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1. Introduction 

 
Over the last decades changing forms of governance have been identified in the field of homelessness 

policies and social policies in general. In many countries responsibilities for tackling homelessness 

increasingly have been transferred to local authorities and efforts have been made to mobilise local 

stakeholders such as municipalities, regional authorities, NGOs, housing providers, etc. This tendency can 

also be identified in the national homelessness strategies which have been adopted in many countries 

mainly in Northern and Western Europe. In the last years the financial crisis has put strains on national 

governments and the pressure towards local responses to homelessness is increasing. 

 

Increased focus on homelessness has emerged also at EU level. This reflects not only an increased focus 

on the social inclusion of vulnerable groups but also that new challenges transgressing the boundaries of 

the national states emerge, such as the situation of new migrants within the European Union. In 

September 2011, the European Parliament adopted a Resolution on an EU Homelessness Strategy (B7-

0475/201), calling for “the development of an ambitious, integrated EU strategy, underpinned by national 

and regional strategies with the long-term aim of ending homelessness.” The new European Platform 

against poverty and social exclusion (launched in the framework of the European Union’s Europe2020 

strategy) will be an important framework for developing this EU homelessness strategy. 

  

The involvement of local, regional, national and supra-national levels in combating homelessness reflects 

that homelessness is a complex social phenomenon emerging in the interplay between structural 

barriers, social and housing policies and individual vulnerability factors. Local authorities do not always 

exercise control of the factors which affect the scale and character of homelessness. As centres of both 

economic and population growth many European cities face challenges in the field of housing supply. Also 

general social policies such as the level of social benefits are usually set at national level. However, such 

structural limitations only reinforce the pressure on cities to develop new and innovative solutions to 

tackle homelessness. Along with the decentralisation of responsibilities and the mobilisation of local 

stakeholders the need for more research and information on tackling homelessness at local level is 

increasing. The interplay between housing and social policies and the challenges and experiences of 

implementing national strategy goals must be understood in the local context. 

 

HABITACT, the European exchange forum on local homeless strategies, was launched with the support of 

FEANTSA in June 2009 by a core group of cities. The core group of cities are the following: Aarhus 

(Denmark), Amsterdam (Netherlands), Athens (Greece), Bærum (Norway), Copenhagen (Denmark), Dublin 

(Ireland), Esch-sur-Alzette (Luxemburg), Ghent (Belgium), Gothenburg (Sweden), Madrid (Spain), Odense 

(Denmark), Sandefjord (Norway), Venice (Italy), and Vitoria-Gasteiz (Spain). In addition to the core group, 

HABITACT works closely with more than 100 municipalities around Europe. HABITACT’s first aim is to 

develop European cooperation between local social policy administrations on tackling homelessness. 

 

HABITACT peer reviews aim to build capacity of local policy-makers to effectively tackle homelessness at 

local level, and hence support the European exchanges within HABITACT with an evidence base for 

developing local homeless strategies. The focus of this peer review is local homelessness policies in the 

City of Ghent, Belgium. Participating “peer cities” in the 2012 HABITACT peer review include: Amsterdam, 

Antwerp, Baerum, Brussels, Dudley, Esch-sur-Alzette, Gothenburg, Helsinki, Kortrijk, Lucca, Odense, 

Sandefjord, Stockholm, Tartu, and Verona. 

 

The aim is to create a dynamic and motivating process from which both the host and the peers can 

benefit. The peer review is designed to deliver the following outputs: 

 To identify, evaluate and disseminate good practice on the Ghent model; 

 To look at the implementation of the model on a practical level; 

 To assess whether and how good practice can be effectively transferred to other local authorities; 

 To provide a learning opportunity for cities throughout Europe about the implementation process 

or policy approaches and programmes in Ghent. 

 

The discussion paper prepared by independent expert Maarten Davelaar (Verwey-Jonker Instituut, 

Netherlands) served as a basis for developing the peer review agenda and parts of the discussion paper 

were integrated in this meeting report. The discussion paper contains all relevant information on the 

Belgian/Flemish context, on the roles of different organisations in implementing the Ghent model, on the 

housing dimensions of the Ghent model, on transferability issues, on challenges for the future, and with a 

final section listing key questions for the peer review. The full discussion paper can be ordered on the 

HABITACT website: www.habitact.eu. 

http://www.habitact.eu/
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2. National context 
 
According to older estimations there are 17,000 homeless people in Belgium (12,000 in Flanders, 5,000 

in Wallonia, and 1,700 in Brussels.1 The older estimation of 12,000 homeless people in the Flemish 

residential homeless care per year is based on aggregated information collected by the Centres of 

General Welfare, Centra voor Algemeen Welzijn (CAW) which provide homeless services. However, this 

figure does not include the homeless users of the services of Public Centres for Social Welfare - Openbare 

Centra voor Maatschappelijk Welzijn (OCMWs). No aggregated data are available from these municipal 

services.  

 

Approximately half of the total services (accommodation, support, financial assistance) used by homeless 

people are provided by the NGO sector (mainly CAWs, but also others) the other half is mainly public 

(OCMWs and city departments). However, in terms of accommodation (shelters, hostels, temporary and 

residential accommodation) almost all services are catered for by the NGO sector.  

