human dignity;

– overcome obstacles to employment by ensuring that the take-up of employment results in increased income and by promoting employability.

(b) To implement policies which aim to provide access for all to decent and sanitary housing, as well as the basic services necessary to live normally having regard to local circumstances (electricity, water, heating etc.).

(c) To put in place policies which aim to provide access for all to healthcare appropriate to their situation, including situations of dependency.

(d) To develop, for the benefit of people at risk of exclusion, services and accompanying measures which will allow them effective access to education, justice and other public and private services, such as culture, sport and leisure.

2. To prevent the risks of exclusion

(a) To exploit fully the potential of the knowledge-based society and of new information and communication technologies and ensure that no-one is excluded, taking particular account of the needs of people with disabilities.

(b) To put in place policies which seek to prevent life crises which can lead to situations of social exclusion, such as indebtedness, exclusion from school and becoming homeless.

(c) To implement action to preserve family solidarity in all its forms.

3. To help the most vulnerable

(a) To promote the social integration of women and men at risk of facing persistent poverty, for example because they have a disability or belong to a group experiencing particular integration problems such as those affecting immigrants.

(b) To move towards the elimination of social exclusion among children and give them every opportunity for social integration.

(c) To develop comprehensive actions in favour of areas marked by exclusion.

These objectives may be pursued by incorporating them in all the other objectives and/or through specific policies or actions.

4. To mobilise all relevant bodies

(a) To promote, according to national practice, the participation and self-expression of people suffering exclusion, in particular in regard to their situation and the policies and measures affecting them.

(b) To mainstream the fight against exclusion into overall policy, in particular:

– by mobilising the public authorities at national, regional and local level, according to their respective areas of competence;

– by developing appropriate coordination procedures and structures;

– by adapting administrative and social services to the needs of people suffering exclusion and ensuring that front-line staff are sensitive to these needs.

(c) To promote dialogue and partnership between all relevant bodies, public and private, for example:

– by involving the social partners, NGOs and social service providers, according to their respective areas of competence, in the fight against the various forms of exclusion;

– by encouraging the social responsibility and active engagement of all citizens in the fight against social exclusion;

– by fostering the social responsibility of business.




By following a commonly agreed structure and committing Member States to signal efforts towards implementing the common agreed objectives as described above, the Plans allow us to see that the explicit reference to homelessness in the Plans concentrates on measures of a preventive nature (objective 2b). Still, the fact that ensuring housing access to all is also mentioned (objective 1.2.b) alongside the need to address in an integrated manner the promotion of social integration of women and men at risk of facing persistent poverty  (objective 3a) should also imply that the reintegration of the homeless population be covered explicitly by the Reports.

It is also interesting to note that major factors behind the risk of homelessness – low education levels, overindebtedness and violence – are also covered, hence one would expect that the strategy for tackling the factors behind the risk and the integration needs after those risks have materialised is designed in a coherent manner.

Apart from expecting that NAPIncls provide sufficient information to check whether intervention in the various domains preventing/solving homelessness situations is minimally integrated, the Plans should also be expected to allow authorities to apply forms of organisation in one area to others. 

4. National cases

4.1. Portugal

We concentrate on the current Portuguese situation, which is worth a case study because (a) a significant burden in devising solutions for the issue of homelessness and housing exclusion goes to the non-profit sector; (b) the role of local authorities has been overly concentrated on transferring funds, and (c) co-ordination of local strategies at local level is concentrated on trying to ensure that, for NPOs providing one same service, major overlaps are avoided if possible (this is done principally on a voluntary basis, among NPOs themselves). 

While the Implementation Reports on National Action Plans on Social Inclusion 2003-2005 (or following updates) cannot be expected to comprehensively characterise all that is happening as regards homelessness and housing exclusion strategies, it does mirror the awareness of national authorities. In the Portuguese case, it is worth noting the following:
· In the context of assessing the degree of execution of measures indicated in the previous version of the action plan, the NAPIncl update for 2005-2006 indicates that a study carrying out a diagnosis at national level of the homelessness situation and of the support provided by institutions, and drawing comparisons with other Member States, has been finalised; that the development of a proposal for an integrated intervention strategy for the homeless and its implementation is in course. More, it specifies actions in Lisbon (basically by the Misericórdias) in the form of daily and annual targets for the number of people to be approached by street teams, to be received at occupational centres and to be provided hygiene, health care and two meals a day.

