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Executive summary

The homelessness response to the pandemic has seen extraordinary action taken
across Great Britain to get everyone into safe accommodation during the
outbreak. People experiencing homelessness, especially those rough sleeping,
are among the most exposed to risk of coronavirus. The pandemic is also
exerting sudden pressure on people already pushed to the brink by low wages
and high rents.

To anticipate and track the ever-changing dynamics of the pandemic, Crisis has
conducted a short piece of research to understand the experiences of frontline
services across Great Britain during the pandemic and the changing support
needs of people facing homelessness between March and September 2020.
Based on survey responses with voluntary sector organisations and in-depth
interviews with local authorities across Great Britain, the research shows the
range of challenges and responses to homelessness as a consequence of the
pandemic and the short, medium, and long-term solutions to end homelessness
for good.

1 Across all three nations there has been a continued new flow of people
experiencing homelessness since the start of the pandemic.

1 Local authorities and voluntary sector services have reported both an
increase in need but also demand for their services since the beginning of
the pandemic. 53 per cent (68) of services across Great Britain reported an
increase in homelessness in their area, with a further 73 per cent (95)
stating demand of their services had increased since the start of the
pandemic.

1 During the first few months of the pandemic the increase was driven by
those already experiencing homelessness - people who were sofa surfing
and living in dangerous and transient accommodation — who became
more visible as their living situations forced them to access help. In some
areas, there was also an increase in people fleeing domestic abuse - 58 per
cent (42) of services reporting that they had seen an increase in people
fleeing or experiencing domestic abuse requiring support.

1 Towards the second wave of the pandemic there have been bigger
increases in England in families and across all three nations from people
who are experiencing homelessness for the first time, people who have
been furloughed and those who are newly unemployed.

1 Homelessness among people with No Recourse to Public Funds has been
a continued issue throughout the whole of the pandemic. The instruction
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to local authorities to support everyone who was rough sleeping or in
accommodation where they could not self-isolate into safe emergency
accommodation meant that all local authorities reported an increase in
support being provided for people with No Recourse to Public Funds
including EEA nationals without entitlements to benefits. In some cases,
local authorities reported accommodating quite significant numbers of
individuals but with an awareness that the support they were able to offer,
beyond emergency accommodation was limited.

Relationship breakdown, both between partners and wider familial
relationship breakdown, was also highlighted by both services and local
authorities as an increasing cause of homelessness. While historically this
has always been a large driver of homelessness the pandemic has forced
more people to leave their family home and in multi-generational
households young people not seen to be adhering to the lockdown rules
have increased numbers of people approaching for help.

An increase in support needs by people approaching for help was seen
consistently across the research. The two main support needs highlighted
were loneliness and isolation and mental health issues. In the first phase of
the research the most pressing support needs related to emergency basic
needs, such as lack of food and digital exclusion — the latter becoming
increasingly important and vital over the last seven months. In contrast in
wave 2 of the survey we started to see more cumulative issues coming
through like rent arrears.

Services also spoke about the need to adapt their provision very quickly in
response to social distancing new safety measures. For some this was an
overnight shift from being in an office one day to working from home,
while for others there was a more gradual shift or an intent to maintain
some ongoing physical presence to allow for face to face contact. This
included distributing mobile phones and recognising that housing options
assessments do not need to be conducted in person.

The most significant intervention that governments across all three
nations made was the instruction to bring ‘Everyone In’ or provide
emergency accommodation for everyone rough sleeping, at risk of rough
sleeping, or in accommodation where they could not self-isolate
throughout the pandemic. This was an enormous undertaking for local
authorities and the challenge of this was reflected on by local authorities.
This intervention has clearly saved lives during the pandemic, with
infection rates and deaths amongst people experiencing homelessness at
extremely low levels compared internationally.



In England, there was an overwhelming need to utilise commercial hotels,
in Wales there was a more varied mix of hotels, B&Bs and existing
temporary accommodation stock, and in Scotland outside of large city
centres where commercial hotels were needed, this was mainly provided
through current stock. Student accommodation and other forms of
available self-contained housing was also used.

One of the most impactful changes that local authorities highlighted in
terms of being able to support people from hotels through the system into
more permanent and secure accommodation was temporary changes to
housing allocation policies. This meant suspension of choice-based
lettings and a move to direct lets, and in many local authorities a priority
given to homeless households.

Most local authorities spoke about the need to continue some form of
hotel provision for the immediate future. Local authorities in England felt
conflicted about the current and future need especially in relation to a
second wave of the pandemic versus the reality of getting continued
central government funding to sustain this. In Scotland, authorities felt
more reassured by the spending commitment to continue emergency
provision for at least up until the new year.

NRPF groups caused more concern for the local authorities we spoke
regarding uncertainty on funding for these groups and inconsistent
national policies that made medium to long term planning extremely
difficult.