 

A homeless person from Antwerp can try and find shelter in Ghent. The costs of that shelter are taken 

care of by the OCMW in Antwerp. Only if the person decides to stay in Ghent and is registered at the public 

administration, does the city of Ghent become financially responsible. The mobility of clients between 

cities in Flanders is substantial. Moving from one to another city is thus possible: once you have lost (your 

faith in) support from agencies in one place, you can always try and make a new start with another CAW 

or OCMW. EU citizens – except until 2013 Romanian and Bulgarian citizens - are entitled to all local 

services, including homelessness services, although under several restrictions: they have to have worked 

for a period of time before being able to making claims on a minimum income provision. Additionally, 

they have to fulfil certain duties (learn Dutch, sending children to school, engage in trajectories aimed at 

education or work).    

 

Among the main trends in homelessness in the last five years, FEANTSA research advisor De Decker 

reported for Belgium a sustained increase in the number of women, migrants and young people, the latter 

approaching 30% of all homeless people. Rising numbers of homeless families, especially in Brussels, are 

reported. Especially Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent and Ostend are reported to have difficulties in controlling 

and / or supporting rising numbers of unemployed and homeless citizens of – mainly Eastern-European – 

EU-member states.  

 

Similar to other federal states like Germany and Austria in Europe, but unlike the Scandinavian countries, 

France and the Netherlands, neither Belgium nor Flanders have a homelessness strategy.  A few years 

ago the Flemish government started a project to obtain more detailed information on the supply of 

support to homeless people in Flanders and on the target group of homeless people. This would be a first 

step for enabling the Flemish government to formulate targets (= measurable goals) for matching supply 

and demand.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Flanders and Wallonia from 2001, on Brussels from 2008. See full peer review discussion paper for literature and sources. 
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3. Ghent homelessness policy 
 
The meeting started with an introduction to the Ghent homelessness policy model, as well as visits to see 

the policy in practice. 

 

Ghent has been developing new forms of services and assistance for homeless people over the last few 

years. For the last three years homeless policy in Ghent has been coordinated by the Unit for Local Social 

Policy (City departments and OCMW). The Ghent approach in keywords: 

 a combination of emergency, prevention and resettlement services for homeless people; 

 developing a needs-based approach to tackling homelessness; 

 developing local homeless policy on the basis of data and research. 

 

The four main objectives of Ghent’s homeless policy (Local Social Policy Programme 2011-2013) are: 

 to significantly reduce the number of homeless people by 2013;  

 less people in a night shelter or residential homelessness centre; 

 less people leaving institutions (psychiatric care, hospitals, prisons, special youth care) without a 

clear perspective on appropriate and long term accommodation; 

 preventing youth homelessness in cooperation with relevant agencies. 

 

In order to reach these objectives, the municipality is focussing on housing-led action plans, which are 

implemented through close cooperation of public and private service providers: the department for 

Citizens and Welfare, the housing department, the OCMW (Public Centre for Social Welfare), the outreach 

organisation Straathoekwerk (outreach work), the welfare centres CAW Visserij and CAW Artevelde, the 

Huize Triest (a private faith-based NGO), Social Housing Associations and two Social Rental Agencies.2  

 

Policy results 2008 - 2011: 

 the city and partners have developed a common vision and policy;  

 developing emergency services such as storage of luggage and belongings, washing machines 

and showers, day care and food distribution networks, and a guide for homeless people; 

 central reservation point for night shelter and common conditions for access to shelter; 

 increased capacity of night shelters / winter shelters; 

 social housing associations increased the number of houses and apartments reserved for 

homeless people.  

 

Future priority actions include: 

 housing of homeless families; 

 data collection: measuring the extent and nature of homelessness in Ghent3; 

 developing alternative forms of housing and accommodation for homeless people; 

 further development of personalised supported resettlement pathways and prevention of 

‘shopping’; 

 further differentiation between groups in the homeless population; 

 administrative and legal support; 

 experiments on consumer-run initiatives; 

 addressing issues like food, health and personal care and access to basic health services; 

 cooperation with the mental healthcare sector on prevention of homelessness. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 The work of these core partners is supported by several NGOs, including KRAS, a network of mainly voluntary anti-poverty 

initiatives in neighbourhoods , including walk in centres, food banks, basic social support and referral towards more specialized 

services. 

3 The city of Gent is collecting data and invests in obtaining profiles of users of emergency night shelter and in using data from the 

centralised intake for the night shelters; and it is working on building a ‘marginal housing’ monitor (monitor “wonen aan de 

onderkant van de stad”).   
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General coordination of homeless policy 

 
Willem Gobeyn, policy coordinator working in the city administration of Ghent, started by introducing the 

general coordination and cooperation on homelessness in Ghent referring to the reasons for the launch of 

a homelessness policy in Ghent: huge demand for night shelter, lack of coordination between night 

shelters, no proper reservation and referral system for shelter places, a few difficult winters.  

This led to the development of the model referred to above, namely over a period of 6 years in order to 

create a common vision between all organisations tackling homelessness and generally to improve the 

emergency shelter system in Ghent (better access, improved quality, better links between services). The 

coordination is not limited to traditional homelessness services (accommodation and non- 

accommodation services), but also to organisations working on wider issues like housing, community, 

poverty, drug prevention and treatment, psychiatric hospitals. 