· At central level, a Non Governmental Forum for Social Inclusion was established, where non-governmental entities are expected to be consulted on various aspects of the implementation of the NAPIncl. Still according to some sources it shows insufficient coverage, and non-profits dedicated explicitly to homelessness or housing exclusion issues are still underrepresented. 

· As regards other forms of housing exclusion, the Central Government has proceeded with the rehousing of households living in shanty towns or similar conditions, “creating specific programmes aiming at eradicating these dwellings and the social inclusion of this populations – 48 thousand households were rehoused in the metropolitan areas of Lisbon and Oporto over the last years”. In this context, municipalities receive funding directly from public institutes working close to central government. Though significant, the controlled cost housing and the young peoples’ rent incentive regime (through which the rents paid by over 22 thousand beneficiaries were subsidised) have ceded importance to the former priority. 

· To ensure proper articulation between the various actors at local level (including local bureaus of Central Government services), the “local social network” Programme was launched in 2000 as an attempt to get local authorities and actors to co-ordinate their action and resources to ensure an appropriate coverage of social responses. At the level of districts (municipalities) and parishes, it helps consolidate collective awareness, as Parish Welfare Boards and Local Welfare Action Councils join partners to define jointly the set of priorities, backed by sustained planning. by 2004 154 local networks had been created and 113 districts had conducted their Pre-mappings. 

An interim assessment by the Institute for Social Security shows that the recent creation of the "social networks" at local level can be expected to bring significant improvements to this state of affairs, as (i) local authorities and NPOs are now supposed to stat co-ordinating themselves in a more substantial footing, beyond funding issues only, (ii) this should happen because local authorities are supposed to start feeling the need to monitor the coverage of services provided, and not leave it up to NPOs alone to do that, (iii) if they discover that there is underprovision they would eventually have to step in, and start providing some services themselves or contract, and (iv) some vertical integration of services should start to emerge – for instance, one would start having integration of housing policies (on a more "preventive" basis) with "alleviation" policies (including soup kitchens, for instance) and reintegration policies too (qualification programmes, education).

Some of these networks have effectively covered actions regarding homelessness. The experience of the municipality of Vila Nova de Famalicão can be cited as a best practice. As a medium-sized town rather close to the second major town in Portugal, one would expect that a municipality like the one of  Vila Nova de Famalicão  would trust the attraction bigger cities exert on homeless populations and dispense themselves from providing any services to that group. Much on the contrary, the expansion of the city limits in the 80s and the resulting increase in homelessness lead the local authorities to react preventively and virtually eradicate homelessness. Despite the fact that the dimension of the phenomenon is rather small (the district as a whole has 120,000 inhabitants, 15,000 of which are in the town), this municipality has profited from the Social Network to promote the integrated involvement of various actors. The municipality provides temporary lodging in flats for homeless households, having a protocol been signed with local NPOs to provide the services of hygiene, provision of meals, counselling and psychological accompaniment. 

Another population group which undergoes occasional roofless spells (car parkers, drug addicts and prostitutes) benefit from a soup kitchen and more recently started being visited by multidisciplinary street teams promoting and ending to panhandling, their engagement in methadone treatment and following on a longer-run basis their personal development. It should be noted that even when not roofless, this group is very likely to occupy inappropriate housing. All members of this population group, most of which commuting daily to Vila Nova de Famalicão from neighbouring towns or villages,  have been contacted by this team of social assistants, nurses and psychologists.

As for travellers, a group of parishes in the district profited from the fact that they are gathered in the Social Network to devise a common solution: making available a one-household house where autonomy is given to the tenant as regards the management of the space (including common areas). The whole diagnosis process conducive to the “solidarity house” solution has been carried out directly by the parishes, having the management of the house been given to another local NPO.

Financial solutions are not the same in all the above-mentioned cases. Flats for temporary occupancy and street teams and the are build according to a protocol between Local Government and one local NPO – no other public financing is involved. In turn, the local bureau of Central Government helps financing the “solidarity houses”. The distinct ways of financing these projects does not result from any prior clear-cut separation of responsibilities between the actors –consensus regarding the share of (financial) responsibility emerged from discussions within the Network.

The next challenge local authorities have set for themselves is to train new competencies for social reintegration, to ensure that tenants in temporary houses are offered life projects to regain independence.

Anecdotal evidence indicates nevertheless that some tensions are emerging in municipalities cutting back services supporting homeless populations to attempt driving the phenomenon to neighbouring towns. Indeed, the absence of some mechanism promoting evenness in the supply of services at different districts might create incentives for some municipalities to underprovide services – hence promoting the migration of the homeless population to other districts.

