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Thank yous
The Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Group would like to thank

e All of the people in local authorities and frontline services who have worked so hard
to get people into safe housing during the lockdown period

e All those who took part in the consultation process for HARSAG, responding quickly
to make recommendations for a way forward, including members of the Change
Team with first hand experiences of homelessness

e Ashleigh Simpson and Judith Chisholm from Crisis for providing the secretariat for
HARSAG's work at this time

e The Scottish Government team for providing support to HARSAG and compiling
information to inform the group's recommendations

Introduction

The coronavirus pandemic has had and continues to have a profound impact on all our lives.
However, people facing homelessness, particularly those who were sleeping rough or
staying in shelters or hostels with shared facilities, are hit uniquely hard by this crisis. They
found themselves in an impossible situation - unable to protect their own health by self-
isolating able and worried about how to get access to the basic resources they are
dependent on to survive.

As an initial response to the pandemic, the Scottish Government, local authorities and
charities moved quickly to get people off the streets and into safe accommodation to
protect people's health. The response was impressive, meaning that virtually all people
sleeping rough or staying in congregate shelters were supported into self-contained
accommodation during the immediate crisis.

Another concern was that the coronavirus could lead to more people being at risk of losing
their homes. To tackle this, the Scottish Government created stronger protections for most
renters during lockdown to help prevent evictions from taking place until the end of
September. In addition, the Scottish Government also decided to move the ban on using
unsuitable accommodation for people who were homeless to much earlier, from April 2021
to October 2020. This sent out a strong signal that temporary accommodation, such as B&Bs
and hotels, are not to be seen as a replacement for a safe and stable home.

Before the coronavirus crisis, work was already underway to tackle homelessness through
the national action plan published by Scottish Government and COSLA called Ending
Homelessness Together. In many ways, the coronavirus crisis has reenergised the move to
end homelessness in Scotland. The pandemic fundamentally changed many aspects of our
society and has created new challenges. Relationships have been placed under pressure
during lockdown, domestic abuse has increased, and the full impact on the economy is yet
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to be realised. All these factors will mean more households will be at risk of homelessness.
Due to these changes, the national plan to end homelessness needs to be looked at again.

That is why in June 2020 the Housing Minister Kevin Stewart asked the Homelessness and
Rough Sleeping Action Group, or HARSAG as it has become known, 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 plan.

What did HARSAG do?
After the Housing Minister asked HARSAG to reconvene, the group held two meetings
during June 2020, We decided to look at four questions:

1. What needs to be in place right now for the ongoing emergency?
2. What do we need to do so that people don't get back to sleeping on the streets or

staying in homeless shelters?
3. How can we accelerate the pace of work to prevent homelessness?
4. What needs to change in the national Action Plan to end homelessness to recognise

the changing circumstances caused by coronavirus?

Before HARSAG was reconvened, over 20 charities and academics had come together to
form the 'Everyone Home' collective. They had agreed and published a framework for
action, which formed the basis of the initial HARSAG recommendations. We then sent our
draft recommendations out to people working in national government, local councils,
charities and other organisations working with people affected by homelessness. Within
two weeks, we received feedback from 66 organisations and groups. A full list is in the
annex at the end of the report.

We also wanted to know what people with lived experience of homelessness felt would be
needed to make a difference. So we met with the Change Team, a group of people with
lived experience of homelessness who have been helping the Scottish Government in taking
forward the national action plan to end homelessness. As always, we greatly valued their
contributions and insight into what matters most to people affected by this issue.

HARSAG recommendations
The Group addressed the questions one by one, and developed a detailed set of
recommendations. While the majority of recommendations are directed towards the
Scottish Government, some recommendations, such as those around benefits and support
for people regardless of their immigration status, are urgent requests of the UK
Government.
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HARSAG is aware that homelessness comes in various forms, and the causes and impact of it
will vary. Further work around equalities considerations will therefore be needed to inform
how change is delivered.

HARSAG's recommendations in response to the four questions are set out below,
accompanied by introductory paragraphs for each.
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Question 1: What needs to already be in place for the ongoing emergency?

One of the first priorities during the pandemic was to ensure safe accommodation for
anyone sleeping rough or staying in shelters, where people had no opportunity to socially
distance. This needs to be an ongoing priority for as long as the pandemic is having an
impact. People must be able to access self-contained suitable accommodation regardless of
their immigration status, or any other reason, so they can stay safe, self-isolate and reduce
the risk of spreading the infection.

