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	RESPONSE TO THE DCLG DISCUSSION PAPER – APRIL 2008     

‘Rough sleeping 10 years on: From the streets to independent living and opportunity’


0. Introduction

0.1 This report provides the response from Stonewall Housing to the Department for Communities and Local Government Discussion Paper, ‘Rough sleeping 10 years on: From the streets to independent living and opportunity’.  We are submitting comments on all four of the questions asked in the document, which are numbered according to question numbers in the discussion paper, to make for easier comparison.

0.2 Stonewall Housing exists to provide advocacy, advice and housing support, and to influence housing policy and practice, in order to improve the lives of lesbians, gay men, bisexual and transgender people.

1.
Have we identified the right issues for the updated strategy to address, and which are the most important?

1.1 Stonewall Housing believes the new Rough Sleeping Strategy should identify the real size of the problem it seeks to solve.  It should move away from a restricted count of those found sleeping on the streets.  This method of counting seems to disguise the actual number of people who are of no fixed abode.  For instance, 191 lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people called us for housing advice since February 2008 because they were sofa-surfing between friends, in squats or were street homeless.  The figures included in the discussion paper show the number of rough sleepers in London to be just over 200, which seems very low based on the numbers approaching us for advice.

1.2 A number of our advice clients are sleeping on the streets because they have nowhere else to go, while others spend nights with friends or strangers or in venues open all night, such as saunas, rather than remain on the streets.  It is the latter group which are missed from any street count and whose needs continue to be overlooked in many strategies.

1.3 The Rough Sleeping Strategy should make clear how it proposes to determine the size of the problem of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rough sleeping.  Before a strategy can seek to resolve a problem, it needs to understand the problem.  Many local authorities and housing providers do not monitor people’s sexuality or gender identity, making it impossible to ascertain how many lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people are sleeping rough in their area or set up solutions to tackle the problem.

1.4 The statistics we gather paint a different demographic picture than the one shown in the discussion paper.  Of those who are sofa-surfing or street homeless: 55% are under 25 and 13% are over 41 (compared to 7% under 25 and 28% over 45 in the discussion paper).  One of the largest age groups who are of no fixed abode are the 31 to 40 year olds, who account for 23% of the whole group.  Of those who approached Stonewall Housing over the past 14 months for housing advice because they were sofa-surfing or street homeless: 26% were female, 67% were male, 4% were transgender female to male and 3% were transgender male to female.  68% of those who are sofa-surfers or street homeless are from black and ethnic minority communities compared to the discussion paper’s contradictory figure of 77% white.

2.
What new actions would have the biggest impact in delivering the proposed aims of the updated strategy?
2.1 Stonewall Housing believes that the new Rough Sleeping Strategy should have a preventative focus.  Many of the people who call our housing advice line fear homophobia, transphobia or ignorance about the issues they face from mainstream agencies and would prefer the option of having specific emergency accommodation for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people.  Many have limited or no emergency housing options open to them.  For example, 46% are over the age of 25, which it makes it very difficult to access emergency accommodation.  Some are fleeing domestic abuse and the refuge spaces available to them are incredibly limited because they are male or they are not considered in priority need.

2.2 Stonewall Housing believes that the new Rough Sleeping Strategy should have a targeted approach to solving lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rough sleeping.  A person’s sexuality or gender identity can be a direct cause of homelessness (e.g. they may be fleeing homophobic or transphobic abuse) as well as a contributing factor to the difficulties they experience while homeless (e.g. facing homophobia or transphobia from services or not being able to come to terms with their identity).  Until lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people in housing crisis have emergency accommodation available to them then they will continue to move between friends’ sofas or sleep on the streets, without their needs being met.

2.3 Over 3% of those of no fixed abode identified as refugees.  Stonewall Housing recommends that practical steps should be implemented to prevent lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender refugees from becoming rough sleepers, again through targeted solutions.

3.

As well as action by government, what can other partners in the statutory, voluntary and private sectors contribute to the updated strategy?
3.1 Statutory and voluntary agencies should work together in devising a strategic approach to preventing homelessness, by identifying what the needs are generally and for specific equality groups.  Local, regional and national solutions should be put in place to put an end to rough sleeping by creating specific emergency accommodation options for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender young people, those over 25 years old, those over 60 years old and for men facing domestic abuse and at the same time making mainstream provision safer for all to access.

3.2 The solutions identified need to be long-term.  Moving someone into accommodation should not be the end of the story.  Accommodation needs to be safe and secure: management of social and private housing needs to be of the highest standard, where homophobic and transphobic abuse are not tolerated; and tenants need to be free from harassment from landlords and neighbours so they can access the support they need to sustain their tenancies.

4.
Do you have sources of evidence or examples of good practice that it would be helpful for us to draw on?
4.1
The statistics mentioned above come from our own database of people who approach us for housing advice.  The number of people with no fixed abode between April 2007 and April 2008 was 177, more than in 2005, when the figure was 152 for the same 12-month period, an increase of 16% in two years.

5. Conclusion
5.1 Stonewall Housing believes the new Rough Sleeping Strategy should recognise the number of ‘hidden homeless’, i.e. those who are sleeping on friends’ sofas or saunas, as these people are of ‘no fixed abode’ but may be missed from a street count and related policies and strategies.  When these people are taken into consideration then the size of the rough sleeping problem becomes much bigger and the demographic picture more varied.

5.2 Stonewall Housing hopes that the new Rough Sleeping Strategy will consider how it will measure the size of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rough sleeping problem, especially considering that many housing providers do not monitor the sexuality and gender identity of those who present as homeless.

5.3 Stonewall Housing believes that the new Rough Sleeping Strategy should aim to prevent lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rough sleeping by providing targeted solutions: specific emergency accommodation for all ages, accommodation for refugees and those fleeing domestic abuse.

5.4 Stonewall Housing hopes that the new Rough Sleeping Strategy will facilitate a targeted response to the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rough sleeping problem, involving public, private and voluntary agencies, locally, regionally and nationally, to ensure current services meet the needs of everyone who may present as a rough sleeper.

5.5 Stonewall Housing hopes that any solution to the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rough sleeping problem will have a long-term focus to prevent further experiences of homophobic or transphobic harassment and periods of homelessness.

Bob Green

Chief Executive

Tuesday 22nd April 2008
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