4.2. Greece

Greece’s National Action Plan for Social Inclusion for 2005 starts by indicating that the decentralisation of actions has had positive results, through the multiplication of Citizen Service Centres and many programmes having been handed over to local governments (other actions mentioned seem to be more about deconcentration than proper decentralisation).

Also worth noting is the fact that the Plan highlights the role of the third Community Support Framework in ensuring most of the funding of comprehensive interventions towards particularly vulnerable groups, and also their role in funding actions to prevent the risk of exclusion – although, “due to problems in the planning and implementation of the programmes, in combination with their sometimes fragmentary character”, low rates of absorption were recorded (respectively 34% and 7.35%). 

Also Greece has implemented Social Services Networks, to ensure that vulnerable groups find it easier, using the existing local government’s infrastructure, to contact the various social or job search services. The project is implemented by municipal government organisations and the services offered by the Centres are co-funded by the European Social fund and the Ministry of Health and social solidarity (under Action 3.1 of Operational Programme “Health and Welfare”). 91 Centres have been created, covering the needs of 34,308 people.

At national level, the Greek PNAIncl also reports the creation of the National council for social Protection, where NGOs and social partners are represented, and of a Special Secretariat of Social Protection, that will inter alia create a register of NGOs.

As regards access to housing, the Programme mentions that, in the context of the Workers’ Housing Organisation special programmes are designed to address people with critical social and financial needs, and also reduced reinsurance prerequisites for certain categories of beneficiaries. Actions covered include rent benefits, subsidies to interests on mortgage, delivery of social housing or ensuring the issuance of loans for special groups (e.g., the Roma).

As for homelessness, it indicates that the “quantitative and qualitative dimensions of the problem” is being studied, after which a special pilot programme will be planned and implemented in Athens and Thessaliniki, “including temporary hospitality, counsellor support, accompanying support services and social integration or rehabilitation of the homeless”.

Groups especially vulnerable to housing exclusion include repatriates, to whom are directed subsidised loans for the purchase or construction of a first home or refurbishment of an existing one, rent subsidies, the issuing of construction permits without charge, or even “the free provision of land by the Public Sector and the Municipal Government Organisations where possible”. The report mentions that “part of the Integrated Action Plan for the housing re-instalment of Greek roma consists of the provision of 9,000 housing loans worth €60,000 with favourable terms to Greek homeless Roma”. Applications to this programme are submitted through municipal authorities and have covered the entire country.

The free granting of full ownership of municipal or community properties was instituted in May 2003 for Roma admitted to the above-mentioned programme, while stipulating that the property granted could not be sold or rented for a 5-year period; since 2004 Municipal government Organisations can ensure loans are granted for “the organised construction of the properties granted”.

4.3. Spain

Beyond highlighting as a best practice the eradication of shanty areas in force in one region of the country and indicating new political measures such as the use of public land available to build protected housing, the major feature of the NAPIncl for Spain as regards addressing housing exclusion refers to the need to better understand the extension of the phenomenon of homelessness. Indeed, after indicating that there is no legal definition of the homeless and that the information on this group is scarce and disperse, the Report notes that “the awareness of these people has also been improved particularly through the preparation by the National Institute of Statistics of the survey of the Homeless, which focuses initially on the network of assistance centres and which will be extended to cover the people affected”. In the meantime, “both local corporations and NGOs continued to work on expanding and improving the resources and specifically the multi-professional teams for social attention in the street, while many town councils continued to give these people free urban transport, space for personal effects and equipment for personal hygiene”.

Among the measures updated for the period 2005-2006, the Central Government indicates that it will “encourage the inter-autonomic network of resources, lodging and mechanisms for the homeless in town of over 50,000 inhabitants”, design integral programmes to prevent and avoid begging in collaboration with the NGOs, continue the reinforcement campaigns to receive the homeless in times of extreme cold, and “to encourage the creation of low demand resources for the homeless through street projects, day centres with social accompaniment”.

It should be noted that the Spanish NAPIncl includes an annex breaking down the contribution of the European social Fund to the various priorities of the Government covered by the Report.

4.4. United Kingdom

The UK NAPIncl recognises that NAPs are effective means of joining up strategies, as “In the UK, the process of producing National Action Plans and developing a broader response to issues at EU level has meant closer working between the UK Government and devolved, regional and local government. It has allowed us to include the experience and expertise of the voluntary and community sector in a more structure way”. The UK has a forum where NGOs are shared working arrangements with and toolkits have been developed to hear people experiencing poverty and to use that engagement in developing social inclusion strategies
.