There was recognition of the positive effect government policies have had
on levels of homelessness during the pandemic, particularly the pause in
evictions and temporary uplift in local housing allowance. However, there
were concerns across all areas about the temporary nature of these
changes and the impact these may have on homelessness in the future.
Local authorities across each nation were concerned about newly
emerging need for their services as they started to see the impacts of the
wider economic context and the cumulation of rent arrears in their local
area.

One of the biggest challenges facing local authorities is the ability to
successfully move those housed in emergency COVID-19 accommodation
into permanent and secure housing. The structural barriers that existed
before the pandemic, including a lack of housing supply and a welfare
system that does not address the underlying causes of homelessness have
been exacerbated during the pandemic. Across the three nations local
authorities and voluntary sector providers stress the need for a range of
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appropriate tenures to meet differing support needs. At the heart of this
was delivering new affordable housing supply and long term financial
support within the welfare system to address underlying causes of
homelessness.

The existing policy frameworks in tackling homelessness in each nation
have had an impact on the medium to long term planning for each nation
and how effective their homelessness response has been since March. In
Scotland, the pandemic has injected a sense of urgency into housing led
provision based on Rapid Rehousing Transition Plans and the need to work
with local authorities to ensure the necessary funding to scale up Housing
First across Scotland more rapidly. In Wales, the introduction of phase 2
funding has led local authorities to think more longer term about their
offers for people moving through their homelessness systems, not just
exclusively in the context of the pandemic. In England, the process of
Everyone In and identifying support needs as part of this has been used to
examine who would benefit from different housing solutions. However,
there was still a reliance on supported accommodation and longer-term
hostels to move people out of hotels and other emergency
accommodation with a question mark over the extent to which recent
funding announcements can meet the ongoing need for permanent long
term tenancies.

There was also concern over funding a homelessness response in the
immediate future. In England local authorities and voluntary sector
organisations were concerned about the sustainability of funding
emergency accommodation over winter. In many areas they had already
overspent and even with additional funding announcements from MHCLG
itis not clear if the procurement of temporary accommodation can
continue at this pace. In Wales, there was less concern than in England
about whether the initial funding was sufficient to cover costs of providing
emergency accommodation, but there were growing anxieties around
funding for their phase 2 planning, beyond the commitment to March
2021, and making sure they were able to sustainable plan their provision
for people moving through from emergency accommodation. In Scotland
there was significantly less concern specifically around homelessness
spend and reflected that they had in the most part been able to access the
emergency monies that they needed.

There have been positive effects of the pandemic in terms of greater
collaboration. The huge shift in way of working across statutory and
voluntary services and the demand to provide an unprecedented level of
support was a massive undertaking, that in many areas of the country it led



to a pulling together of the sector and a strengthening of relationships
that are hoped to endure may be a significant positive legacy of the
pandemic.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
and policy context

The homelessness response to the pandemic has seen extraordinary action
taken across Great Britain to get everyone into safe accommodation during the
outbreak. By the end of September in England 10,566 people were still living in
emergency accommodation as a direct result of the ‘Everyone In' initiative and
nearly 18,911 people have been moved into other forms of accommodation!. In
Wales, by the 28™" June 407 people have been moved off the streets and at least
1,859 people have been helped into emergency accommodation.? In mid-July
Scottish Government reported that there were as few as 20 to 30 people who
remained rough sleeping.

As well as addressing existing homelessness, there has been a need to tackle a
new flow of people onto the streets and those at risk of losing their home.
While data is not comprehensive, we know that in England between April and
June 63,750 households were owed a homelessness duty (prevention and
relief)’ and in London between July and September 3,444 people were recorded
as rough sleeping in the capital and nearly 2,000 were new to the streets*. The
latest figures from the Scottish regulator show that there have been over 2,000
homelessness applications each month consistently since April with 2,901 in
September.> In Wales in August 974 people who presented as homeless were
placed in emergency accommodation in August.®

The emergency measures put in place were a direct response to a public health
need. People experiencing homelessness, particularly those who are sleeping
rough, are among those who are most exposed to the risks of COVID-19. Not
only do they not have a safe home to self-isolate in or follow sanitation
guidance, but people experiencing homelessness are also three times more
likely to experience a chronic health problem including respiratory conditions.
It was therefore critical that everyone who was rough sleeping, or in other

! Ministry for Housing Communities and Local Government (2020) Coronavirus (COVID-19) emergency accommodation
survey data: September 2020

2 Welsh Government (2020) Homeless and Rough Sleepers in Emergency Accommodation in COVID-19 crisis
(management information)

3 MHCLG (2020) Statutory Homelessness April to June (Q2) 2020: England

4 Greater London Authority (2020) CHAIN quarterly report, Greater London, July to September 2020

5 Scottish Housing Regulator (2020) COVID-19 Monthly Report - September 2020

5 Welsh Government (2020) Homelessness accommodation provision and rough sleeping: August 2020
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acute forms of homelessness such as sofa surfing or communal hostels, had
access to accommodation where they could self-isolate and protect themselves
from the risks of COVID-19.