While numbers of people rough sleeping have significantly decreased across Scotland and
this is to be welcomed, we know that some people still continue to sleep rough. Every effort
should be taken to engage with these individuals and to offer them somewhere safe to stay.
Once people are in emergency accommodation, it is important that they know where to
turn to get support and assistance to help them move into more permanent housing. We
also know that domestic abuse has increased during lockdown, and it is crucial that those
experiencing or at risk of domestic abuse can access help so that they do not become
homeless. There is an opportunity to put plans in place to support to people who have not
been able to access it before.

It is also vital to know and understand what is happening on the frontline to link people with
resources and support and to plan for the future in the rapidly changing. The following
recommendations cover the need for emergency self-contained accommodation; support
advice and advocacy for people most exposed; and the need for full and frequent audits.

A- Ongoing access to suitable emergency self-contained accommodation to ensure people are
not exposed to coronavirus by rough sleeping or staying in congregate settings

1. While the coronavirus crisis is ongoing, continue to ensure (24 hours a day, 7 days a
week) that any household that needs it will be provided with self-contained
emergency accommodation instead of sleeping rough or in a congregate night
shelter. Agreement ofonward funding for people in emergency accommodation, and
ongoing messaging from Scottish Government that new presenters are to be
accommodated regardless of immigration status.

2. Ensure everyone has access to somewhere safe and appropriate to stay regardless of
immigration status. Rapidly develop options for people with no entitlement to
Housing Benefit, to rehouse those in emergency accommodation and prevent new
cases of rough sleeping including among people with no recourse to public funds.

3. Ensure that households in need of emergency accommodation are triaged according
to Covid19 status, and provide accommodation enabling those needing to self-isolate
to do so. Minimise infection risks of those with underlying health conditions or other
vulnerabilities.
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4, Provide clear national guidance on infection-management processes and effective
social distancing in all emergency and temporary accommodation.

5. Continue to maximise opportunities nationally and locally forforms of self-contained
emergency accommodation so there is no shortage if demand grows (e.g. student
accommodation, holiday parks, hotels).

B- Support, advice and advocacyfor allpeople rough sleeping or in emergency accommodation
during the coronavirus crisis period

6. Assertive multidisciplinary outreach strategy in every location where people continue
to rough sleep or leave emergency accommodation during the crisis response and
return to rough sleeping.

7. National and local communication with all households experiencing homelessness, ina
way which is accessible to them, providing information on where to get support,
advice, advocacy and emergency accommodation (ifneeded) during the coronavirus
pandemic.

8. Full equalities and trauma informed assessment of need, including physical and
mental health needs, and Personal Housing Plan, for everyone in emergency
accommodation (hotels, etc) acquired during the pandemic, with full by-name list
approach to moving on to permanent, settled housing. Ensure these assessments of
need and Personal Housing Plans are acted on quickly.

9. National and local plans to ensure people experiencing domestic abuse or at risk of
domestic abuse, including those with No Recourse to Public Funds, can immediately
access housing advice, emergency accommodation (ifneeded) and other support to
prevent homelessness.

10. All households provided with emergency accommodation during the coronavirus
emergency to have access to information, basic amenities, food, wifi and equipment
for digital inclusion, as well as training in how to use it if needed.

11. Sustain flexibility around harm reduction responses, for example low threshold
treatment for addictions and highly accessible same day low threshold prescribing.

C- Full andfrequent audit ofcurrent situation

12. Frequent (at least weekly, but to be agreed between local authorities and the
Scottish Government on a case by case basis) point-in-time local audit ofpeople in
emergency and unsuitable temporary accommodation by local authorities and
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13. Frequent (as defined and agreed between Scottish Government and local authorities)

14. Make full use of both routine and emergency networks supporting households to

15. Audits to be local, but also aggregated by Scottish Government at Hub and National

informed by homelessness service providers - i.e. what does every household need in
housing/support terms (including support with EU Settled Status and including on an
equalities basis - e.g. BAME, gender, LGBTQt+, age, disability, Gypsy/Traveller
communities).

point-in-time local audit of available housing options and support capacity by local
authorities and informed by providers.

gather insight and evidence on highest areas of homelessness risk locally and what is
needed to prevent this by local authorities and informed by providers.

level, with updates provided to the Homelessness Prevention and Strategy Group
(HPSG).
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Question 2: What needs to be done to ensure people move forward from emergency
accommodation, and not back to the streets or congregate shelters?