The Ghent team have now entered the second phase of the homelessness strategy, and are addressing 

new challenges such as developing alternative forms of housing, preventing evictions, the status of EU 

destitute migrants, monitoring and measuring homelessness through effective tools, and the use of 

empty housing. 

 
Use of day centres 

 

 Veronique Vancoppenolle from CAW East-Flanders (main NGO providing homeless services in Ghent) gave  

 an insight into the way the five day centres work in Ghent, as important meeting places for people with 

diverse backgrounds to get access to support, break their isolation and start building social networks. 

These centres are considered important for reaching out to people who would not necessarily make any 

contact with support services. People use the day centres without having to give any personal details. The 

profiles of people using the day centres is changing (more families, different languages and cultures), so 

that the day centres will be aiming in the future to adapt their structures to meet new needs, ensuring the 

day centre staff is big enough and has the right kind of skills to deal with different types of needs. 

 
Homeless  intake protocol for social housing and intensive housing support 

 
Nathalie Martens from Ghent OCMW presented this specific project. From 2002 to 2007, Ghent social 

welfare services and social housing companies developed a joint venture to re-house long-term homeless 

people through a short track procedure, namely opening up access to 30 homes per year. The target 

group of this initiative also received support in their transition to regular housing, but up to 30% of the 

people re-housed were evicted as a result of rent arrears. In 2007, the city of Ghent therefore decided to 

pilot an “intensive housing counselling” for homeless people, initially targeting chronically homeless 

people (but also, where possible, extended to every social tenant requiring intensive support), which led to 

a new protocol with social housing companies aiming to create access to 45 homes per year for homeless 

people. The staff involved includes 5 housing counsellors, 1 administrative staff, and 1 part-time 

coordinator, targeting a total of 172 clients in 2011.  The conditions for a faster allocation of social 

housing are the following: 1. Being homeless, 2. Being able to live independently, 3. Accepting housing 

counselling.  

Each client goes through a client evaluation period (minimum 6 months) looking at different areas of their 

life to develop a global picture and highlight the main needs. The evaluation of this intensive housing 

support project has shown the effectiveness of the approach: more stable housing conditions for long-

term homeless people, 77% of the long-term homeless still live in their home, clients declare feeling at 

home, 72% of the surveyed clients declare that the housing counselling contributed to their housing 

stability and housing culture. 

 
Outreach working with homeless people in Ghent 

 
Stijn Boudry from Ghent OCMW presented the city's outreach work targeting people who avoid care, and 

who generally have multiple difficulties and lack confidence. The primary aim is to convince people to 

use social services to help get them out of their homeless situation. The system was set up in 2008 due 

to an increase in the number of rough sleepers and homeless people generally, and a will to reach out to 

the hard core of homelessness. Through a general principle of “location-oriented functioning”, the social 

workers involved carry out a range of activities to help reconnect rough sleepers with social services and 

their local community, including developing their self-confidence, helping them with paper work, taking 

part in health-related meetings/evaluations. 
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Social rental agencies 

 

There are two social rental agencies (SRAs) in the in the city of Ghent – one managed by the city, one 

managed by an NGO. Geraldine Serras from Ghent OCMW presented the work of the city's SRA explaining 

that the main aim of the SRA is to find solutions on the private housing market since the social rental 

market is relatively small in Ghent. The city SRA has officially been recognised since 1998 and operates 

in the Ghent area only, with 104 residences available and 1300 tenant applications. The main tasks of 

the SRA are to rent residences out to social tenants, provide information and support to tenants on their 

rights and obligations, and develop cooperation with other services. The owner of a residence signs a 

contract with the SRA for 9 years, and in return receives monthly rent payments (less than the market 

rents), and access to renovation services for their property. The residences have to meet the quality 

standards set out in the Flemish housing code. The tenants get access to affordable housing and have a 

“caring” landlord.  

Allocation of SRA residences is different to allocation of regular social housing, since it is based on a 

specific points system based on 6 categories, which gives highest priority to housing need (hence putting 

people experiencing homelessness high on the list). 
 

Four compulsory priorities 

 

Housing need (max 20 points) 

Net disposable income (max 20 points) 

Dependent children (max 6 points) 

Tenant request for change to another appartment of the SRA (max 

3 points) 

Two optional priorities Number of years on waiting list (max 3 points) 

Local connection to the city (max 6 points) 

 
The staff working for the city SRA includes people with the following backgrounds: legal adviser, engineer, 

social workers, administrative tasks, maintenance and repair. 

The city of Ghent organised a panel discussion on SRAs at the peer review, collecting the opinions of a 

landlord, a tenant, and a housing counsellor about the SRA system, which enabled participants to get a 

concrete idea of the implications of the SRA system for each. 
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4. Transferability issues 
 

The independent expert of the peer review, Maarten Davelaar (from the Verwey-Jonker Instituut in the 

Netherlands) gave an overview of the strengths and the weakness of the Ghent model in light of any 

potential transferability of the Ghent model, and highlighted some key questions for peer review.  

