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Report of the Housing and Homes Overview and 

Scrutiny Committee, 13 June 2017 

Preface 
By Councillor Victoria Quinn, Chair, Housing and Homes O&S 

Committee 

 

It is the role and purpose of Overview and Scrutiny to hold up a mirror that reflects 
µZDUWV�DQG�DOO¶�UHDOLWLHV�RI�RXU�&RXQFLO¶V�SROLFLHV�DQG�UHVSRQVHV�� 
 
This inquiry, its findings and process should serve as a stark reality check on the way in which Birmingham 
is prioritising and preventing homelessness in our city, because as the numbers of people sleeping rough 
on our streets have increased by over 500% in 6 years and more than 20,000 households are either 
homeless, at risk of becoming homeless or transitioning out of homelessness each year, we have been 
failing.  
 
This inquiry responded to public perceptions that more people were sleeping on our streets but reveals how 
preventing homelessness and rough sleeping is about so much more than numbers and housing. It is about 
every individual within our city systems being understood as an individual and more than just a roof.    
 
At the geographic heart of a national homelessness crisis, this inquiry showed how Birmingham is not only 
at the centre of a perfect storm in the human misery of rough sleeping but through the extent of public 
outcry and sheer number of individual volunteers providing services with local people committed to doing 
their bit, this is a city that has a huge human heart. 
 
The Homelessness Reduction Act was constructed and received Royal Assent in April 2017 during the 
process of this inquiry. Likely to come into force within the next 12 months, the new obligations of this Act 
will force all statutory partners and their wider communities to work differently. At the same time the City 
Council has also been developing its Homelessness Strategy for 2017-22 and the challenge for this inquiry 
KDV�EHHQ�WR�µSUHGLFW¶�KRZ�WKH�FRXQFLO�QHHGV�WR�EH�SUepared for these new obligations in order to use them 
to best effect. 
 
Unequivocally, this report and its recommendations intend to ensure the re-design of homelessness 
prevention in Birmingham, putting the muscular commitment of the size of its heart at the centre of a 
network that:- never walks by; knows what part they play and can ensure no second night on the street for 
anyone. For the Council, its partners and every person in Birmingham, this means every department and 
individual knowing how to answer and how they are contributing to the human TXHVWLRQ��³+elp, I need a 
SODFH�WR�VWD\�´ 
 
Everyone who contributed to this inquiry and who has taken an interest in its development knows how long 
overdue it has been and how in the same way that rough sleeping is just the tip of the homelessness 
iceberg, this inquiry must become a much more regular and continuing focus of work in order to 
adequately reflect or tackle the crisis of rough sleeping and homelessness.  
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R04 That in addition to monthly monitoring and 
feedback reports on homelessness prevention 

data collated by the Housing Options Centre, 

assessment of homelessness prevention is 
integrated into and shared across Benefit 

Advice Services, Neighbourhood Advice and 
Information Services (NAIS), Adult and 

Children¶
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collate and regularly update information and 
contact details of all services including 

available to and required by any rough sleeper 

or individual facing homelessness in the city, 
presented as a user friendly (including 

graphics for non-English speakers) geographic 
map of services. 

R09 That communications with citizens about street 

homelessness is improved.  In particular, a 
positive message is needed setting out how 

FLWL]HQV�FDQ�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�µQR�VHFRQG�QLJKW�

RXW¶�REMHFWLYH���$�IRFXV�RQ�DFWLYH�FDPSDLJQV�LQ�
collaboration with statutory partners and BIDs 

on how citizens can best help the street 
homeless, report concerns and develop other 

active alternatives. 

Cabinet Member for 

Housing and Homes 

December 2017 

R10 That a quarterly data dashboard on street 
homeless is developed and shared with all key 

partners.  That information on individual cases 

is shared with partner agencies as required. 

Cabinet Member for 
Housing and Homes   

January 2018 

R11 That an assessment of progress against the 
recommendations in this report be presented 

to the Housing and Homes O&S Committee. 

Cabinet Member for 
Housing and Homes 

December 2017 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Why this report? Why now? 

“What you see is that strata of people who really have nothing – no money, no 

front door key, no friend or family. That number is growing. The degree of need 

is much, much higher than it was even three years ago, the complex issues, the 

range of problems. The housing crisis, the reduction of benefits especially to 

younger people and austerity cuts hitting local councils, charities and mental 

health services … creating the perfect storm in human misery.”1  

 

1.1.1 The individuals sleeping on the streets of our city are the most visible public measure of 

homelessness, the scale of it and what we are doing to tackle it.  

1.1.2 The number of people sleeping on the streets of Birmingham increased by 53% in the last 

year from 2015-2016 and by 588% since 2012.  