There have also been wider economic impacts of the outbreak, and as detailed
below, new and emergency policy interventions by governments across all
three nations have protected large numbers of people who would otherwise
have been pushed into homelessness or living in dangerous situations. To
anticipate and track the ever-changing dynamics of the pandemic, Crisis has
conducted a short piece of research to understand the experiences of frontline
services across Great Britain during the pandemic and the changing support
needs of people facing homelessness between March and September 2020. This
report outlines how statutory and voluntary sector homelessness services have
responded to the global pandemic and the changing policy responses across
England, Scotland and Wales. Chapter 2 looks at homelessness trends and
access to services for people experiencing homelessness during the pandemic.
Chapter 3 focuses on the impact of government policies in England, Scotland
and Wales in the period between March and September. In the final chapter the
research examines perspectives on future planning and responses to
homelessness by local authorities and voluntary sector services in light of the
economic impacts and second wave of the pandemic.

1.1. Policy context
England

At the beginning of the first lockdown a letter was sent by the Ministry for
Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) to all local authorities in
England instructing them to move everyone sleeping rough and in communal
shelters into a safe place, ideally in self-contained accommodation, over the
following two days.” Now widely referred to as the ‘Everyone In’ initiative, it was
initially backed by £3.2 million targeted funding to local authorities, alongside
£3.2 billion overall for councils to assist people classed as vulnerable.

Two months later on 24th May the Government brought forward £160 million of
a £433 million four year budget to provide 6,000 new supported housing units
for ex-rough sleepers, with 3,300 of these units becoming available over the next

7 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2020) Coronavirus (COVID-19): letter from Minister Hall to
local authorities on plans to protect rough sleepers, Online: MHCLG.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/letter-from-minister-hall-to-local-authorities
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12 months. £91.6 million of the ‘Next Steps’ funding has now been allocated to
276 schemes across England, including 38 in London, which are due to provide
interim accommodation specifically for people rough sleeping.? Bids have also
been submitted for £161 million support to help secure 3,300 tenancies but the
guidance for the funding stream has placed an emphasis on short term
accommodation, with tenancies not lasting longer than three years.?

On the 13% October updated guidance was published on the use of night shelters
in England which states it they can be opened over winter as a last resort. This
was accompanied with £10 million for a Cold Weather Fund to support councils
get rough sleepers off the streets during the winter by helping them to provide
more self-contained accommodation and an additional £2 million for faith and
community groups to help them provide secure accommodation for rough
sleepers.10

Since the second wave of the pandemic and lockdown period in England, a
further £15 million has been allocated to provide accommodation for rough
sleepers.!! Called the ‘Protect Programme’, it has been targeted at 10 areas in
England!? deemed to need additional support over winter.

Focused on policies to address more upstream prevention, there was a pause on
evictions from both the social and private rented sectors, initially announced for
a three-month period till 25th June 202013, and later extended 20 September4.
In response to the second lockdown there has been further restrictions put in
place to stop bailiff enforcement action taking place during the national
restrictions or over the Christmas period.?® Notice periods for most tenants have
also been extended in this period. Where landlords are not seeking to evict a
tenant for anti-social behaviour, serious rent arrears, or where the tenant has

no right to rent, a minimum six months’ notice period applies for notices issues

8 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2020) 274 councils set to receive housing support for
vulnerable people. Online https://www.gov.uk/government/news/274-councils-set-to-receive-housing-support-for-
vulherable-people

9 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2020) Next Steps Accommodation Programme: guidance

10 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government {2020) Rough sleepers to be helped to keep safe this winter.
Online https://www.gov.uk/government/news/rough-sleepers-to-be-helped-to-keep-safe-this-winter

1 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2020) Jenrick launches ‘Protect Programme’: the next step in
winter rough sleeping plan. Online https://www.gov.uk/government/news/jenrick-launches-protect-programme-the-
next-step-in-winter-rough-sleeping-plan

2 The 10 areas in England are London, Bristol, Brighton and Hove, Cornwall, Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole,
Manchester, Salford, Oxford, Leicester and Birmingham

13 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2020) Government support available for landlords and
renters reflecting the current coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak, Online:
MHCLG.https://www.gov.uk/guidance/government-support-available-for-landlords-and-renters-reflecting-the-current-
coronavirus-covid-19-outbreak

4 House of Commons library (2020) Coronavirus: Ban on evictions extended to 20 September. Online:
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/coronavirus-ban-on-evictions-extended/

5 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2020) New protections for renters over duration of national
restrictions. Online https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-protections-for-renters-over-duration-of-national-
restrictions
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from 29t August 2020. These notice periods will remain in force until 31 March
2021.

There was also a suspension of evictions from asylum accommodation across
the UK for three months from 27th March,*® and the Government has temporarily
suspended an exemption to the EU derogation relating to freedom of movement,
to allow local authorities to provide up to three months of emergency
accommodation and floating support to EEA nationals who would not otherwise
be eligible for support. In 2019 this suspension was applied in areas of the
country with high levels of EEA migrant homelessness and is now being extended
nationally as of 24th June 2020.Y This will end on 315t December 2020.
Counterintuitive to this announcement, new rules due to come into force on 1t
December!® outline that rough sleeping will become grounds for refusing or
cancelling someone’s right to remain in the UK.