 

Strengths 

 
Maarten highlighted several strengths of the Ghent approach that could inspire authorities in other cities. 

In some cases these approaches, protocols or working methods contain tried and tested elements that 

could be used for experimenting in other local contexts.      

 

A first point mentioned was the fact that Ghent succeeded in increasing local cooperation for the sake of 

combating homelessness, although one could argue that this achievement could also be listed under the 

heading ‘challenges’. Nevertheless, given the relatively complex nature of the political-administrative and 

wider organisational landscape, Ghent proves that cooperation and coordination is possible, even in a 

situation of imperfect decentralisation, with no overarching homeless or housing strategy, and services 

that are politically and financially linked to different levels of government and sections in civil society. 

Building partnerships, convincing parties, working with effective, yet simple, agreements, works. Ghent 

seems to prove that full decentralisation is not a conditio sine qua non to develop a comprehensive and 

effective homelessness strategy. One might expect, however, essential further benefits from integration 

of regional and local policies.  

 

A second element is the growing cooperation between the social and housing sector. Despite the fact that 

housing policies are relatively weak in Belgium and Flanders and that the large rental market generally 

receives limited attention, one can witness changes here. The initiatives in Ghent illustrate at least two 

things: 1) a growing willingness to address abuses and imperfections (low quality housing, no access ) in 

the private rental market, and 2) a commitment to invest in the social housing sector and to link it to the 

cities’ policies on housing, homelessness and other forms of social exclusion.  

 

Thirdly, the system of Social Rental Agencies in Flanders is a good practice that could be transferred to 

other contexts. Social rental agencies play a role in increasing the responsibility of the private rental 

sector in a situation where the public and NGO sectors have to deal with a strongly fragmented 

commercial sector (much small or medium size ownership). Given that situation and although the number 

of sublet apartments is limited, the influence of the SRAs is substantial. 

 

A fourth strength of the Ghent approach to be mentioned here are the relatively well-developed structures 

of floating services by workers from both OCMW and CAWs. These services contribute to prevention of 

homelessness and foster the resettlement of people. This emphasis on floating services goes hand in 

hand with a clear development towards personalised plans, through a needs-based approach.  
 

 

 

 

Challenges 

 

Homeless policies in Flanders are well developed, especially in terms of emergency services and 

residential care facilities, but also increasingly in terms of actions aimed at prevention of homelessness. 

The general feeling seems to be that the problem is more or less under control, because the most visible 

manifestations of homelessness and adherent forms of hardship are managed and contained. In the pre-

crisis decade, homelessness was not considered as a priority to the general public and to politicians. Due 

to the relative success, there was no sense of urgency to tackle some persistent problems that have 

remained somewhat under the surface, like growing costs and the limited access to social and private 

housing sectors and thus the long waiting lists for permanent and decent accommodations. 

 

The city of Ghent seems more than others aware of the relativity of its successes. Yet, at the same time, 

the city faces just as other municipalities, an increasing demand on its services. There is e.g. the growing 

problem of youth homelessness and the pressing need to regulate new pressures for providing shelter for 

people (including families) from (eastern European) EU countries sleeping rough or in insecure, 

overcrowded apartments. As a consequence, time to develop new approaches towards priorities for 

prevention and floating services for people in regular, permanent accommodation is frustrated. The 

expected budget cutbacks will furthermore reduce the capability to force the desired breakthrough 

towards a full Housing First strategy. 
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Another underlying main challenge is the absence of a housing policy for population groups depending on 

the bottom of the housing market. Housing in Belgium is considered as an individual matter and not 

really considered as part and parcel of the (classical) social welfare system. The emphasis has been on 

home ownership. No Federal nor Flemish strategy on the lower side of the housing market exists, with as 

a result a lack of sufficient and adequate, permanent affordable housing. This leads also to a shortage of 

social housing in general in Belgium: social landlords already face many difficulties in housing the priority 

groups of elderly and disabled people. In addition, there is a shortage of affordable and decent 

accommodation on the private rental market, especially in the bigger cities. Recently, a municipal 

working group started to investigate the potential of community land trusts for Ghent.   

 

At the same time, it is too simple to explain the pressure on the lowest sections of the housing market 

(social housing, private rental and home ownership) entirely by pointing at the underdeveloped federal or 

Flemish housing policies. Other causes include some specific characteristics of Ghent, like the position of 

Ghent in educational services and the large student population. After finishing their studies, students try 

to stay in the city, increasing the prices for small apartments in the inner city. The pressure on the housing 

market comes also as a side effect of successful urban programmes. Gentrification coincides with a rise 

of (rental) prices in inner cities. The existence of many old buildings, old polluted industrial lots, etc, 

demands strict safety, energy and architectural regulations for social housing and restricts to a certain 

extent supply of apartments on the private rental market. It also seems to enhance a black market of 

home owners, trying to avoid all regulations. Whatever the causes, a shortage of social housing and 

decent affordably private market apartments is combined with the attractiveness of Ghent as place to 

live, also for low income groups. The resulting mismatch between supply and demand, means also that 

the outflow from temporary or specialised homeless accommodations is blocked.  