1.1.3 The inquiry that informs this report to Council, launched in September 2016, is based on this 

premise and was led by the concern of Committee Members to ensure that the Council is 

addressing ever growing public alarm at the considerable increase in numbers of people sleeping 

on our streets and what we have been, are and should be doing about it: 

“I’ve never seen it so bad. The number of people we are seeing [sleepi
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“It’s disgusting in this day and age. No-one should be homeless, councils and 

government should hold their head down in shame.”5 
 

1.1.5 National estimated numbers of rough sleepers are widely agreed to have doubled 

/downloads/file/2531/homelessness_strategy_2012


/downloads/file/411/homeless_health_overview_and_scrutiny_report_july_2015
http://bit.ly/2mQCp5K
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/rough-sleeping-in-england-autumn-2016
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2 The Current Crisis 

2.1 Background and national context 

2.1.1 The Government Rough Sleepers Initiative (RSI) 1990-1999 introduced in 1996 a requirement on 

all local authorities in England to produce an annual estimate of rough sleepers linked to the 

potential for Councils to draw down central government financing.  

2.1.2 Baseline figures from 1998 estimating a total of 1,850 rough sleepers in England were 

then used by the government as a target from which to reduce rough sleeping by two-thirds by 

200216 

Estimated number of rough sleepers, England 1998-200917 

 

2.1.3 From 2010 the government improved and updated the methodology used to compile these 

statistics requiring Councils to either conduct a formal count between 1 October and 30 November 

each year or submit estimates produced in consultation with agencies working with rough sleepers 

in the area.  

2.1.4 The table below shows the most recent number of 4,134 rough sleepers in England in 2016 

and the year on year rate of increase since 201018 when it is of note that the government removed 

the potential for ring-fenced budgets to Councils through the Supporting People programmes, to 

support homelessness prevention and relief in addition to other substantial budgetary challenges 
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Rough Sleeping in England, 2010 to 201619 
 

  

2.2 Birmingham and how we compare 

2.2.1 The graph below evidences that from 1998-2002 Birmingham responded brilliantly to the 

government targeted rough sleeping initiatives mirroring downward trends nationally and all but 

seeming to eradicate rough sleeping in 2002. 

Birmingham Rough Sleeper Count Numbers 1998-2016 

 

2.2.2 The 2002-3 spike in numbers interestingly corresponded to the introduction of national legislation 

extending the categories of priority need  homelessness that are eligible to qualify for assistance 

from local authorities and the duty for the Council to provide care-leavers with suitable 

accommodation.20 

                                           

19 House of Commons Library Briefing Paper Number 02007 Rough sleeping (England), 27 January 2017 
20 Children (Leaving Care) Act 2001 came into force in 2002 
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http://www.cih.org/resources/PDF/presentations/arch2015/1Neil%20Munslow.pdf
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http://www.birminghamhousingoptions.org.uk/streethomeless.php
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 The average age of death of a homeless person is 47 and even lower for homeless 

women at just 43; 

 





https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-homelessness
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 Hospital discharges account for increasing numbers of individuals who may have both 

been rough sleeping and hospitalised but in turn lost accommodation opportunities as a 

result and remain locked in a cycle. 

 Loss of job and seeking work including individuals who have previously served in the 

armed forces, young people affected by the Shared Accommodation Rate (SAR) and Local 

Housing Allowance (LHA), and migrants from both elsewhere in the UK and abroad who 

might have lost benefit entitlements or other support mechanisms as well as genuinely 

transient individuals and lifestyles.  

 Need for companionship and support. Increasing numbers of rough sleepers develop 

relationships with others on the street which provide support and reassurance in arguably 

both negative and positive respects which they feel and often in reality cannot be 

accommodated elsewhere. This includes: 

Network of supply and resourcing for addictions;  

Friends who cannot be accommodated at the same time or place of temporary or 

long term    accommodation offer;  

Pets, such as dogs who can become as important if not more important than human 

relationships. 

 Unsuitability of emergency shelter and support when and where provided to 

individuals faced with rough sleeping, can also generate and perpetuate it. 
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3 Relief & Prevention  

3.1 The fast changing context 

3.1.1 The initial inquiry process and evidence gathering process for this report began and has run apace 

with the progress of what began as a Private Members Bill (PMB) introduced to the House of 

Commons in June 2016 around homelessness prevention.   

3.1.2 Where most fail, this PMB went on to become the Homelessness Reduction Act, drawing upon the 

work of an independent panel of experts established by Crisis and the cross-party Communities 

and Local Government (CLG) Select Committee to present what one former DCLG advisor has 

described as: 

³�>��@�the biggest change to homelessness legislation since 1977, changing not just law, but 

importantly culture and practice within national and local government as well as the third 

sector cutting across all aspects of public service provision«�,W�ZRQ¶W�FUHDWH�PRUH�SURSHUWLHV�

or build anything, but it will be the new way in which we deliver homeless services for 

anyone and everyone who ever faces homelessness,  and everyone will have to be ready for 

it from April 2018.´  41 

3.1.3 The Homelessness Reduction Act introduces a duty to prevent and relieve homelessness for all42 

homeless people who present to a local authority.  (See point 2.3.4)  

3.1.4 Local authorities are currently required to make enquiries to establish if, and whether a duty is 
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3.2.5 The first table below details the &RXQFLO¶V� directly commissioned services for anyone sleeping 

rough, over the age of 25, where in the CRXQFLO¶V���������ILQDQFLDO�\HDU� there was provision for 

319 immediate access bed spaces.
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http://bit.ly/2mQCp5K
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frameworks. As such, continued consolidation requires built-in flexibility from commissioning in 

order to offer more comprehensive and sustainable solutions to relief and prevention. 