Under section “mobilising all relevant bodies”, it is mentioned that “Local Government has a key role to play in developing social inclusion strategies and the services that are needed to tackle poverty and social exclusion. Frequently they are working in partnership with the Government to increase local employment through innovative projects including Employment Zones. (…) A regular forum for engagement with local government through the Local Government Association has fostered good relations at national level.”  Hence it seems that those partnerships would cover more the employment area and not homelessness and housing exclusion specifically.  

As other national action plans, the UK Plan covers the issue of overindebtedness and financial exclusion. Encouraging saving amongst low-income groups goes along with efforts to ensure there is free access to “face-to-face money advice”. Many initiatives are mentioned that tackle the problem of financial illiteracy. Though the responsibility seems to be concentrated on the Executive of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, the Plan mentions the intention to develop local partnerships between tutors and advice sectors.

As for access to decent housing, a Housing Health and Safety Rating System was introduced in 2004, to guide local authorities’ inspections on properties where they believe the occupants may be at risk. At least as regards social housing the objective is to make all houses decent by 2010 (in Wales, all existing social housing should meet the Welsh Housing Quality Standard by 2012).

In the context of a five-year strategy launched in 2005 by the central Government (“sustainable Communities: Homes for All”), serious efforts seem to be in the pipeline for indeed making housing fully accessible and affordable. By allowing social tenants to buy a share of a home, the programme allows people to “get a first step on the housing ladder”, either a new home built with public subsidy, or a share of home that is for sale on the open market, or even by ensuring that those “who cannot afford or do not have the Right to Buy to buy a share of their existing home with a discount on their share”, in a scheme that “would protect the supply of social homes by enabling landlords to reinvest sales proceeds”. Finally, it should be mentioned that the Government has engaged in discussion with the Council of Mortgage Lenders will help “an extra 20,000 first time buyers by introducing private finance to fund equity loans”.

In what concerns tackling homelessness, the Plan informs that there was a 70% reduction in rough sleeping since 1998 and a strong reduction in the number of homeless families with children living in poor quality B&B hotels for long periods. A strategy in force since March 2005 is set to halve the number of households in insecure temporary accommodation by 2010. There is also a programme to support vulnerable people “when they need it in order to avert crisis and to live independently”, taking the form of house related services (more specifically, by “funding effective preventative services and supporting vulnerable people to live independently in their own homes”) to be supplied on a needs led basis instead of being demand led. Gypsies and travellers, “amongst the most socially excluded members of British society”, deserve a separate section in the Plan.

The above-described action refers to England; the National Homelessness Strategy for Wales refers the provision of specialist housing advice to prisoners and refugees and promoting homelessness education for young people.

In turn, Northern Ireland “is reviewing approaches to the prevention of homelessness and the provision of services to homeless people”, while the Scottish Executive is reviewing legislation and improving health and employment services for homeless people.

Surprisingly, the UK NAPIncl does not make explicit reference to the rough Sleeping Strategy, analysed in some detail in the context of the “Peer Review in the Field of social Inclusion Policies” Project mentioned above. Guided by the straightforward quantitative target to cut homelessness to zero as soon as possible, the Strategy established a strong political imperative and was based upon a massive operation of approach to the homeless population to guide them out of the streets and ensure sustainable tenancy. The starting point at local level were the strategies and priorities of local authorities, but all those initiatives have then been integrated in the national strategy, to ensure similar interventions and hinder migration; furthermore, the 2002 Homelessness Act was enforced to guarantee that local authorities were engaging in partnerships with public agencies and non-profits.

Even if there is the idea that more has to be done to ensure that the exit of a homelessness status is a permanent one and that the causes to avoid new homelessness spells are fully understood and addressed, the fact that all actors were indeed involved in an apparently seamless manner and action was topped by an interministerial council – ensuring accountability at highest political level – provided the means for the Strategy to reach interim targets even before time. Naturally, such a mezzanine action upon the homeless population requires equally massive funding. 

4.5. Belgium

The Belgian Plan states that a better co-ordination of housing policies has been achieved in the form of a Task Force created at Federal Government level, in the meantime converted into an interministerial conference encompassing also the regional ministers.

Belgian authorities indicate that the supply of social housing stays clearly below the Western Europe average, while indicating that updating waiting lists is unfeasible due to overlapping counting in Flanders and Wallonia. One of the singularities of the Plan is the fact that it reports a review of Federal taxation to promote the renovation of existing housing and the access to proper housing.