There have been increased investment in the welfare system which have
prevented many people losing their homes. Local Housing Allowance (LHA) rates
across the UK have been realigned to cover the bottom third of rents for 12
months'®, and there has been an increase of £20 per month in the Universal
Credit (UC) standard allowance?°. Practical changes have also been made to
pause deductions for benefit overpayments, and to ensure no one is sanctioned
during the public health emergency,?'though both sanctions and deductions
have now resumed.

Scotland

As an initial response to the pandemic, the Scottish Government, local
authorities and charities also moved quickly to get people off the streets and into
safe accommodation to protect people’s health. Scottish government provided
an unrestricted £350 million to local authorities to support throughout the
pandemic which was accessible for homelessness provision, and an additional
£1.5 million specifically for voluntary sector organisations supporting in hotels in
Edinburgh and Glasgow. 22 This quick response meant that people sleeping

16 On 27th March 2020, the Home Office Minister Chris Philp sent a Letter to the British Red Cross announcing that for the
next three months people will not be asked to leave their asylum accommodation.
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/27.03.20-Chris-Philp-Letter.pdf

7 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2020) Letter from Minister for Rough Sleeping on funding for
emergency accommodation during the pandemic, and support for EEA rough sleepers. Online: MHCLG.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-letter-from-minister-hall-to-local-authorities-on-
funding-support-for-those-in-emergency-accommodation-and-eea-rough-sleepers

8 The Home Office (2020) Statement of changes to the Immigration Rules: HC 813, 22 October 2020. Online
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/statement-of-changes-to-the-immigration-rules-hc-813-22-october-
2020

9 Social Security (Coronavirus) (Further Measures) Regulations 2020 (SI.No.371/2020).
www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/371/made

20 jbid

2! Department for Work and Pensions (2020) Recovery of Benefit Overpayment Suspended. Online: DWP.
www.gov.uk/government/news/recovery-of-benefit-overpayment-suspended

22 Scottish Govermnent (2020) Ending homelessness together: updated action plan - October 2020
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rough or staying in congregate shelters were supported into self-contained
accommodation during the immediate crisis. In addition, the Scottish
Government decided to bring forward changes to the Unsuitable
Accommodation Order from April 2021 to October 2020, fast-tracking provisions
intended to protect all households from long stays in unsuitable temporary
accommodation, although with an exemption up to 315t January if unsuitable
temporary accommodation is being used to enable self-isolation or if pressures
dues to providing COVID-19 emergency accommodation has limited their
temporary accommodation stock. .

In recognition that those with no recourse to public funds were particularly at
risk of rough sleeping, the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA)
issued guidance making it clear that local authorities have statutory public health
duties to provide emergency accommodation to all people with NRPF who are
roofless or rough sleeping during the pandemic, and that local authorities can
provide financial support, food or other emergency assistance.

Similar to England and Wales, the Scottish Parliament passed emergency
legislation which included an extension of notice periods for most evictions from
both social and private rented sector accommodation of up to 6 months. This
has since been extended until March 2021. As further protection for tenants, the
Scottish Government introduced a £10m tenant hardship loan fund, and
regulations were also passed by the Scottish Parliament which create pre-action
requirements for private rented sector landlords wishing to evict on the grounds
of rent arrears, initially until March 2021. Furthermore, the Scottish Government
also announced additional funding for Discretionary Housing Payments to
support tenants under severe financial pressure during the outbreak.

In June 2020 the Housing Minister Kevin Stewart asked the Homelessness and
Rough Sleeping Action Group (HARSAG)?3 to reconvene and look at what can be
done to tackle homelessness right now and into the future, including changes to
the Ending Homelessness Together Action Plan. The group convened two
meetings in June and a report was published with a further 104
recommendations?4.

In response in October, the Scottish Government updated its Ending
Homelessness Together Action Plan?>. The plan focused on the need to prioritise

23 The Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Group (HARSAG) was appointed by the First Minister and chaired by Jon
Sparkes from Crisis

24 Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Group (2020) Tackling homelessness in Scotland following the coronavirus
pandemic - Recommendations from Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Group
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/corporate-report/2020/07/homelessness-and-
rough-sleeping-action-group-final-report-tackling-coronavirus/documents/harsag-final-report-on-homelessness-after-
coronavirus/harsag-final-report-on-homelessness-after-
coronavirus/govscot%3Adocument/200819%2BHARSAG2%2BCOVID%2Breport.pdf

5 Scottish Government (2020) Ending homelessness together, updated action plan — October 2020
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prevention, ensuring maximal settled housing options in every sector including
social housing, Housing First and the private rented sector, mainstreaming
equalities and ensuring the homelessness system itself is response and person
centred. It also included commitments to phase out night shelters this winter and
replace them with rapid rehousing welcome centres for people who would
otherwise be rough sleeping?®. Other commitments include scaling up Housing
First more rapidly, significant increases in social housing allocations to people
experiencing homelessness, addressing recommendations about a new
prevention duty in Scotland, and exploring alternative routes to reduce migrant
homelessness.

