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BACKGROUND NOTE

TO GUIDE THE PREPERATION OF THE DELEGATIONS FOR THE

2012 EUROPEAN MEETING OF PEOPLE EXPERIENCING POVERTY

Prepared by FEANTSA & EAPN
1. INTRODUCTION
The theme for the 11th European Meeting is “Homelessness and Housing Rights in the Context of the Crisis”.  The ambition is an exchange of views and experiences on how to ensure that people experiencing poverty, including homeless people, can have access to adequate, affordable housing and accommodation. The suggestions of the delegates can greatly support national and European decision-makers to best target policies to eradicate homelessness and housing exclusion. To make steps towards these ambitions this years meeting will be focused on three key questions: 
1. In relation to homelessness and violations of housing rights what are the key differences that can be seen in 2012 as compared to 2008, in the crisis context?

2. From the experience of the delegates and the preparation work for the meeting what are the ‘good and bad practices’ in relation to addressing homelessness and violations of housing rights that have been identified?

3. How best to design the national, regional, local and European policies to address homelessness and violations of housing rights that are adapted to the different needs and realities of different individuals and communities and can ensure equality in access to homeless services and housing rights?    

The delegates will bring their own experience and the results of their preparation work to address these three questions. During the meeting itself these questions will be addressed through three methods: 

1) Creative presentations, 

2) Workshops where the delegates exchange views on these questions and 

3) Dialogue sessions where the outcomes of the workshops are discussed with people who shape and seek to influence national, regional, local and European policies and programmes on homelessness and housing rights.

This background paper gives an overview of key developments in relation to homelessness and housing rights at European level. It aims to give the delegates key information to inform their preparation discussions and raises some key questions that they are encouraged to consider.  This briefing should assist the delegations to address, in particular, the third key question above how to best design polices to address homelessness and violations of housing rights”. 
2. CONTEXT AND DEFINITIONS

Homelessness is a complex problem and it is difficult to define.  There is a growing European consensus that homelessness cannot be restricted to the problem of rough sleeping.  People using homelessness services such as shelters and hostel, or move-on accommodation should be considered to be homeless as well.  There is also a growing European agreement that people living in very insecure (for instance people who are to be evicted) and very inadequate housing (for instance people living in housing declared inhabitable) experience a living situation that could be classified as homelessness.  The Jury of the Consensus Conference on Homelessness, organised by the Belgian Presidency  of the EU in 2010, agreed that the ETHOS definition should be a European framework definition of homelessness.  For more information, see here. 

Routes into homelessness are varied and often include a variety of factors such as unaffordable housing, loss of a job, addiction problems, mental health issues, relational or family problems, history of institutional care, etc.  It is important that policies and services addressing homelessness are aware and cater for the multidimensional nature of homelessness. 

The profile of the homeless population is equally varied.  The archetype of a homeless person being a middle-aged man with mental health problem and suffering from alcohol addiction still exists but is not dominant anymore in most countries.   Important trends are the feminisation and rejuvenation of homelessness.  There is also a very visible impact of migration on homelessness with substantial numbers of people with a precarious legal status such as undocumented migrants or asylum seekers becoming homeless.  The economic crisis has also made people from the middle classes of society vulnerable to homelessness in some countries. 

Some of the most common problem faced by homeless people is the lack of policies and services adapted to their needs.  There are still a number of EU member states that have no integrated homelessness strategies/policies.  A more recent worrying problem encountered by homeless people (especially rough sleepers) is the increasing criminalisation of the use of public space. 
Introducing the right to housing can be a part of the solution to homelessness.  Only a minority of the EU member states have a constitutional right to housing and only very few countries have a legally enforceable right to housing for homeless people.  The right to housing is an established European human right (see for instance the revised Social Charter of the Council of Europe).  It contains 3 elements: (1) there should be enough affordable housing (2) housing should be of adequate standards (3) and homelessness should be addressed with the aim of its gradual elimination.  There is a growing body of European case-law on the right to housing.  