Flanders and Wallonia use disparate means to address insalubrious housing, although some problems of enforcement of legislation are reported in the latter case. A phenomenon that is increasing in the Wallonia region is the number of households living more or less permanently in camping sites, reaching around 10,000 people.  Priority is given to households with children and living in places bound to be flooded, who are invited to be rehoused.

The role of Peoples’ courts has been extended to cover cases related with overindebtedness, and other attempts are in force to make the amicable resolution stage more effective. Also mentioned are “schools for consumers” and “Saving-Credit Groups” as means to educate consumers financialwise. A project authorising in some cases of overindebtedness the writing-off of all debt was, at the time of the presentation of the Plan, in the pipeline.

The Plan also indicates that there is yet not an indicator to assess the number of homeless people, though the profile of this population has been drawn on the basis of a survey to people who searched for assistance in Flanders: history of violence within the household, prior permanence at institutions for special aid to youngsters or at psychiatric institutions are mentioned – over 80% of the enquired population exhibits this background.

Specifically as regards homelessness, also an increase coherence in action is reported to have been introduced, as the public centre of social action of the commune where each homeless person lives more permanently is the competent authority in social aid -apparently, three times more homeless people have their cases followed. In the Brussels region, the Commission Communautaire Commune ensures through a partnership with organisations active in the housing domain ensures that people in the streets or at risk of losing their home are accompanied either individually or through co-tenanting. Wallonia will proceed with the development of urban and inter-communauté social networks to ensure the pooling of resources of a set of public and private services to people in extreme poverty including the homeless.

Mention is made to “intersectorial implementation of the work of mental health workers and social workers when working at urgency services for the homeless”, and a one-stop shop will be created to this aim in the Brussels region.

On a more general level as regards housing policy, it should be noted that the legislative framework for the Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels regions are identical, hence the housing policy is broadly defined at the Regional State level. Still the major actor in the implementation of this policy is the local level, inasmuch as local authorities should submit 3-year plans prepared in articulation with local stakeholders where the housing, demographic and social-economic situation is characterised alongside the stock of equipment for urgency lodging and propose additional needs for dwellings. The process is interactive as Central Government funds these projects upon approval of the Plans (and conditional to Local Government maintaining an information service to citizens on housing availability) in the context of its overall triennial programming exercise, and in turn provides technical and administrative advice, while integrating local authorities’  remarks on technically or financially unfeasible operations in its action.
Although this “anchoring action to local authorities” in 3-year plans is relatively recent, Central Government has carried out SWAT analysis evaluation of this new philosophy of decentralisation. Overall, the strategy lacks sufficient funding (as expected, the housing projects approved by Central Government are fewer than those proposed in overall terms by municipalities) and enforcement mechanisms (a municipality receives no sanction if it does not submit a Plan and/or if it deliberately wants to avoid housing more excluded populations), and some local governments complain that the transfer of responsibility and management to them is not followed by sufficient autonomy of action. On the other hand, one opportunity of the strategy is that it should provide some coherence to investments in the housing sector. This coherence applies to subsidies directly to homeless people to become tenants, or to people living in insalubrious or overpopulated dwellings for them to move to better housing.

4.6. France

The French PNAI follows closely the implementation of a 1998 Framework Law for Combating Exclusions, where the focus is put on ensuring that everyone has effective access to the basic rights in the field of employment, housing, health protection, justice, education, training and culture, and protection of the family and of children.  

A Report by the Inspectorate-General for Social Affairs (IGAS) assesses the implementation of the Framework Law and indicates that achievements in terms of implementing the Law have been uneven, being housing one of the domains where more remains to be done – in terms of preventing house expulsion, combating saturnism, providing sufficient urgency lodging, etc. Some inflexion towards urgent social treatment and the most severely excluded and the most precarious situation, and also some recent re-centralisation, alongside budgetary strains, suggesting that some important issues might be left unaddressed. It is argued elsewhere that the dimension of some social issues has rightfully called for a strong intervention of the central government.

The national definition of inappropriate housing covers insalubrious dwellings, insecure housing and housing needing improvement. Action as regards the latter two categories is reported to have been rather effective, with local departments  being delegated credits to finance local action in this domain (in turn, decentralisation has not taken place as regards insalubrious dwellings, where the central government holds and array of coercive instruments to ensure that house owners redevelop their estate). For the second year around, departments can call for the full delegation of credits assigned, but this would be conditional to the presentation by clusters of municipalities (or by departments themselves, outside urban areas) of local programmes where priorities are defined – a means of promoting co-ordination between local and central government. This recent experience of both de-concentration and decentralisation is too recent to be fully assessed, but some strain could be expected as regards urgency shelters, and housing immigrants and ethnic minorities. Overall, the fact that all urban agglomerations have to comply with a share of at least 20% of social housing suggests that there are strong pressures on local authorities not to free-ride. These recent developments might address the assessment according to which the co-ordination of actors responsible for housing at local level and Departments is usually non-existent.