Wales

The Welsh Government'’s response to the pandemic took place immediately
following the Homelessness Action Group’s?’ recommendations to set an
ambitious goal of ending homelessness in Wales. The Housing and Local
Government Minister, Julie James MS, accepted in principle the
recommendations of the Action Group, which set out a framework of policies,
approaches and plans to ensure that homelessness only happens very rarely, that
when it does happen it is brief, and that once it has happened to an individual or
family then it is prevented from happening again. 28 The Minister also committed
to agree an action plan to deliver the recommendations in practice. %°

In the early phase of the outbreak the Welsh Government committed £10 million
for partners to work closely to quickly re-accommodate hundreds of people
across Wales who were sleeping rough or in temporary accommodation that
could be a public health risk during the pandemic. The Welsh Government
guidance to councils also set out that the funding could be used for helping
people with no recourse to public funds into emergency accommodation.’® This
was significantly more funding per local authority in Wales when compared to
the COVID funding response for homelessness in England.

As the outbreak continued, the Welsh Government issued guidance that people
at risk of sleeping rough during the pandemic should generally be treated as
vulnerable for the purposes of assessing priority need for re-accommodation and
there would need to be a “robust evidential basis” for not doing so.5!

26 Scottish Government (2020) Night shelters to be phased out. Online https://www.gov.scot/news/night-shelters-to-be-
phased-out/

% The Action Group was a task group of 13 members, chaired by Jon Sparkes from Crisis, and reported to Welsh Ministers
28 The framework of policies, approaches and plans needed to end homelessness in Wales (What ending homelessness in
Wales looks like), Report from the Homelessness Action Group for the Welsh Government, March 2020

2 https://gov.wales/working-prevent-homelessness-minister-accepts-principle-new-recommendations-end-
homelessness-wales

30 https://gov.wales/10-million-emergency-support-rough-sleepers-wales-during-coronavirus-outbreak

31 https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-04/guidance-for-local-authorities-in-supporting-
people-sleeping-rough-covid-19_0.pdf
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Local authorities and their partners from the public, private and third sectors are
moving into phase two of the strategy, so “no one need return to the street”. This
was initially backed by “one-off” Welsh Government funding of £20 million and
subsequently increased to £50 million32. Each local authority has been asked by
the Minister for Housing and Local Government to develop a plan which will
form the basis of a funding bid, and the plans to start adopting a ‘rapid rehousing’
approach to homelessness33

Protection for renters were also introduced in Wales, a longer notice period was
initially announced for a six-month period till 30" September 2020, it was later
extended until 315t March 2021 unless the reason for giving notice relates to anti-
social behaviour or domestic abuse.>* The announcement was also accompanied
by a wider measures of support including a new low interest loan for private
rented sector tenants in rent arrears or struggling to pay their rent arrears
because of Covid-19 and a private rented sector helpline run by Citizen Advice
Cymru.

As recommended by the Homelessness Action Group, temporary changes saw
people sleeping rough in some areas treated as being in priority need so rough
sleeping could be tackled areas where it was most prevalent. More recently a
review>> of priority need has been published which sets out four options for
Welsh Government to consider, from all-out abolition of priority need to
maintaining the status quo.

1.2. Methodology

The research took place between April and October 2020. Two online surveys
were conducted with voluntary sector services working in the area of
homelessness. The first these had a response rate of 150 and asked questions
about the activity between March and end of May. A follow up survey took place
between July and September to track change in responses to need and the
external context, the response rate was low (31 usable responses) so a
comparison has been used as indicative only. More detail on the size and focus of
organisations who responded to the survey is available in the appendix.

In-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with 19 local authorities (10 in
England, 5 in Wales, 4 in Scotland). These were selected to provide a range of

32 Welsh Government (2020) Welsh Government unveils package of support to keep people in their homes and end
homelessness. Online https://gov.wales/welsh-government-unveils-package-support-keep-people-their-homes-and-
end-homelessness

33 Welsh Government (2020) Phase 2 — Planning Guidance for Homelessness and Housing Related Support Services.
Online https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-06/planning-guidance-for-homelessness-and-housing-
support-services-coronavirus.pdf

34 Welsh Government (2020) Temporary increase in the notice period for eviction to be extended. Online
https://gov.wales/temporary-increase-notice-period-eviction-be-extended

35 Mackie, P., Gray, T., Hughes, C., Madoc-Jones, ., Mousteri, V., Pawson, H., Spyropoulos, N., Stirling, T., Taylor, H. and
Watts, B. (2020) Review of Priority Need in Wales, Welsh Government

17


https://gov.wales/welsh-government-unveils-package-support-keep-people-their-homes-and-end-homelessness
https://gov.wales/welsh-government-unveils-package-support-keep-people-their-homes-and-end-homelessness
https://gov.wales/temporary-increase-notice-period-eviction-be-extended

geographic coverage but also areas with acute need with regards to levels of
rough sleeping and use of communal homelessness accommodation.