Solutions to homelessness have to be adapted to the often complex - needs of homeless people.  Therefore homelessness strategies should cover interventions in areas such as (mental) health, housing, employment, migration, etc.  Traditionally policies are based on the staircase model that addresses the problems of homeless people while they move between different types of temporary accommodation (night shelters, hostels, move-on accommodation, etc.).  The logic behind this model is that homeless people have to get their social and health problems sorted before they can move to permanent housing.  During the last couple of years an increasing number of countries have moved to the housing first model which offers homeless people immediately stable housing and adapt the social and health support to the changing needs of the homeless individual.  The logic behind this model is that most homeless people can live in normal housing – even if they have very serious social and/or health problems – as long as they right support is in place.  The housing first approach considers the hostel system to some extent as an artificial waiting room towards a permanent solution for homeless people 
The responsibility for addressing homelessness is shared between the local, regional, and national authorities in most countries.  In some countries the local authorities are the sole responsible.  It is clear that the EU has no competences to legislate on the issue of homelessness, but it supports the member states to reinforce their policies.  The supportive role could be further developed in the future. 
3. ISSUES AND TRENDS RELATED TO HOMELESSNESS AND HOUSING RIGHTS 

In order to give some guidance for the preparation for the 2012 meeting, we believe it is useful to list a number of pressing and emerging issues related to homelessness and housing rights on which the view of people with direct experience of poverty/homelessness would be particularly useful. This list is obviously not exhaustive, and is not intended to limit the debate at the next meeting of people experiencing poverty. 

** IMPACT OF THE CRISIS 

The latest available EU data show that more than 16% of the population lives in a dwelling with a leaking roof, damp walls, floors or foundation, or rot in window frames of floor; or lacks a bath or shower in their dwelling; or lives in dwelling with no indoor flushing toilet for the sole use of household; or lives in a dwelling that is too dark. 0.3% of the population (1,5 million people) lives in a dwelling that lacks all items referred to above, and is therefore extremely vulnerable to homelessness. Almost 30% of the people living in poverty live in overcrowded accommodation, and more than 36% of the people living in poverty spend more than 40% of their disposable income on housing.  Although the crisis seems not to have led to any major overall increase of these percentages (most recent data from 2010), they should be a cause for great concern with policy makers.

There are no official EU data on the number of homeless people, but there is no doubt that at least a few million people experience at least 1 day homelessness (i.e. forced to live on the street or in hostel/shelter accommodation) every year. There are not enough reliable data to argue that the number of homeless people in the EU as a whole increased sharply as a result of the crisis in Europe, but there are reports of worrying increases (+20%) in countries like Spain and Greece.        
In several EU member states public budgets devoted to homelessness are being cut, and this impacts on the ambition of governments to reduce/end homelessness.  About half of the member states still has no proper homelessness strategy.  Most of the countries that have an integrated homelessness strategy try to keep the commitment high.  Only very few countries have managed to continue reducing homelessness in spite of the economic crisis and austerity plans - such as Scotland (20% reduction in 2011).  It proves that political courage and an effective evidence-based policy can deliver results - even in difficult times. 

In recent years the budgets dedicated to social housing policies have significantly decreased in a number of countries. In most countries municipalities are the main responsible for financing social housing, but as the local budgets are under pressure  and many local authorities face credit limitations/restrictions from banks  the necessary investments in social housing cannot be made. The number of people on waiting lists for social housing is increasing rapidly in many countries. This trend is exacerbated by the current economic downturn. In several countries the crisis has brought about an increase in arrears on mortgage (and as a consequence in the number of housing repossessions) as well as in rents payment which can lead to homelessness. There are some good practices, however to address social housing needs, for instance the Belgian regions of Flanders and Brussels-Capital the social housing sector can count on a stable if not increased allocation of public budget for the year 2012, to keep up with increasing demand.

Questions to consider: Have the austerity measures led to budget cuts in homelessness and housing policies and service provision in your country?  In several countries homelessness services are being closed down or have to substantially reduce their offer of services at a time when demand is increasing. It would be useful to know if this is also an issue in your country, and how it impacts on the quality of life of homeless people. It would be extremely useful to have your views also on what seem to be the best practices, short-and long-term solutions to counterbalance the effects of the crisis

** CHANGING PROFILE OF HOMELESSNESS
An increasing number of (recent) immigrants and people with precarious legal status

(asylum seekers, undocumented person) enter into a spiral of destitution and become homeless. They often have different problems for which the hostels and social services have no adequate answers, and which are not addressed by policy makers. In some countries homeless people without residence permit or other papers are denied access to (publicly funded) shelters and other forms of emergency social care. This is a growing issue of concern - also at the EU level