The French NAPIncl contains an above-average set of statistics characterising homelessness and the use they make of services and equipments. It indicates that in 2001 63,500 homeless adults used the services of lodging or soup kitchens, and these were accompanied by 16,000 homeless children. Homelessness naturally fits in the category of major exclusions, and hence its combat is a competency of central government, who often “contracts” local non-profits or for-profit organisations to implement central policies, with municipalities usually adding resources and intervention of their own to that layer of involvement: for instance, municipalities have an annual credit from central government for brick and mortar, and complete this with own funds. Indeed, the major guidelines are emanated by Central Government, and local extensions (departments) implement them and identify voids, especially after the Administrative Reform that assigned the latter more authority (for instance, the minimum guaranteed income and the minimum activity income have been fully deconcentrated).

The central governments’ aim of devising permanent solutions for the homeless is hard to achieve especially in the context of an explosive population of asylum-searchers (whom are subject to a totally different insertion program). The massive increase of the population of sans papiers  - the asylum policy being an external factor influencing the outcome of social policies – creates evident strains, is naturally associated to the housing crisis and explains to some extent the insufficiency of social and emergency accommodation.

It appears then that the accumulation of various strata and actors imply that competencies and management responsibilities not always are clear, hence the hardest part of the strategy being to get stakeholders to work in a co-ordinated fashion. Still both local and central government authorities would agree with the priorities – e.g., that hostels and shelters should become more numerous, be better equipped, have more flexible opening hours. Measures taken are going in the right way – for instance the extension of the period of opening of hostels beyond the winter period, which has risen strikingly the number of beds available all year round, or the creation of more small-dimension facilities. The need to allow homeless people to stay for longer periods in shelters would allow for a more permanent monitoring by social assistants. Local government representatives reckon it is a daily trial for homeless people – in particular in major metropolitan areas – to cross the town and meet the timetables of opening of lodging, medical, social security and food services, especially given that this population might exhibit structural difficulties in dealing with complex (and non-free for some) transport systems.

As a good practice, and despite its subsidiary role, it could be noted that Paris has created a Departmental Fund for Insertion, especially for people under the minimum guaranteed income but also for the homeless, allowing authorities to avoid over-standardisation of action and to give something more than the basic service if this additional aid is deemed essential for reintegration of an individual – helping in some cases a person to purchase a mobile phone if that is necessary to keep that person at reach of a potential employer, for example.

5. An overall assessment of how National Action Plans for Inclusion address homelessness and housing exclusion strategies

Several draft conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of these national cases. First of all, there seems to be a striking difference between northern countries and southern countries:

· While northern countries seem to be upgrading their strategies towards homelessness, southern countries often seem to be at a stage where authorities are still enquiring on the characteristics of the homelessness population. Even if northern countries also realise the information available on this population group is insufficient, the gathering of more information is no longer a pre-condition to start acting in the field, but to improve action. On the contrary, in southern Europe surveys are urgent to – first things first – have clearer ideas about the size of the phenomenon.

· It also seems like southern countries post as a relative novelty networking as a means of organising actors’ intervention in the field. It should be noted that there are no mentions to the existence of specific legislation in the domain of homelessness among this group of countries. All in all, the preparation of National Action Plans might be reminding central authorities that some social issues tackled by local authorities and non-profits should be their responsibility too. Indeed, some forms of networking are not really about decentralisation in its purest sense, because they are not about passing the existing responsibilities from central government to local or regional government - the engagement of the former have also been mainly attached to transferring money to NPOs and not much more. This means that the deeper involvement of local authorities envisaged by these social networks mean the first experience in standardising action nationwide, and not really a decentralisation.

It is sometimes argued that the fact that the winter is much more severe in northern countries might explain the fact that their authorities have taken the lead in combating homelessness, resulting in the fact that in southern countries policies to address other forms of housing exclusion (and maybe giving priority to extremely improper housing before addressing the issue of lack of housing available) – e.g., the eradication of shanty areas, of barracks – has a greater share in authorities’ action.   

