Appendix 26: Housing and homelessness
(See Article 13)
The UK is suffering from an acute housing crisis, with rents soaring and house
building grinding to a halt.1 There were 1.77 million households in England on social
housing waiting lists in 2008, and 489,400 households living in officially
overcrowded homes. Government targets for the building of new homes have
been missed, with construction slowing to a crawl since the recession.
However, the cost of housing has continued to rise in spite of the recession in both
the private and social rented sectors, with average rents at record highs and
homes unaffordable in more than half of English local authorities. Reforms to
social housing are not only increasing rents, but also reducing security of tenure.
Above-inflation increases in private rents have been compounded by cuts to
housing support, even as the need for that help spreads. The number of Housing
Benefit claimants in work more than doubled between November 2008 and
February 2012, whereas the number of claimants out of work rose by only 9.3%.2
Case study: 3
“We have seen a marked increase in women presenting themselves as homeless,
and these women are not typical; they are increasingly women who have lost jobs
or are experiencing domestic abuse. And job losses are affecting more women
than men.”
The Pankhurst Centre
Under the International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (ESCR),
everyone has the right to adequate housing.4 However in the UK, the human cost
of scarce and expensive housing is stark. Family life is affected, with people forced
to delay having children, or to live away from the support of grandparents, while
the cost of housing is forcing millions to cut back on other essential spending,
including food and heating, and pushing many into debt. Newly homeless
households also increased by 18% in England between 2010 and 2011.5 The
situation for Black and minority ethnic (BME) women and heads of households is
concerning, considering that they particularly struggle to secure decent housing
conditions. For example, according to research, 45% of Latin Americans live in
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inadequate housing and one third live in overcrowded conditions sharing their
houses with other families and with more than a quarter living in multi-person
households. Of those living in overcrowded households, 60% had incomes of less
than £1,000 per month.6
Case study:7
Marisol, 37 from Bolivia lives with her two children in a shared house with four other
families in Southwark. There is no living room in the house and every family has one
room. All families share one bathroom. Marisol cooks on a small stove that is in her
room. She pays £70 a week on rent and can’t afford any more because she only
works 12 hours per week earning £700 per month.
Recommendation:
The Government should provide secure, affordable, decent housing for all,
by investing in affordable homes to boost the economy and to help solve the
housing crisis and increasing maximum penalties for rogue landlords
Housing Benefit
Since 2010 a wide array of cuts and caps to Housing Benefit (support for housing
costs for those on low/no income) have been introduced. The National Housing
Foundation has warned that benefit reductions could put 200,000 people at risk
of losing their homes.8 These changes will have a particularly damaging impact on
women as they constitute the majority of recipients of Housing Benefit: 9 single
women constitute approximately 50% of recipients, with couples composing
around 20% and single males 30%.10 It is expected that 60% of single women,
many of whom are lone parents, will receive less Housing Benefit under the
Housing Benefit cap, compared to 3% of single men.11 47% of those affected will
have children, of which 32% will be lone parents.12 Overall, almost 1 million more
women claim Housing Benefit than men – many of whom will be single mothers at
risk of poverty. (See Appendix: 15)
Reductions to Housing Benefit therefore mean that a disproportionate number of
women will be priced out of their locality. Women and children tend to have
stronger links than men to their local community (including through playgroups,
schools and children’s centers) and rely more heavily on informal networks to
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assist them with caring responsibilities. These networks are particularly vital for
single parents. Forced moves will have a disproportionate impact on women with
children since they are usually the parent responsible for organising schooling and
often rely heavily on informal networks of support to combine paid work with
childcare. Therefore, moving to a new area may make it difficult for women to
continue with paid work. (See Appendix: 18)
The wider equalities impact of reductions in Housing Benefit is also stark:
 8% will be pensioners.13 (See Appendix: 19)
 13% will be from BME groups who will also be disproportionately affected by
the four bedroom cap.14
 People with non-dependants (like elderly relatives) living in the same
households will also incur extra charges.15
 19% of those affected will be disabled.16
It is estimated that 65,000 disabled people (including those with profound mental
health issues) are at risk of losing their homes because of a cut in mortgage
payment support for vulnerable people.17 (See Appendix: 36) This benefit, which
pays the interest on a mortgage, is to be reduced from its present value of 6.08%
to what the Government says is the Bank of England average mortgage rate of
3.67% – a cut that means a loss of £1,300 annually for every £100,000 borrowed.18
Research from the National Housing Federation shows that changes to the
amounts paid to mortgage interest for disabled claimants have been estimated to
potentially lead to an additional 64,000 disabled people becoming homeless.19
The changes will make renting in the social housing sector unaffordable in many
higher priced areas of the country. Disabled people will only be able to afford to
rent in the cheapest properties in an area, which are more than likely to be
inaccessible. This will exaggerate the difficulties disabled people face in finding
suitable accommodation to live independently, increase homelessness amongst
disabled people and push them further into poverty. 670,000 households – two
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thirds containing a disabled family member – will be hit by an average £670 penalty
every year, because they are deemed to have a spare bedroom which is needed
for care support.20
Case study:21
“I’m severely disabled and I can’t go out to work so I have no way of earning extra
money to cover this benefit cut [the ‘bedroom tax’]. My flat has been specially
adapted for me and my parents only live ten minutes away, which is a great
comfort to me. My second bedroom is extremely small, but is useful if I need
someone to stay with me to provide care and support during the night.”