 

And while it continues to be difficult to move people on from ‘temporary’ accommodation and achieve an 

outflow towards regular housing, Ghent continues to be a ‘popular’ destination for new marginal groups, 

like people leaving institutions. In that light, more cooperation on the Flemish level would be required. In 

addition, Ghent, together with Brussels, Antwerp and Ostend are reported as being confronted with 

pressure on their services due to citizens from Eastern Europe with no or limited income. Growth of low or 

no income families is reported, whereas access to social housing is extremely difficult (entering waiting 

lists is restricted, waiting-lists are long and growing). As a consequence, pressure on the temporary and 

emergency services is growing. Responsible policy-makers are calling for a European social approach of 

the underestimated but existing free movement of EU-citizens without work within the official framework 

of free movement of EU-citizens with work. 

 

Other specific challenges can be identified: prevention in terms of preventing evictions could be brought 

to a higher level: we have described some (potentially) effective initiatives here, but more (timely) 

exchange of information between the responsible courts (Vrederechter, a typical Belgian phenomenon: 

Justice of the peace) and OCMWs and CAWs is needed. Finally, programmes and projects aimed at 

prevention of homelessness are still underdeveloped in General Social Care. In the coming years the 

government of Flanders intends to invest in activities targeting prevention of evictions. Interventions in the 

social housing sector are making a real difference, but on the private rental market more needs to be 

done.  
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5. Key discussion points 

  
The focus of the peer review was to examine local approaches to tackling homelessness, with special 

attention to the housing dimensions of the Ghent policy. The key questions proposed by Maarten Davelaar 

in the peer review Discussion paper served as a basis for developing the six key discussion points of the 

peer review.  

 

Social rental agencies: Responsibilising the private rental sector 

 

Sara Baldisseri from the Fondazione Casa Lucca in Italy opened the discussion with a short description of 

their work to find affordable rental accommodation in the private housing market in Lucca. Originally, a 

social rental agency (Agenzia Casa) was created in 1998 to find housing solutions for migrant families in 

the municipalities of Lucca and Capannori. However, since 2007 housing needs have increased 

significantly and the social tenants are no longer migrant families only but also Italian citizens 

(threatened with eviction, in unfit housing, in emergency accommodation, threatened with violence). 

Hence a number of municipalities and local voluntary organisations re-grouped their efforts in a 

Foundation to develop affordable housing solutions for local citizens in the private market: Fondazione 

Casa Lucca (FCL).   

Just like the Belgian SRAs, the partner organisation which manages the links between the tenants and 

the landlord, guarantees the rents to the landlords. 

Unlike the Belgian SRAs which work only with landlords in the private market to provide accommodation, 

the FCL increasingly buys accommodation and hence becomes the property owner as well as the 

landlord. It was noted that this example shows the limits of socialising the private housing market. After 

years of working with private landlords, FCL have started building their own real estate portfolio to house 

homeless people (with the financial support of the bank foundation Fondazione Cassa di Risparmio di 

Lucca).  There is therefore maybe a limit to how social private landlords can be?  

Another difference between Belgian SRAs and the partner organisations in FCL is that the SRA targets 

people in extreme housing need (hence people experiencing homelessness) through the “points” system, 

whereas FCL organisations tend to focus on social tenants with less support needs (although the long-

term objective is to extend the work to more vulnerable groups). 

Some participants highlighted the artificial division in some countries between vulnerable groups which 

can live independently in housing, and homeless people in shelters. There is often a gap between these 

two groups which needs to be filled in order to successfully move homeless people on from shelter 

accommodation. 

Questions were asked about the link between Belgian SRAs and shelters, and the need to maybe develop 

better links so that a person using a night shelter is immediately referred to the SRA accommodation 

waiting list. Since 1 December 2011, this is indeed the case in Ghent since social workers now look for 

structural solutions for people using shelters. The shelters can be unconditional and provide support to 

find accommodation – both objectives are not incompatible. 

A comparison between Spain and Belgium highlighted that in both countries, it seems that housing is 

considered a private issue and not a public issue (linked to the social welfare systems). It was noted that 

the size of the city will also be a determining factor in the development of housing solutions for homeless 

people. 

Some peers referred to the broad definition of homelessness used in the Belgian SRA points system, and 

the use of a broad definition possibly making it harder to target those in greatest housing need. But the 

broad definition of homelessness in the SRA points system is linked to living/housing situations (since 

SRAs work on the housing market) and not necessarily to social support needs (mental health/social 

approach to homelessness). 
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Prevention of homelessness:  rapid re-housing as a solution?  

 

This discussion was opened by Diane Channings from Dudley local council in England (UK) which has 

developed a number of prevention strategies. Legislation in England sets out the criteria for the people to 

re-house. Dudley therefore has a legal duty to respond to homelessness applications (only people 

considered unintentionally homeless), and the Dudley homeless strategy contains data on the causes of 

homelessness in order to plan its prevention strategies and rapid re-housing of people at risk. 

Dudley has developed an initiative called “Crash Pad” in response to the increase in youth homelessness. 

The general premise is that young people are better in their family home, but people of 16 and 17 years 

are still asking for support. So the Crash Pad simulates living independently for 2-3 weeks, to show young 

people what goes with managing a household. As a result, about 90% of the people concerned want to go 

back to their family home. This has effectively saved money instead of putting young people in potentially 

failing tenancies, and also provides a mediation service between young people and their parents). Where 

there is child abuse (very small percentage), in Crash Pad younger people seem more willing to talk about 

what happens at home. 