The increase in the number of people in temporary accommodation because of the
pandemic means we must plan for what happens once the immediate crisis has ended so
that people housed during the pandemic, and those who were already in emergency
accommodation before that, can move away from homelessness.

Action taken during the pandemic has shown that rough sleeping is not inevitable. Providing
people with shelter or temporary accommodation is helpful, however this is not the same as
ensuring people have a home. We need to start planning, quickly and creatively, to make
the most of all the available housing options and ensure good partnership working across
services. This will help people move into accommodation that meets their needs in the
longer term.

To avoid rough sleeping or a return to the use of congregate shelters, there needs to be
enough accommodation available straight away. People must also be able to have choice
and control over which accommodation they choose to live in. The pandemic has led to
shifts in practice and culture. We must learn from the response, reflect on how it has
impacted particular groups and embed and promote the best work that has been done as
we move forward.

The housing market has also changed during lockdown, which has affected the amount and
type of accommodation available as well as its affordability. This presents new challenges -
the re-letting of empty social and private properties has slowed down and the building of
new properties has ceased. Meanwhile, changes to housing benefits has meant that private
housing is now a more affordable option for some people.

It is essential that we make the most of current opportunities while also identifying how we
can create more housing options for more people. Recommendations under parts D, E and F

address these key areas.

D- Ensure there is an immediate flexible supply ofaffordable housingfor all in emergency
accommodation or rough sleeping

16. Maximise all available housing options and increase immediate local housing supply
across the social and rented sector, including buy-backs and new acquisitions (not as
a substitute for social house building, but to complement it). Recommend, for
example, that any underspend from 2020/21 affordable housing supply programme
should be made available as grants to support targeted acquisitions on the second-
handmarket.

17. Facilitate assertive access to the private rented sector during the temporary Local
Housing Allowance (LHA) increase period through rent deposit guarantee
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programmes, tenancy sustainment / renting ready programme and local access
schemes.

18. Announce national roll out ofHousing First, building on the and learning from the
pathfinder programme, and rapid procurement of additional lets for Housing First
from social and private landlords, supported by housing representative and umbrella
bodies.

19. Ensure stable funding for the existing Housing First consortia across the 6 pathfinder
areas. National Framework developed to support rapid scaling ofHousing First across
all 32 areas in Scotland and consider options for commissioning and procurement.

20. National Challenge Fund - inviting partnerships across all sectors to submit ideas and
methodology to increase immediate (available within 6 months) housing supply and
options (with clear statement of required standards and longevity).

21. Work with social investors to deliver large-scale social investment as low-cost capital
to increase housing supply in the medium to longer term (6-12 months) targeted to
areas of greatest housing capacity pressure, through buy-backs, repurposing and
upgrading assets (with clear statement of required standards and longevity).

22. Priority focus on restarting voids processing and lettings including making use of
empty homes officers. By Phase 3 of the Scottish Government's route map, all social
sector landlords should seek to return to at least 75% of normal voids management
work.

E - Maximise housing optionsfor everyone

23. Maximise the allocation of social housing voids to homeless households for a limited
emergency period to enable people to move on from hotels and other emergency
accommodation. While recognising local variation, we expect this being in the region
of 80-90% or more during Phases 2 and 3 of the Scottish Government's route map
through and out of the coronavirus response. Quickly review what % of social housing
voids should go to people experiencing homelessness as we move forward from the
coronavirus crisis, and how long any changes should last for.

24. Adopt a local policy ofpre-lettings against the social housing stock that has
continued to become available but not yet ready to let - so that people can move
when safe. Prioritise these as Housing First tenancies where needed to redress the
severest disadvantage, and support this with guidance and practical mechanisms to
enable people to view properties remotely.
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25. Maximising housing options into the PRS, both generally, but also during the period
of increased Local Housing Allowance and possible downward market pressure on
rents. This should include an enhancement of grants support for owners to improve
empty homes, so they are suitable for homeless households to move into. Quickly
ensure there is a PRS access service in every local authority area, assistance and
resourcing for capacity building with private landlords a nationallyfunded (or
underwritten) rent deposit guarantee/bond scheme and help to rent support. RRTPs
to also consider establishing shared tenancies as an option of choice for single
households moving out of unsuitable temporary accommodation during 2020/21.