A wide range of research has been conducted and published on the impact of
COVID on homelessness, the report also draws on other sources of data to verify
the key themes throughout the report.
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Chapter 2: What
happened to the scale
of homelessness and

access to services
during COVID-19?

2.1. Scale of homelessness

In the immediate aftermath of government announcements to accommodate all
rough sleepers in the face of the pandemic, and as the country headed into the
first lockdown there was an immediate increase in pressure and demand on local
authorities and frontline services. The expectation was to accommodate all
people experiencing rough sleeping or in unsafe accommodation where self-
solation wasn't possible, but a continued flow of people newly at risk of rough
sleeping throughout the early months of the pandemic led to a constant pressure
on services.

In May 2020 MHCLG reported that 14,610 people in England had been provided
emergency accommodation in response to the pandemic, with an estimated
6,000 people sleeping rough at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.3¢ Of
the 14,610 people housed an estimated 7,000 had been sleeping rough before
they were accommodated and 5,000 were at risk of rough sleeping. These
numbers highlight the continued flow of people newly experiencing the worst
form of homelessness during the first months of the pandemic and is further
supported by the data available from London’s Combined Homelessness and
Information Network (CHAIN). The April — June data for CHAIN shows that 2,680
people slept rough in London for the first time, an increase of 77% from the same
time period in 2019. What the data is showing is the scale of people who were
extremely vulnerable to the risk of rough sleeping and the immediate pressures
of the pandemic and associated lockdown pushed them to needing emergency
help.

3¢ Ministry for Housing Communities and Local Government {(2020) Coronavirus (COVID-19) emergency accommodation
survey data: September 2020
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In Scotland, monthly reports from the Scottish Housing Regulator show that
between April and September 2020 there has been a steep increase in people
being placed in temporary accommodation from 12, 261 to 14,229 households
due to the response to the pandemic.®”

In Wales 407 people have been moved off the streets and at least 1,859 people
have been helped into emergency accommodation by the 28 June.3® The latest
publication of homelessness statistics by the Welsh Government show that 987
people who presented as homeless were placed in emergency accommodation
in August and there were around 101 people still rough sleeping.3®

Responses from the first wave of the sector survey support this assertion of an
increase in visible homelessness during the first few months of the Coronavirus
pandemic. 53 per cent (68) of services across the country reported an increase in
homelessness in their area, with a further 73 per cent (95) stating demand of their
services had increased since the start of the pandemic. These trends were
echoed across all three nations.

Chart 2.1. Percentage of survey respondents who reported an increase in scale and
demand of homelessness

All increased

90% 79%  79%

80% 73%
70%
60% 53% 189 54%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

scale of homelessness in the scale of demand in your services
area(s) you work

mEngland mScotland mWales

Local Authority interviews and the statutory data for April — June 2020 also
support this showing the increase in demand came overwhelmingly from single
males, who may have not been entitled to main duty support in England and
Wales due to lack of priority need. In England between April and June 2020 there

37 Scottish Housing Regulator (2020) COVID-19 Monthly Report - September 2020

38 Welsh Government (2020) Homeless and Rough Sleepers in Emergency Accommodation in COVID-19 crisis
(management information)

3% Welsh Government (2020) Homeless and Rough Sleepers in Emergency Accommodation in COVID-19 crisis
(management information)
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was a yearly 14 per cent increase in households owed the relief duty, with a 41
per cent increase for single males.*°

“I think what we've seen through COVID is the single people who wouldn’t have
had a priority need previously. That's certainly been an increase for us.” (LA
Wales)

“We saw an increase in singles...| suspect there’s a lot of singles out there...sofa
surfers, those who sort of are paid cash in hand who live on friends’ floors or
living in makeshift accommodation, back of sheds let’s be honest about it. And, |
think that drew a lot of people because of the, | suppose the dangers and the fear
and the anxiety, | suspect they would not normally turn up at our doorstep, but
they have.” (LA England)

However, over the months since the start of the pandemic and the initial
lockdown local authorities have observed an ongoing change in trends with
families now starting to rise in their presentations to Housing Options.

“We've certainly seen more families coming through the last two to three weeks."
(LA Wales)

There is yet to be sufficient statutory data available across the three nations to
fully explore how the trends in presentations across families and singles has
changed since June 2020, but many local authorities suggested that the impact
of the pause on evictions was supporting with the reduction in families requiring
support, and that as this policy ends it may reverse the trends seen earlier in the
pandemic.