Youth homelessness

Many countries report a sudden massive increase in the number of young people experiencing homelessness (increases up to 20% are not uncommon). It seems that young people are more vulnerable to the crisis - to such an extent that there are visible increases of young homeless. It is still unclear what exactly triggered the increase.
Questions to consider: It would be very interesting to hear from you how migrants end up homeless, and how policies and social services need to address their needs? It would be also useful to know your opinion about what you think causes youth homelessness? What other vulnerable groups are particularly hit by the crisis according to your opinion? What would be the right policy answers to help the vulnerable groups? 
** EMPOWERMENT OF HOMELESS PEOPLE
Participation of people experiencing poverty including homeless people
It is increasingly accepted that the participation of people experiencing poverty in development of social policies and social services is necessary. 
Questions to consider: To what extent are people who are homeless some of whom are very fragile finding that the existing models of participation allow them to be genuinely and effectively involved in decision-making? It would be useful to hear your opinion on trends and your suggestions for best practices in relation to participation processes and to what extent these processes allow the most vulnerable amongst people living in poverty to have their say at all levels of decision-making  

Perception of people experiencing poverty including homeless people by the general public

Countries in which the public perception/understanding of poverty and homelessness is poor/negative seem to have worse policies than countries in which the general public is more aware of the complexity of homelessness and poverty. 

Questions to consider: It would be useful to find out whether public attitudes have recently changed, and how this impacted on the life of people experiencing poverty including homeless people, what impact this has had on policies to fight poverty including homeless and hosing policies and how to best tackle these issues at policy level.
Jurisprudence and criminalisation

Homelessness often results in limitations of human rights -- in the first place the right to housing but also a whole range of other rights such as right to privacy, right to family, and even the right to life. All EU member states have ratified the European Convention of Human Rights, and many have also ratified the revised European Social Charter. Both Treaties include the above rights and have mechanism to enforce Member States to respect them. But very few homeless people actually go to court or file a complaint to get their human rights respected. 
Since a few years there is also a very worrying increase in laws and regulations that criminalise the use of public space by homeless people, impose fines, and especially at local level rules are put in place to ban begging and sleeping rough. In many countries there are laws in place, which formally do not target homelessness, but are inappropriately used to chase homeless people away from city centres and shopping streets. Criminalising homelessness does not seem to bring any solution. On the contrary - it appears ineffective and expensive

Questions to consider: It would be useful to find out from you why these tendencies appear and what should be done to guarantee the basic human rights to homeless people and support them in litigation processes and procedures with public authorities. It would be interesting to have an exchange on how criminalisation has an impact on the lives of homeless people, and what alternatives, good practices exist to assist homeless people obliged to spend part of their time in public space or reinforce their rights?
** POLICIES ADDRESSING HOMELESSNESS  

Winter emergency plans for the homeless-
In the last month more than 600 people died of hypothermia in Europe - many of them were homeless. Member States have quickly activated winter emergency plans to make sure that all homeless people have a bed and a roof during the night. There is a lot of controversy about winter emergency plans, because they might allow governments not to address the structural causes of homelessness and develop long-term solutions. It is generally accepted that temporary shelter is not a solution for homeless people. 
Questions to consider: It would be useful to hear from you what place winter emergency plans should have in an integrated/comprehensive strategy to address homelessness 

Housing First

During the last couple of years Housing First - a new policy to address homelessness – is slowly gaining ground in Europe and the European Commission has launched pilot projects to look into the issues. Housing First is a radical change compared to the traditional intervention methods, and consists of immediately providing homeless people with stable housing with support rather than to organise their integration process through several stages of temporary accommodation (night shelter, short-stay shelter, integration shelter...). Housing First provokes a lot of discussion between and amongst policy makers and social service providers. 
Questions to consider:  Are (all) homeless people ready to be housed so quickly? Is it possible to address social and health problems of homeless people when they are in individual housing? Etc... A voice that is often not (sufficiently) heard in this debate is the voice of people experiencing poverty/homelessness. It would be useful to know your views on the pros and cons of Housing First.
4) HOMELESSNESS AND HOUSING RIGHTS ON THE EU AGENDA

Homelessness is high on the social agenda of the European Union. Please find below a number of recent developments: 

The Social Protection Committee (European advisory body consisting of high-level civil servants which steers together with the European Commission EU's anti-poverty work) chose homelessness as a priority issue in the work plan of 2009. All SPC members produced extensive national reports in which they outlined how homelessness was addressed in their country. The European Commission with the help of the Independent Network of Social Inclusion Experts analysed the reports and produced a European paper on homelessness, which includes some proposals for future action on homelessness at EU level.