26. Revise RRTPs in light of Covid19 impact (ensuring time for effective consultation)
recognising increased numbers ofpeople coming into the housing system as
emergency provision is stepped down. Develop a plan for step-down in use of hotels,
short-term lets and holiday parks, and tied to local audit of temporary capacity and
movement, so that hotel rooms are not inadvertently 'designed-in' to local homeless
systems post pandemic. Agree enhanced funding for supporting move-on for
enlarged number of households in the system - targeted to local authorities with
greatest need.

27. Very clear agreements between Housing and Health & Social Care/NHS to ensure
seamless support formove-on from hotels and other emergency accommodation,
including occupational health and funding for adaptations where necessary. The
involvement of health with people given hotel rooms and emergency accommodation
has been positive. Work needs to be done to specify exactly what is needed from
health and social care partners.

28. National procurement approach to support voids in social lets being furnished and
repaired for rapid move-in for people who have been in hotels or other emergency
accommodation.

29. Ensure people have access to digital 'move in pack' (including equipment, wifi and
the skills to use them) to enable people to move on effectively and sustainably
through digital access to information, advice and support.

30. Bring forward previously announced new powers for Local Authorities to regulate the
density of short term lets, such as Airbnb, so that they are in place ahead of the peak
of summer 2021.

F - Learningfrom the Covid19 response and sharing best practice

31. Rapid learning from the urgency of the Covid19 response and the experiences of
people affected and involved, including those under threat of homelessness -

working with the Change Team, but also a broader piece of commissioned research.
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32. Local and national equalities assessments of impact of Covid19 on housing and

33. National learning/sharing programme ofwhat's worked to prevent/rehouse in year

34. Benchmark best practice on how quickly housing can be made available to ensure

35. Recognition of key workers and accelerate workforce development forfront-line

36. Deliver clear national guidance on No Recourse to Public Funds, in line with roadmap

Learn from and build on joint working during Covid19 by reducing competitive culture
and inefficiencies in the homelessness system.

homelessness risk for particular groups (BAME, gender, age, Gypsy/Traveller
community, disability/pre-existing health conditions), including access to
appropriate temporary and settled housing options. Adjust the Ending Homelessness
Together action plan accordingly.

one ofRRTPs {including an evaluation of the Housing First pathfinders) and practical
resources made available for Local Authorities to use now.

rapid housing access ~ recognising the impact ofdifferent geographies and
demographics, but also recognising difference in practice.

housing and homelessness roles ensuring understanding of their critical role in social
care provision locally and nationally.

being developed by Everyone Home and the Scottish Government and COSLA, with
regional hubs acting as coordinators by providing resources and training on best
practice
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Question 3: How can we do to prevent as much homelessness as possible?

Rough sleepers and people with complex needs often fall through the gaps between
services or end up relying on emergency provision that cannot address their long term
needs. People can often end up circulating through the system again and again without
getting the help they really need. In order to prevent and end homelessness in Scotland,
services need to join up and be reshaped to close the gaps and stop the cycle of
homelessness.

It is also important that people can access information and advice, and are empowered to
know what options are available to them to prevent them from being made homelessness.
There is an opportunity to build on the positive interventions which have been implemented
during the pandemic and also to further develop early intervention approaches to stop
homelessness.

This section of the recommendations also acknowledges that some of the changes needed
to address and prevent homelessness in Scotland, including around benefits and migrant
homelessness, are within the powers of the UK Government rather than the Scottish
Government.

Recommendations G-L below address the prevention priorities required across both
devolved and reserved areas of government to ensure we accelerate work to prevent and
end homelessness in Scotland.

G - Emergency immediate prevention activityfor groupsfacing an increased risk of
homelessness during andfollowing the coronavirus crisis

37. Rapidly develop prevention focus and targeted activity based on evidence of groups
facing increased homelessness risks due to Covid19 (such as those facing income
shortfalls, at risk of eviction starting/ restarting post emergency legislation period,
those facing relationship breakdown, survivors of domestic abuse, perpetrators of
domestic abuse, people in the criminal justice system, young people, LGBTQ+,
Gypsy/travellers) and assessment of impact on other at risk groups.