Central to Dudley prevention strategies is general mediation (between family members, between 

mortgage lenders and people threatened with repossession) through a “Flashpoint” which is accessible to 

all local citizens with questions. 

In terms of rapid re-housing, there is a general attempt to prevent over-indebtedness. But where there are 

increasing mortgage defaults, the city has developed advice to people threatened with eviction or 

repossession. Advisors sit in courts to help people, and help negotiate with the mortgage lender. Similarly, 

there are mortgage rescue initiatives where registered social providers can purchase the property so that 

people become renters of the accommodation they previously owned.  

When children report to shelters, they are immediately referred to temporary supported housing facilities 

while more permanent housing solutions are found. 

When there are reports of domestic violence, the aim is to keep the victims in their homes and ensure 

they do not have to leave their home (with panic buttons and safe rooms built in the property, in close 

cooperation with police services). 

Prevention strategies in Ghent focus primarily on floating support to people at risk of homelessness (see 

e.g. intensive housing counselling project) and rapid re-housing through the SRA accommodation which 

places people with high housing needs higher than on social housing waiting lists. 

Some peers asked about the targets groups in prevention strategies and how to identify the target groups. 

Generally, the target groups of prevention strategies are people who have applied to social services for 

support or who are threatened with eviction. In research on youth homelessness published in Ireland, it 

was highlighted that it is possibly cheaper in the prevention of youth homelessness to let young people 

become homeless and then quickly intervene once they have been identified.  

In terms of measuring the value of prevention strategies, central government in England imposes a 

number of targets to achieve such as reducing the number of families in bed&breakfasts, but the focus is 

increasingly on mortgage default due to the economic crisis and people losing their jobs. But now central 

government in England no longer allocates a specific budget to homelessness (“ring-fencing”) – local 

councils now get to choose whether or not to develop homeless services as part of the general trend 

towards localism and empowerment of local communities. 

 

 

 

Access to social and housing assistance for EU migrants: limits of local responsibilities 

 

Ghent city, like many other cities in Belgium (Brussels, Antwerp, Ostend) has an increasing population of 

unemployed and homeless citizens of – mainly Eastern-European – EU-member states. These EU citizens 

– except until 2013 Romanian and Bulgarian citizens - are entitled to all local services, including 

homelessness services, although under several restrictions: they have to have worked for a period of time 

before being able to making claims on a minimum income provision. Additionally, they have to fulfil 

certain duties (learn Dutch, sending children to school, engage in trajectories aimed at education or 

work).  Other cities in Europe have been facing similar rising populations of destitute EU migrants, namely 

in countries like Ireland, the UK, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands and France. 

 

Esther Lieu from the AIRE Centre (Advice on Individual Rights in Europe) in the UK, which is currently 

coordinating a European project on special non-contributory benefits in three cities (Dublin, Amsterdam 

and London) opened the discussion with an insight into conditions for access to support for EU nationals 

in the UK. The AIRE Centre help take cases to the European Court of Human Rights and the European 

Court of Justice, and provide legal advice to EU citizens on their rights under EU law.  
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Esther noted the main EU legal frameworks which have an impact on EU homeless migrants: 

1.DIRECTIVE 2004/38/EC on the right of citizens of the Union and their family members to move and 

reside freely within the territory of the Member States 

2.REGULATION 883/2004/EC on the Coordination of Social Security Systems (See AIRE presentation for 

full details) 

She gave examples of cases concerning EU nationals in the UK. Under the Social Security (Persons from  

Abroad) Amendment Regulations 2006, an individual must pass a two-stage ‘habitual residence test’ in 

order to access certain benefits, including housing benefits, council tax benefit, and access to housing. 

The first part of the test is “actual habitual residence” which requires demonstrating that the UK is an 

individual’s ‘centre of interest’, and is normally the easier part of the test. The second part of the test is 

the “right to reside” test which requires non-UK citizens to meet fixed criteria including being a worker, 

self-employed, a student with health insurance, self-sufficient, a family member of a worker, be 

permanently residing or be a job-seeker4. UK nationals pass the ‘right to reside’ test by virtue of their 

nationality. 

 

This has important implications for homelessness. Evidence shows that 40% of the homeless population 

in London are EEA nationals, and in particular A2 and A8 nationals who face and have faced additional 

obstacles in accessing benefits. Individuals who have specific vulnerabilities, such as victims of domestic 

violence or human trafficking, may find it especially difficult to pass the right-to-reside test for practical 

and emotional reasons and find their vulnerable situation exacerbated by being unable to access 

benefits. 