“We were looking at whether or not it was to do with the suspension of eviction
because a lot of families that come to us are either in private rented
accommodation and they’re getting an eviction notice.” (LA England)

“We did see a slowing down, of course, in the private rented sector stuff, because
of the stays in courts, and because of the extension of notice periods; we've just
done some analysis on our levels of presentations, and early on within the
pandemic, presentations were down by about 607 but are now back up, firmly,
to where they were, and increasing.” (LA Wales)

“Despite the kind of ban on evictions, call it what you will - the delay on evictions,
it's more realistically called a delay on evictions than a ban — it's just storing up a
huge potential problem in the waiting which we are going to struggle to deal
with.” (LA England)

40 MHCLG (2020) Statutory Homelessness April to June (Q2) 2020: England
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Data from England shows that the numbers of people sleeping rough who
required support also did not slow down from May. MHCLG figures released in
September showing that 29,477 had been accommodated through the Everyone
In scheme, a 48 per cent increase on the numbers supported by May.*

2.2. Impact on specific groups

Sofa surfers

Findings from the sector survey and the Local Authority interviews suggest that
many of the people supported in this initial period were already experiencing
homelessness, albeit more hidden forms of homelessness such as sofa surfing or
overcrowded accommodation. People sofa surfing were highlighted as being
particularly in need of support during this period with 60 per cent (59) of services
stating they had seen an increase in demand from sofa surfers. Likewise, local
authorities reported seeing increases.

“The sofa surfing, you know, came more to the fore once we had lockdown,
obviously because people were saying, ‘I don’t feel comfortable with them being
here,” or whatever else. So, we had a spike, like I'm sure a lot of councils did, with
that sort of thing, having to try and manage that one.” (LA England)

“Well, we know there’s a lot of sofa surfing in [local authority area]...but | think
the whole Coronavirus situation has kind of shone a bit of a spotlight on how
incredibly tenuous those situations are and, again, this could lead to people, and
probably has led to a certain number of people landing on the streets that
wouldn’t have done before.” (LA England)

“We're aware that we've got a sofa-surfer culture in [local authority area] ... you
know, and those certainly were breaking down, you know, perhaps a single
parent living home with mum, you know, when you're locked down for 16 weeks,
relationships can get a bit fraught.” (LA Wales)

We would expect that people sofa surfing would be particularly vulnerable to the
changes caused by lockdown as family and friends became more conscious of
the space within their homes, or the pressures of confined living ended
temporary arrangements, but the scale of numbers of people requiring support
shows how many people are living in such precarious situations and are so close
to being pushed into rough sleeping.

People fleeing domestic abuse

Domestic abuse was highlighted as a significant area of concern early on in the
pandemic with domestic abuse services flagging rises in pressures on their

“ MHCLG (2020) Coronavirus (COVID-19) emergency accommodation survey data: September 2020
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services, in June Refuge reported an 80% increase in calls to the National
Domestic Abuse Helpline.#? As one of the leading causes of homelessness a rise
in domestic abuse led to anticipation of a rise in associated homelessness. These
concerns were reflected in the findings of the survey with 58 per cent (42) of
services reporting that they had seen an increase in people fleeing or
experiencing domestic abuse requiring support.

There was however a more mixed picture from local authorities. While some
local authorities stated that they had seen an initial increase in domestic abuse
others reported that, while anticipated, they hadn’t seen a change in the
numbers of people seeking help.

“The proportion of the total that were related to domestic abuse was slightly
higher.” (LA Scotland)

“Again, with the domestic abuse, yep, there’s a little bit of a spike. It did settle
down, fortunately.” (LA England)

“Obviously there is some really incredibly upsetting news throughout COVID
about an increase in homicides through domestic abuse and the more serious
incidents and so on, which our experience so far is that hasn't manifested itself in
requests for help, which is actually really worrying.” (LA England)

However more consistently across local authorities was the increase in people
fleeing domestic abuse accessing support the longer that lockdown continued.

"At first we saw no increase at all but as time went on and the lockdown became
further and further, we went further and further into lockdown, the numbers of
domestic abuse rose incredibly.” (LA England)

“We've seen over the last couple of weeks an increase in presentations because
of domestic violence. Where we didn't see that right at the beginning, we're
certainly seeing that now.” (LA Wales)

As lockdown measures continue and increase the pressures on individuals
experiencing domestic abuse, the need for local authorities to ensure there are
no barriers in place that would limit their abilities to be able to move quickly and
responsively to supporting those fleeing their home becomes imperative.

No recourse to public funds and EEA Nationals

In wave 1 of the sector survey 53% of respondents reported that they had seen an
increase in people with NRPF requiring support, and 33% had seen an increase in
EEA nationals specifically. In wave 2 while the NRPF proportion had stayed

42 BBC (23 July 2020) Coronavirus: Domestic abuse helpline sees lockdown surge [online]
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-53498675
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roughly the same with 52% of services reporting an increase, the numbers of EEA
nationals had increased to 44%. In this context it is worth noting that this is a
continued reported increase, with wave 1 and wave 2 highlighting increases
across different time periods from the beginning of the pandemic.