Joanna, York
There have been significant cuts to Local Housing Allowance (LHA), with further
cuts planned in future years. LHA is the Housing Benefit paid to people in private
rented accommodation. It is means-tested and can be claimed by people in paid
work as well as people who are unemployed, disabled, carers or retired. However,
LHA has been capped at £250 a week for a one bedroom house/flat, £290 for two
bedrooms, £340 for three bedrooms, up to an upper limit of £400 a week for a
maximum of four bedrooms. Non-dependent deductions will also increase. This is
the amount deducted from LHA because it is assumed that a non-dependent
family member such as an adult son or daughter or an elderly relative is
contributing to the rent. Since October 2011 LHA only covers up to the bottom
30% of rents rather than the median and from January 2012 the age threshold for
claiming the single-room rate was raised to 35. Anyone younger than this with no
dependants will only receive LHA for the cost of a room in a shared house (rather
than a one bedroom flat, for example). From April 2013 LHA rates have been
uprated in line with the Consumer Price Index (CPI) rather than actual local rents.22
Case study:23
“Being in the system of public housing, which I wasn’t before, I haven’t been able to
choose where I live. It’s like you never have a home, you don’t have control.”
Sandra, Salford
The changes to LHA will disproportionately impact on women, particularly lone
parents, BME women and those with larger families. The immediate impact of
these changes will vary depending on the level of rents in different parts of the
country. People in London and other cities with high levels of rent are likely to be
particularly badly affected. Impacts will include increased rent arrears, evictions
and homelessness. The number of couples with an income of less than £50 a week
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after rent has been paid will double. This is less than half the minimum income
guaranteed by benefits such as Job Seekers Allowance and Employment and
Support Allowance.24 It has been estimated that between 311,000 and 612,000
people will be left in ‘severe housing difficulty’ (unable to re-negotiate their rent or
make up the shortfall) by the LHA changes.25
Case study:26
Maria, a BME woman, is 43 and lives with her two children. She has been renting in
the private sector. Her Council informed her of a 35% reduction in her Housing
Benefit. She was subsequently evicted by the landlord. She has tried to rent
somewhere else but it has been very hard to obtain a place because landlords are
reluctant to rent to people on benefits. Maria is also illiterate and has health
problems. “My children and I are living in our friends’ living room while we manage
to obtain a place. It has been very hard for us as a family and we feel that we are a
load for them.”
In the longer-term, the impacts are likely to be even more severe because of the
change to uprating LHA rates in line with the CPI rather than actual rents. In the ten
years to 2008, the CPI rose by 20%. During the same time, actual rents increased
by almost 70%.27 This will mean that the number of houses and flats affordable to
people claiming LHA is likely to be reduced quite substantially. The Chartered
Institute of Housing has calculated that in some parts of the country it will only
take a few years before the level of LHA is lower than the lowest rent available both
in social housing and in the private sector.28
Supporting People is paid from Central Government to Local Government to
provide housing-related support to help vulnerable people to live as
independently as possible in the community, in their own homes or in hostels,
sheltered housing or other specialised supported housing. It funds services that
help older people, disabled people, women and their children leaving violent
relationships and homeless people. The Supporting People budget, has been cut
by 12% over four years and the ring fencing of the budget has been lifted which
means that councils can decide what they want to spend the money on. Cuts to
services funded by Supporting People will vary in different parts of the country. In
some parts of the country there have been drastic cuts to supported housing,
shelters and other support for homeless people.29 Some councils have cut the
support they provide to such projects by significantly more than 12%. (See
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Appendix: 5) In 2011 Nottingham City Council, for example, was planning cuts of
45% to its supported housing services.30 In some parts of the country there is
already a shortage of accommodation for single homeless women. These cuts are
likely to make this situation worse.