There are, despite the different philosophies of action in those two groups of countries, some practices that can easily be applied in any national context:

· Legislation. Consider creating specific legislation for homelessness if non-existent, eventually drawing on the experience of other Member States. In case such legislation does not exist, trusting social networks seems valid only if at central level there are incentive/enforcement mechanisms to ensure all regions/towns where homelessness is numerically relevant are in force (which in turn presupposes that achievements are being evaluated). Secondary (hence, more easily revisable) legislation could ensure some kind of levelling in the quantity and quality of services provided – to mitigate migration and moral hazard in local authorities’ intervention.

· Targets. Various Plans have chosen to fix quantitative targets for their homelessness and housing exclusion strategies. This is a positive move as it makes efforts bound to be clearly assessed and promotes authorities’ accountability. It should nevertheless not be a substitute for the appraisal of quality of services provided or of the sustainability (the long-term effectiveness) of action. More, it should be reckoned that having targets for the outcomes (for instance., eradication of x% of the existing stock of roofless people) might be better than establishing targets for means (for example, raising the number of meals supplied or beds available by y%).

· Involvement of all stakeholders. Having co-ordination bodies does not necessarily guarantee that homelessness is among their priorities, that confusion in stakeholders’ responsibilities is eradicated, or that all dimensions of the phenomenon (including its causes) are covered. It becomes evident just from comparing the detail in which the Plans cover homelessness and housing exclusion that some Member States have gone much further in terms of preventing those situations or in acting to correct them. For example, as regards overindebtedess and financial illiteracy, while some plans only indicate the number or the share of overindebted households, others show comprehensive plans to address the issue (juridical, educational). The comparison between different national Plans should be carried out more systematically. Moreover, Plans should also be expected to allow authorities to apply forms of organising resources and actors in one area to others.

· Appropriate monitoring. Networks might yield positive results, but these should be completed with a full package of incentives and sanctions. If no sanctions are imposed on authorities not presenting local strategies, and if no quality control is made of those strategies and their effective implementation, evenness across districts in tackling homelessness will most likely be unachieved. Hard (i.e., vis-à-vis centrally-defined targets) or soft (vis-à-vis peers) benchmarking might prove a valuable input to monitoring. In any case, central government should ensure the national territory is fully covered (or that non-coverage corresponds to non-existence of the phenomenon).

· Financing. It should be noted that in many cases one does not observe a progress in decentralisation (meaning more responsibilities being assigned to local authorities) but instead of deconcentration (more power to the local branches of central government). It could be that the need to keep public finances under tight scrutiny is behind the latter. Naturally, delegating usually implies increased funding. And addressing complex phenomena in all their dimensions is costly.  But social networking should lead those co-ordinating the transfers of funds to check whether there are overlaps in the provision of services (e.g., by competing NGOs) and reap savings in the process. More, to get local authorities to commit to strategies, higher shares of the cost of those strategies could be funded at earlier stages, while phasing-out that central assistance thereafter.

6. Concluding remarks

The generalisation of the Services Directive to social services received substantial contestation from institutions operating in the sector, allegedly because these services are not of a marketable nature and also due to fears that the minimum quality benchmarks could be lowered in the process – with implications in public funding of organisations active in the area of homelessness. It was also probably the case that the principle of subsidiarity was somewhat being tested there, as social policies are still among those that fall principally under the scope of action of member states, not EU institutions. 

This places some pressure on organisations in the field to show that, despite their waver on the services directive, the ultimate goal to render services provided more efficiently and effectively stimulates them to find alternative ways to interact at EU level.

The current initiative of Feantsa and the Committee of Regions goes in the right direction.

6.1. Where to go from here as regards NAPIncl

Indeed, alternative methodologies can be found within the Lisbon strategy. Since the Lisbon European Council in 2000 the open method of coordination, as well as the exchange of best practices have been increasingly used to fuel the improvement of achievements in areas where powers remain under national authorities. In March 2006, the European Council adopted a new framework for the social protection and social inclusion process, adopting a new set of common objectives. From Autumn 2006 a streamlined framework for further development of the Open Method of Coordination for social protection and social inclusion should be in force, therefore it is expected that until then the Council further streamlines the March 2006 framework. 

6.2. The role of the Committee of Regions

In its Political Objectives for the Period 2006-2008, the Committee of the Regions:

· Backs the position that excludes social housing and integration policies from the Bolkenstein Directive, while calling for a horizontal Community frame of reference;

· Underlines that the contribution of the Lisbon Strategy is key to develop the European venture as regards, inter alia, labour market conditions and the fight against poverty;

· Highlights the role of the European local and regional authorities in ensuring consistency between the projects financed via the structural funds and the Lisbon Strategy; and

· Commits to develop political co-operation with the European Economic and Social Committee in areas where the activities of social players and regional authorities are complementary.

