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Workshop:  Rural homelessness – the impact of 2003 legislation
Presentation: Alastair Cameron, Scottish Churches Housing Action

1 Scottish Executive homelessness target

“All unintentionally homeless people will be entitled to permanent accommodation by 2012.”

2 Background

The present homelessness legislation, dating back to the late 1970s, comprises a series of hurdles to the homeless applicant.  Tests are applied to anyone approaching a local authority because they believe themselves to be homeless:

2.1 Are they in fact homeless?

2.2 Are they in a priority need group? – ie a member of the household is a pensioner; under 16; pregnant; or in some other way vulnerable; or they became homeless through an emergency such as fire or flood.

2.3 Did they make themselves homeless?

2.4 Do they have a local connection with this local authority?

2.5 If not, are they at risk of violence or harassment if sent back to their original LA area?

This legislation is based around rationing, because council housing is a scarce resource, and access to it has to be limited.  The net effect is that only around 1/3 of those applying get a tenancy as a result.  In particular, those judged to be not in priority need get minimal service.

3 New approach

A new approach was developed by the Scottish Executive’s Homelessness Task Force, and has been developed through the Housing (Scotland) Act 2001 and the Homelessness (Scotland) Act 2003, working in a phased manner towards the 2012 target.  The 2003 Act contains measures to broaden the categories falling into priority need, so that eventually homelessness becomes the sole priority; to tackle the problems of people making themselves intentionally homeless; and to suspend the local connection rules.

The overall intention is to move towards a caseload approach, so that instead of saying, ‘sorry we can’t help’, LA homelessness staff are saying ‘how can we help?’

A ministerial statement from Malcolm Chisholm, Minister for Communities, in Dec 2005 confirmed this approach, and mapped out the route to the 2012 target.

4 Context

The broader context of this activity includes:

· a greater role for housing associations in accepting referrals of homeless applicants from LAs;

· continued demand on both councils and housing associations from waiting list applicants;

· increasing levels of demand from homeless applicants (particularly in rural LAs), partly prompted by the more liberal legislation

· continued shortage of affordable housing in all sectors, though investment levels were increased for the period 2005-2008.

5 Suggestions for discussion

5.1 What is the impact of the new approach (as it has so far been implemented) in the experience of workshop participants?

Is it the case, as some MSPs have asserted, that a better deal for homeless applicants is resulting in a worse position for waiting list applicants?

Is there evidence that increased allocations to homeless applicants is resulting in unbalanced communities, or a rise in anti-social behaviour?

5.2 What are the key issues for working towards the 2012 target in a way that takes account of the interests of both waiting list and homeless applicants?

· Affordable ​housing supply, and the barriers to increasing it

· Measures to prevent homelessness – are there particular approaches to be developed in a rural context

· Are there different approaches by different LAs – and if so is that appropriate?
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