38. Establish system-wide early warning system for example, for people in arrears, and
immediately offer help with access to support and tenancy sustainment.

39. The second wave of new eviction cases that may come as a result of the economic
impact of Covid19 can be mitigated by extending the period offorbearance before a
pre-litigation notice can be served from 30 September to 31 March 2021. The
Scottish Ministers have the power to do so from current legislation.
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H - Extend emergency protectionsfor renters createdfor the coronavirus pandemic

40.

41. Alongside pre-action protocols, ensure funded access to dedicated money advice,

42.

43.

44.

Immediate strong and permanent pre-action protocolfor tenants in Private Rented
Sector, including protection against eviction for tenants with agreed arrears
repayment plans.

welfare advice and housing rights support.

Greater protections through the tribunal for tenants facing evictions initiated prior to
the pandemic, and an extension of the tribunal's emergency discretionary powers
over eviction in social and private rentals from 6 months to 18 months.

Work towards both the social and private rented sectors no longer evicting into
homelessness. The Scottish Government to lead a cross sector project to establish the
mechanisms to enable this to happen. The Prevention Review Group to consider the
role of the PRS in a homelessness prevention duty

There should be no evictions inte homelessness from the Private Rented Sector or
social housing sector until at least April2021. There should also be no evictions for
households where notices to evict were served before 7 April 2020 (this needs to be
subject to reasonable caveats).

- Prevent rough sleepingfor people with complex needs and those excludedfrom services

45. Transforming the use and function of overnight shelters in Glasgow and Edinburgh to
design them out of local homeless systems, adopting the road map recommended by
the 'Everyone Home' collective.

46. Upscaling Housing First to extend support to those with complex needs who are a)
housed, but at risk of repeat homelessness b) currently in public institutions including
LocalAuthority care (on the basis of 'if you can predict it, prevent it').

47. Establish a Housing First pathwayfor women with complex needs.

48. Introduce, where there is no social work statutory duty, multiagency case
management practices and protocols for people with complex needs and sharing of
best practice.

49. Rapid protocols with all public institutions (including prisons, Home Office for people
leaving asylum support, health settings, etc) on not discharging without a managed
housing pathway being put in place and implemented.
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50. Clear guidance from Scottish Government to local authorities and social landlords
that households who don't have or have lost full homelessness duty (for whatever
reason) must still be housed.

51. Targeted transition support, for example mental health support, for everyone with
complex needs being moved into any form ofmainstream accommodation from the
emergency response, to minimise return to crisis situation.

J - Strengthen and accelerate prevention programmes

52. Strengthen prevention activity in every area, drawing on best practice, including
section 11s, social lettings agencies, youth housing protocols and access to
mediation.

53. Test and target homelessness prevention approaches across wider public services,
including for those at risk ofeviction due to rent arrears or income shortfalls, those
experiencing or at risk of domestic abuse, or women engaged in commercial sexual
exploitation.

54. National and local advice and information strategy on what to do if you risk
homelessness/support someone at risk - addressing the fact many households won't
have ever been in this situation before. Ensure reliable information on the number of
households at risk of eviction due to rent arrears.

55. A proactive housing management approach focused on earlier intervention, with
independent advice, information and advocacy for tenants and access to housing
support on a longer-term basis where necessary.

56. All areas to develop a private rented sector access scheme and rent deposit
guarantee scheme which dovetails with national schemes.

57. Continued investment in and awareness raising ofDiscretionary Housing Payments
and Scottish Welfare Fund to ensure tenants who need it are supported to pay their
rent and living expenses, including where they have accrued arrears for reasons
related to the pandemic.

58. Develop homelessness and housing pathways for those experiencing or at risk of
domestic abuse, avoiding homelessness in every case and enabling survivors to
remain in their home where this is their preferred option. This should be based on the
work of the CIH/ SWA working group and social landlord guidance and include
strengthened social housing protocols, support for those in private rented and owner
occupied sectors, work for private landlords and letting agents, domestic abuse
awareness training for all Local Authority housing staff, and ensure housing /
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