Given this availability, the Committee could reap the opportunity that the European social protection and social inclusion process is currently being reviewed, and present  practical ways to develop the contribution of regions and local authorities in the field of homelessness and housing exclusion:

· Call for an appraisal by regional and local authorities of the size of the phenomenon of homelessness, going beyond those homeless people that regularly use the services and equipments.

· Call for a more explicit reference of homelessness and housing exclusion strategies in the design of the forthcoming regional instruments of the EU (namely as regards the European Social Fund).

· Call for a better appraisal of the utilisation of EU funds in the context of the NAPIncls, especially as regards homelessness and housing exclusion; such an evaluation should be done not only in financial terms but also in terms of analysing whether those funds were effective in addressing the ends to which they were destined.

· Call for a clearer evaluation of NAPincls in the area of homelessness and housing exclusion, and ask for Plans to present evidence that national and sub-national targets are defined, all relevant stakeholders participate, and that appropriate monitoring and incentives are in place. Regions and municipalities might need some legislation and central benchmarking as a reference for their intervention.

· Participate in developing a checklist for local authorities to see if all that could be done to address the issue of homelessness and housing exclusion is already in force, given the seriousness of the situation locally and resources available
. Basic as it may seem, a checklist defined in such a way helps to highlight first of all those cases where no services are provided at all, where knowledge on the phenomenon is the lowest, where no articulation between authorities exists, etc. At a later stage, the development of a comprehensive typology of services and equipments provided – to which the contribution of organisations active in the area is key – could be a useful means to promote high standards of quality.

Since not all regions and municipalities are represented at the Committee of Regions, the Committee could consider calling for an increased role of National Associations of municipalities, for instance, to promote that all municipalities are engaged in, first of all, assessing the size of the phenomenon, and the in addressing it where numerically relevant as a priority. It should be noted that the exchange of best practices and peer pressure should also happen between regional/local authorities within each Member State (the Portuguese Plan recognises efforts only is Lisbon and Oporto regions, and the UK action to tackle homelessness suggests uneven states of maturity in England and Wales vis-à-vis Scotland and Northern Ireland).

Lastly, because the involvement of national parliaments in keeping some vigilance on homelessness strategies could enhance visibility on the phenomenon and policy responses at various levels, because academic research on the causes of homelessness is still incipient or lacks streamlining into economic and social policy (e.g., O’Flaherty’s seminal work on the economics of housing quality discrimination resting as a rare example where theoretical research has been put at the service of the economics and policy of fighting homelessness), it is desirable that a vaster array of stakeholders be engaged.

* Research carried out outside the author’s activity at the Finance Ministry of Portugal. Views expressed reflect the author’s opinion unless stated otherwise. All errors and omissions are the author’s responsibility. The author is grateful to the following persons for their helpful insights and testimony: [Portugal:] Maria José Penêda (SAOM),  Francisco Jorge (Municipality of Vila Nova de Famalicão), Alda Gonçalves (Social Security Institute); [Belgium:] Jean-Claude Bouchet (expert in the field of social housing) and Alain Brenat (L’Hotel Social de Mons), [France:] Nathalie Chomette (Cabinet de la Ministre délégué à la Cohésion Sociale et à la Parité), Nancy Bouché (Pôle National Lutte Habitat Indigne), Benjamin Poiret (Cabinet de l’adjointe au Maire de Paris chargée de la lutte contre l’exclusion), Jean-Phillipe Guiltat (Embassade de France à Lisbonne). 


� Hereafter in this section we follow very closely the description of NAPIncls made by the European Commission.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.ukcap.org/getheard/" ��www.ukcap.org/getheard/�


� Are networks of institutions addressing homelessness (local government, local offices of central government, regional government, NPOs) in force? Are these comprehensive as regards coverage of responsibilities? Are these comprehensive as regards services conducive to prevent/alleviate/reintegrate? Is there manoeuvre room to streamline the existing co-ordinating bodies? Is there a need to define responsibilities more clearly? 


Are the origins of the phenomenon being addressed? What accompaniment of the existing homeless population is being ensured? Is lodging provided? Are meals provided? Are clothes provides? Is hygiene provided? Is healthcare provided? Is the existence of these services well known by the homeless? Are these services easily accessible to the homeless? What is being done to lead the homeless to leave the street? Are teams multiprofessional? Etc…
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