The ‘right to reside’ test was brought before the UK Supreme Court who held that although it constituted 

indirect discrimination, the discrimination was a proportionate (and therefore justified) measure to 

protect the country’s resources (Patmalniece). The AIRE Centre (who intervened in Patmalniece) has 

convinced the European Commission to commence infringement proceedings against the UK Government 

on account of the unlawfulness of the right-to-reside test which are still on-going. In the meantime case 

law charts developments in the rights of EEA nationals to access benefits including housing benefit. In 

Bristol City Council v FV [2011] UKUT 494 AAC, a Romanian vendor of the Big Issue (a magazine written 

and sold by homeless individuals) was held to be self-employed and therefore exercising a right-to-reside 

in relation to accessing benefits, and C-480/08 Texeira v LB Lambeth (on reference from Teixeira v 

London Borough of Lambeth [2008] EWCA Civ 1088) which held that a worker with a child in education in 

the  UK can legally remain in the UK even if they are out of work for as long as the child is in education.  

 

As regards the limits of the responsibilities of local authorities, the local authorities are compelled to 

apply the habitual residence test to determine eligibility for benefits. In certain circumstances they have 

discretion to provide housing assistance to individuals who are awaiting a decision regarding their 

housing however under the Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2002, Schedule 3 they cannot 

exercise this discretion in favour of non-UK EEA nationals, and therefore have much discretion in making 

decisions on this. In general, local decision-makers consciously do not support EU homeless migrants, 

often due to financial constraints and due to UK law which is not favourable to foreign EU citizens. There 

have been incidences of removals (or voluntary returns) of homeless EEA nationals on the grounds that 

they were not exercising Treaty rights.  

There were peer discussions on whether or not it was legally and morally justified to encourage voluntary 

returns – in general, the people concerned take up the offer to return to their home country because they 

have very little choice given their vulnerable situation. Some cities work with organisations like BARKA in 

Poland to support the voluntary return of Polish homeless migrants. In Spain, there are return 

programmes however these mainly concern non-EU citizens.  

There were questions as to whether the EU should develop a solidarity mechanism which compensates 

countries affected by this phenomenon. There is clearly a grey area of EU law which needs clarification 

regarding the status of destitute migrants and access to social/housing assistance. The EU is working to 

improve social security coordination whilst reconciling the fact that whilst many social security benefits 

are exportable (people can move freely and take their benefits with them), other key benefits, especially 

those related to housing and homelessness, are not exportable (unemployment benefits, income support, 

disability allowance). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4Note: as a job-seeker, they can access some forms of social support but not access housing. As for Romanians and Bulgarians, until 

2013 they cannot just be a job-seeker but have to be fully employed and therefore have fewer ways in which they can meet the 

right-to-reside test. 

http://goo.gl/YceI
http://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWCA/Civ/2008/1088.html
http://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWCA/Civ/2008/1088.html
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De-institutionalisation: institutions vs alternative housing solutions 

 
Ghent city is aiming to develop alternative forms of housing for homeless people in order to vary the offer 

of services available. Two representatives from Esch-sur-Alzette city council in Luxembourg opened the 

discussions with a reflection on the concept of institutions and de-institutionalisation (DI). Institutions are 

generally considered to be large buildings or organisations where occupants lack intimacy and private 

space – something which can characterise shelters, supported forms of housing, or collective housing 

solutions available in different EU countries, where occupants are supported by social workers on a 

regular basis. Hence the “housability” of the person is developed, with the ultimate aim of independent 

living. Manu Cornelius from Esch argued that with the current political and economic context, homeless 

people are increasingly perceived as clients who are to be activated and who become responsible (are 

empowered) for their own resettlement pathway and the consequences of their actions. Some 

approaches to homelessness now promote Housing First, and then support (rather than housing and 

support together) – see Pathways to Housing in NYC. 

When talking about DI, is there any automatic link between DI and alternative forms of housing? Or can 

alternative forms of housing also be institutions? On the basis of the concept of institution above, DI 

would involve : 

-providing housing solutions on a small/individual level 

-separating housing and support within one physical place (as in so-called traditional institutions) 

-ensuring no restrictive social rules are applied (curfews, no smoking, etc) in individual residences 

 

Someone noted that the crucial element is not necessarily related to the format of the housing solution, 

but to the quality of the work within the housing or institution (relationships, motivation, outcomes, etc). 

Naturally, in bigger institutions the quality of the work can be harder to manage. If the objective is only to 

“treat” the person, then the form of housing is arguably more institutionalised. However, if the objective is 

to treat the needs and wishes of the people concerned, working together with the wider local community, 

supporting the person to become a resource in the local community, then this contributes to DI. 

In the Housing First project of Amsterdam, the social workers wait for the homeless clients to ask for 

support. For the rest, the only conditions are to pay the rent and avoid anti-social behaviour.  

 

It was noted that DI is also related to how social work is managed at the highest level – politicians have to 

be aware that social work does not determine the outcomes of people's lives, but rather people are 

responsible for their own lives and risks are taken by social workers to empower homeless people. Social 

workers are often trained to tell people exactly what to do, however new forms of training are required to 

change this notion to trigger a shift of attitude to empower homeless people. There are many ethical 

debates about the limits of responsibilities of homeless clients and social workers. 

In terms of introducing DI, it is interesting to potentially learn from consumer-run initiatives and 

participatory projects where homeless people are involved in the daily running of services. 

Someone highlighted the fact that DI is also related to the tenancy contract – there are examples of 

regular tenancy contracts within communal/institutional settings. 