While the suspension of evictions from asylum accommodation was identified as
one of the most beneficial interventions with 87% of respondents in wave 1 and
100% in wave 2 stating that it helped in supporting with homelessness, there was
still concerns around the support available for those not currently in asylum
accommodation.

The instruction to local authorities to support everyone who was rough sleeping
or in accommodation where they could not self-isolate into safe emergency
accommodation meant that all local authorities reported an increase in support
being provided for people with No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF), including
EEA nationals without entitlements to benefits. In some cases, local authorities
reported accommodating quite significant numbers of individuals but with an
awareness that the support they were able to offer, beyond emergency
accommodation, was limited.

For EEA nationals in particular there was an emphasis on the link between
employment and homelessness, and specifically in the context of tied
accommodation within both the hospitality and agricultural industries.

“There was a Romanian chap from an agricultural setting who was getting cancer
treatment and lost his job and his accommodation on the farm and he was
getting treatment in [local hospital] and that was really difficult because he spoke
no English at all and he, because of the chemo that he was getting, they couldn’t
get him to test negative — he caught COVID in hospital and they couldn't get him
to do a negative test, so we had a real difficulty getting accommodation for him."
(LA Scotland)

“Definitely we've had people coming onto the streets from accommodation that
accompanied a job and definitely we've had people coming from backpackers,
for example, that were, you know, particularly EEA nationals who were working,
living in a backpackers, the backpacker closes and that kind of thing” (LA
England)

“It's normally more EEA nationals without entitlement because of the agriculture
and fishing industries” (LA Scotland)

The ongoing challenges of supporting people with NRPF throughout the
pandemic is discussed in more detail in sections 3.3 and 5.1.

Relationship breakdown
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Relationship breakdown, both between partners and wider familial relationship
breakdown, was also highlighted by both services and local authorities as an
increasing cause of homelessness. While relationship breakdown is traditionally
one of the leading causes of homelessness it is perhaps not unexpected that the
increased pressures of lockdown would be a driving factor behind more people
seeking local authority support.

“There were people that we found sleeping in cars because their partner’s thrown
them out because they couldn't live in the same house on lockdown all the time.”
(LA England)

“I was incredibly shocked by the number of asked to leave by family and friends, |
mean that's more than doubled in the — well it's about double isn't it, 91 to 185,
it's an incredible jump from the same period.” (LA England)

“Just the issue of everybody being in the same building the whole of the time on
lockdown | think has caused rifts in families and people unable to live with each
other.” (LA England)

However, what is notable is relationship breakdown driven specifically by factors
related to the pandemic. This was particularly highlighted in the context of
multigenerational households where younger members were not adhering to
social distancing rules.

“What we were finding behind sort of those presentations, in some cases, it was,
again due to issues at home, because that youngster was not adhering to COVID
guidelines to stay in and self-isolate.” (LA Wales)

“There are relationship breakdowns that have come out of the pressures that
have existed for families and households around COVID, young people who have
been flouting the lockdown rules, and that’s been the final straw for Mum and
Dad or Gran and Granddad, who are feeling very vulnerable.” (LA Scotland)

Economic drivers of homelessness

While the immediate economic impact of the pandemic on homelessness was
starting to become evident in the first wave of the sector survey, itis in the
second wave and local authority interviews that the wider impact starts to
become apparent.

In the first wave of the sector survey 60 per cent of respondents reported that
they had seen an increase in people who were recently unemployed requiring
support from their services. However, this was the only economic driven cohort
identified in the areas with the highest increase with the majority being those
detailed above such as sofa surfers, those fleeing domestic abuse, and
relationship breakdowns. Conversely in wave two the top three groups that have
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seen an increase were all related to broader economic trends particularly in the
labour market: people who are recently unemployed (81%), people who have
been furloughed (69%), and people experiencing homelessness for the first time
(68%).

Local authorities also reported on this shift in profile of those seeking support as
the months from the start of the pandemic progressed and those losing jobs, or
who were furloughed started to struggle with their housing costs.

“I think we've seen people now who were furloughed, and were maybe just about
getting by, but now they're being advised that they... There was another one | was
dealing with today where one of my Options officers was telling me about this
chap who worked at the local arts theatre in [local authority areal, and his job is
going, now, whereas, | think he was getting something like 802 of his salary up
until now — so, yeah, that'’s a fairly common experience as part of the stories that
we're getting for people.” (LA Scotland)

“Whilst people are furloughed and getting 807 of their salary, that is okay. But we
have got lots of people who haven't been able to access that, lots of people in the
gig economy and self-employment who probably haven't been well-supported
through the relevant schemes that the government have for those people.” (LA
England)

Likewise, local authorities across the country reported growing concerns with
rent arrears, both within their own housing stock but also concerns around what
was unseen in the private rented sector:

“Our rent arrears as an authority are increasing, have increased quite significantly
over the last few months” (LA Scotland)

“We know our own rent arrears within the council has gone up, but the council
are a bit more resilient than a private landlord, just in terms of being able to

n
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