In 2010 the European Council adopted the Joint Report Social Protection and Social Inclusion, which included a chapter on homelessness. The Council agreed that Member States should develop integrated strategies to better address the problem of homelessness. The Council also agreed on some key elements of effective homelessness strategies: concrete and measurable targets; the need for a strong housing dimension in the policy solutions; the importance of good data and statistics, etc.

In 2008 the European Parliament showed for the first time a strong interest in homelessness. Members of the Parliament asked the EU to address street homelessness as an urgent priority and to support member states with the development of winter plans for the homeless. (Written Declaration April 2008) In 2010, almost 400 MEPs called upon the EU to develop an EU homelessness strategy to support member states in their efforts to reduce/solve homelessness (Written Declaration Dec 2010). In Sept 2011, the European Parliament voted a resolution repeating the call for an EU strategy. 
In 2010 the Belgian Presidency of the EU organised a major European Consensus Conference on homelessness on the request of the previous European Commission. Commissioner Spidla thought that it was important to build a European-wide consensus on a few controversial questions before scaling up the ambition of the EU in the fight against homelessness. The report of the Jury of the Consensus Conference is now widely referred to as a consensual framework for EU (and national) policy making on homelessness.

In 2010 the Committee of the Regions of the EU (bringing together representatives from local and regional authorities from across the EU) adopted an opinion calling for an EU-level homelessness strategy. In 2011 the Economic and Social Committee of the European Union (bringing together the social partners and the third sector) followed suit adopted an opinion, which repeated the call for an EU homelessness strategy.

Since the launch of the EU Inclusion Strategy in 2000, the European Commission and the SPC have shown great interest in the cause of homelessness. The Commission funded several studies, transnational projects, peer review, and seminars on the issue of homelessness. The annual support of the Commission allowed FEANTSA (the European network of homelessness services) to become an important European resource centre for NGOs and public authorities involved in the fight against homelessness, and other European networks such as Dynamo International (the network of street workers) and Eurodiaconia to develop activities on homelessness.  
HOUSING RIGHTS
Also housing rights become increasingly important in the EU. The Lisbon Treaty includes the EU Charter of Fundamental rights, which lists the right to housing assistance (art 34). The EU institutions are bound by this art 34, as well as the Member States when they transpose/implement EU law/policy. There are possibilities to further improve the monitoring process on how the EU and the Member States respect the EU Charter. Also at the level of the Council of Europe there are some efforts to enforce the right to housing (art 31 of the rev. Social Charter). A recent monitoring report of the Council of Europe found France, Italy, Lithuania, The Netherlands, Portugal and Slovenia in violation of art 31. Only two countries Sweden and Finland were found to respect art 31. The Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) of the EU has not shown a great interest in housing rights so far. A recent report of the European Parliament on the future EU social inclusion strategy (Daerden report) calls upon the FRA to study and monitor the right to housing in the future.

Homelessness is without any doubt the most severe violation of housing rights. A human/housing rights approach to homelessness is therefore likely to generate impact (in terms of jurisprudence for instance) that would also be valuable for less serious housing rights violations.

It is useful to remind that homelessness remains first and foremost the responsibility of the Member States.  An EU strategy on homelessness can only provide extra support to Member States in their efforts to address homelessness through transnational exchanges, research, monitoring of policy progress, social innovation/experimentation, etc.  An EU strategy should be developed in the framework of the EU2020 Strategy and its Poverty Platform Flagship Initiative which is a 10-year comprehensive EU strategic framework aimed at reducing poverty including its most extreme forms such as homelessness. An EU Strategy on homelessness could also tap into a number of other EU sectorial policies such as the Roma Framework Strategy and the future Recommendation on Child Poverty.   Funding for an EU homelessness strategy could be found in the future Structural Funds 2014-2020.  The European Commission proposed to reserve 20% of the European Social Fund to social inclusion measures and at least 5% of European Regional Development Fund to actions to promote sustainable urban development. A basis for monitoring progress on Member States could be delivered by Eurostat which is trying to develop a figure of the number of homeless people on the basis of national census data (2011)  
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