Alternative housing solutions will also vary according to the profile of the homeless person – some 

solutions work for some and not for others. For instance, older people may have different needs to 

younger homeless people. Institutions may still be appropriate for some homeless people with complex 

support needs as opposed to others who can live independently. 

From an EU perspective, it was noted that the future EU structural funds (2014-2020) will most probably 

open up opportunities to address homelessness through housing interventions for homeless people in the 

framework of a general DI movement.   
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Housing needs assessment: linking homelessness data to general housing data 

 

One of the priorities for the city of Ghent in the future is to improve their data collection methods to better 

map and measure homelessness in Ghent.  

Gothenburg city council opened the discussions by giving an overview of mapping methods used in 

Sweden and Gothenburg. A national homelessness mapping was carried out in Sweden in 2011 which 

provides data on homelessness in most municipalities. However, the definition of homelessness and the 

approach used are different to the local approach used in Gothenburg.  

The Gothenburg committee of real estate management is responsible for collecting statistics and 

estimates on the number of people who need housing support, and are therefore generally responsible for 

assessing housing need in Gothenburg. In addition, social workers in Gothenburg have access to a 

database where they present the needs of homeless people, making relevant notes to help develop long-

term housing solutions for the people concerned. 

After discussions on housing needs assessment, it was highlighted that the data collected by local 

authorities on homelessness and housing needs can be used both in real time to manage and implement 

social policies, but also to help understand emerging needs in order to plan better and more adapted 

services (see example of housing needs assessments in Dudley, UK). 

In Ireland, the housing needs and needs of homelessness households are not always linked, effectively 

leading to a two-tier system. 

In Ghent, housing needs assessment are based on people actually applying for housing support and not 

people outside the system. 

 

Use of empty housing: what potential for solving homelessness?  

 
Donal McManus, Director of the Irish Council of Social Housing (ICSH), opened the discussion by talking 

about the attempt to use empty properties to house homeless people, and the need to understand key 

actions needed to translate the reality of empty properties into solutions for housing homeless people. 

-Firstly it is important to understand why properties are empty in the first place. In Ireland, this is mainly a 

result of the property market crash. Many houses have been built by developers in Ireland, but are not in 

use (25.000 homes are currently ready, but not being used). There is a continuum of empty properties 

varying from private landlords not using property for financial reasons to property crashes (as was the 

case in Ireland, Spain and Armenia). Irish context: the production of housing has gone from 90.000 

homes per year to 10.000 homes per year. House prices have dropped 50-60 percent. Demand for 

housing is weak due to high emigration. There are consequently many ghost estates (where the 

percentage of the vacant properties in the estate is high). 

-Secondly: How to activate these ghost estates? Or should these estates be demolished? Since the 

property crash was linked to the banking crisis, all the loans of the private developers have been 

transferred to a separate state holding company called NAMA. Effectively, the Irish State bailed out the 

banks with the help of the IMF and ECB loans. So this company now has huge leverage on the use of the 

empty properties, and 25.000 properties are ready to be occupied – to what extent can these be used to 

house homeless people? This is something the ICSH is actively working on. The ICSH argue there should 

be a social dividend as a result, and the government agreed to use 2000 homes from NAMA for social 

rented housing, some of which for homeless people. 

 
There are generally huge expectations that this empty housing can be used to house homeless people 

through local authorities and non-profit housing associations. However, there is a huge project 

management exercise to ensure this can be translated into reality, with all parties involved learning from 

the process.  This involves a number of key dimensions. 

-Firstly, an inventory of the properties is needed in order to understand the nature of the properties (two 

bedrooms, family type properties, etc) in order to meet the housing needs of homeless people.  Generally, 

there seems to be a good fit between the profile of empty properties (many apartments in the Dublin 

region) and homeless people. 

-Secondly, the developer (now the borrower) is a key actor in the whole process who needs to agree to 

renting the property to homeless people, but in general they have no choice since the general demand for 

housing is so low due to emigration. NAMA is the facility whereby properties can now be dispersed for 

social housing, and local authorities are key in this process. 

-Thirdly, the local authorities should be a clearing house for properties which can be used to house 

homeless people. The local authority works as a broker for identifying empty property and matching it to 

housing needs. There is also an important health and safety dimension where local authorities have to 

ensure the empty property meet national standards.  
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Otherwise, there are also general measures for using empty housing which are not linked to the property 

crash: 

-  Local authorities must find ways to encourage landlords to upgrade their housing for rental purposes, 

through incentivising measures.  

- There is an allocation protocol in Ireland for the use of social rental housing to ensure a percentage of 

local authority housing is allocated to homeless households.  

 
Lessons have been learnt on what needs to be project managed, and who needs to be involved (many 

stakeholders: national housing agency, municipalities, NAMA, non-profit organisations, local 

communities, but generally local authorities will be the key driver in the whole process). 

The match between empty properties and homeless households is not always obvious (housing demand 

varies geographically) and homeless people cannot be housed in areas far away from their local social 

networks. Moreover, it is a slow process over which organisations have no control. 

FEANTSA or HABITACT could be a useful forum for highlighting the elements needed to evaluate and 

match empty property to housing needs of homeless households (the origin of empty properties, the 

inventory and the type of properties available, etc). 

 

 

 

 

 

___________________________ 

 

 

 