4.5 Sharing what we know in clear systems for a ‘no wrong 

door’ approach 

4.5.1 Formal mechanisms for sharing information and improving wider knowledge of who is street 

homeless and how they got there, is key to providing more appropriate responses and effective 

prevention.  

4.5.2 Presently, however, outside the network of commissioned providers for homelessness, it seems 

that no one, least of all the Council, within this network knows who all of the other services, 
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Co-ordinating this is key and it really doesn’t matter who does it as long as it ’s 

done and there is a clear system in place.” 61 

 

4.5.6 Birmingham Changing Futures Together multi-agency project funded by the Big Lottery and led by 

%LUPLQJKDP� 9ROXQWDU\� 6HUYLFHV� &RXQFLO� �%96&�� LV� OLQNHG� WR� WKH� ³1R� :URQJ� 'RRU´� QHWZRUN� RI�

agencies who are already committed to sharing information, common approaches and standards to 

supporting homeless people with complex needs. As part of this an Intelligent Common 

$VVHVVPHQW�7RRO� �L&$7�� LV�GXH� WR�EH� ODXQFKHG� WR�HQVXUH� WKDW� ³LQGLYLGXDOV�RQO\�KDYH� WR� WHOO� WKHLU�

stRU\�RQFH´. 62 

4.5.7 The CHAIN (Combined Homelessness and Information Network63) database is used by outreach 
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to eradicate homelessness. In turn this is capable of providing public reassurance about what is 

and can be done to tackle street homelessness as well as a baseline for assessing how it can be 

done differently. 

4.6.6 In the most practical sense, mapping is a pre-requisite for organisations to be able to make any 

attempt to co-ordinate any clear system for sharing information about who is rough sleeping but 

also for being able to provide informed reaction as to as why and how change is required: 

“It is very important that the totality of provision is mapped, but also the 

ancillary and supporting services which contribute to tackling rough sleeping 

and homelessness are included.”65 

4.7 
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“From a rough sleeper perspective why would you want accommodation when 

you are given a tent, soup kitchens and food banks can feed you every day of 

the week, free showers, foot massages? I don’t have all the answers and I really 

think these offers are caring and supportive, but I suspect it doesn’t encourage 

rough sleepers to come inside.”70 

 

4.8.4 There are many opportunities for meeting this challenge through improved join-up and universal 

city-wide co-ordination for people to donate volunteer hours across all number of different groups. 

These could be banked and used to develop skills through initiatives such as th
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5 Conclusion 

5.1 Fanning the flame in a perfect storm  

5.1.1 Birmingham is currently seeing a strata of people who to all intents and purposes can and might 

look to have been forgotten and ignored by the Council, in terms of the increasing numbers of 

people sleeping rough on Birmingham streets.  

5.1.2 The degree of the need of people sleeping rough in Birmingham and the requirement on the 

Council to respond to them is much higher than it was even three years ago.  It is twenty years 

ago (in 1998) when numbers were last at similar levels.  

5.1.3 The complexity of issues and range of problems leading to people having no alternative but to 

sleep on the street is greater both for individuals to cope with and for Council resources and their 

partners to be able to address by means and approaches hitherto used.  

5.1.4 The housing crisis, in terms of: lack of available and affordable accommodation from the Council, 

social housing partners and the private rented sector; the changes and reduction in benefits to 

offer support for rents (especially in terms of how it is hitting younger people and those without 

any alternative means than shared accommodation); together with austerity cuts which year on 

year have hit local councils, charities, mental health services and addiction services all collide to 

produce the perfect storm in human misery, where, as recently reported: 

 

 “… against the brutal assault of austerity, Britain’s second city is tending its 

humanity like a flame”.71  

5.2 From vision to reality for “a city working together” for “the 

eradication of homelessness” 

5.2.1 The council has endorsed housing, together with children, health and jobs and skills as one of its 

four strategic priorities for the city, to which all of its resources and capacities better work together 

to address.  The forth
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Appendix 1: CHAIN Annual Report, Greater 

London 2015/16 
New rough sleepers’ reasons for leaving their last settled base prior to first being seen rough 
sleeping. 
 

Reason for leaving last settled base No. % 

Asked to leave or evicted   
Asked to leave 422 15.2% 
Evicted ± arrears 202 7.3% 
Evicted ± ASB 44 1.6% 



http://www.streetlink.org.uk/tell-us-about-a-rough-sleeper
http://www.streetlink.org.uk/tell-us-about-a-rough-sleeper
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The significance 
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Appendix 3: Witnesses and Contributors 
 