Furthermore, a cap of £500 will be placed on all benefits in 2013. This will mean
that any given household will not be able to claim more than £500 per week in
Housing Benefit, Job Seekers Allowance, Income Support, Child Benefit and other
benefits such as Carer’s Allowance.31 (See Article 13) Those who are claiming
Housing Benefit and Job Seekers Allowance will also only receive their full Housing
Benefit award for a period of 12 months32 which will affect a large number of
disabled people in particular. (See Appendix: 36)
Cuts to LHA are likely to increase homelessness33 at the same time as support for
homeless people is being cut. Cuts to LHA will push many families into poverty as
they struggle to make up the shortfall in rent. Women often act as the ‘shock
absorbers’ of poverty, cutting back themselves in order to balance family
budgets.34 Poverty has a potentially serious impact on women’s human rights,
including potentially on the right to life, right to health and right to food.35
Women and homelessness
Research36 from one homelessness NGO has found that one in ten rough sleepers
in London are women and over half of those living in temporary accommodation
are women. Female clients arrive at services with a wide range of significant and
complex needs, for example:
 66% have a mental health problem
 55% have a substance misuse problem, either drugs and/or alcohol
 More than one in ten have a history of being in care
 54% of those who have slept rough have been involved in prostitution
 Over half have experienced violence or abuse from a partner or family
member
 Almost one in ten are pregnant, have given birth or have had an abortion in
the last year
37
 45% are mothers.
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Despite these needs, women are not always well served by existing homelessness
provision as much of this has traditionally been designed for men. A women’s
journey into homelessness will often have different characteristics from that of a
man’s, for example there is frequently a history of domestic violence, traumatic
loss of children/family, time spent in custody and a childhood characterised by
unstable housing and often abuse and neglect. Research38 has found that 70% of
women rough sleepers have experienced abuse from a partner(s), all of whom
reported that this was what led them ultimately to become homeless. 40% of
women rough sleepers said that they had also experienced abuse within the family
home before this. Previous research has also found that women who have slept
rough to flee domestic violence on average have more support needs than those
who do not sleep rough.39 Women’s homelessness is also characterised by a lack
of contact with statutory homelessness services. Data in London40 shows that on
average 10-15% of rough sleepers are women and over half of those living in
temporary accommodation are women. One report41 found that 19% of female
residents have slept rough, but anecdotal evidence suggests that the figure is
much higher.
Homelessness amongst women is a hidden problem, which explains the variation
in figures. The current approach to annual street counts may also miss counting
some homeless women as they sleep rough at different times of the day and in
different locations from men. Women take extreme measures to avoid the
dangers of sleeping rough, for example, living in squats and crack-houses,
returning to an abusive partner, engaging in sex work, ‘sofa surfing’ and may even
commit crimes so that they are taken into custody. These situations can intensify
a women’s vulnerability and needs and keeps them hidden without access to
services that can support them.
Case study:42
Rosa, a Colombian woman, met her British partner via the internet. They got
married in Latin America and came to live in the UK. She became pregnant soon
afterwards and her husband started abusing her while pregnant. As the scale of the
abuse intensified, Rosa ran away one night with her two month old baby because
she was scared about his safety. She did not speak English and did not know how
to access support services. She ended up living on the couch of one of her friends
for several months with her little baby until she approached Latin American
Women’s Rights Service (LAWRS) and was able to secure accommodation.
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In 2009 Women’s Aid found that the majority of refuge clients did not seek advice
from their social housing landlord before leaving home to escape violence.
Therefore many women are missing out on the opportunity of support at an early
stage. Homeless women often have extremely complex support needs including
alcohol and substance use and physical and mental health problems which may
mean that they are excluded from many services.43 Gaps in service provision have
also been identified44 including a lack of emergency accommodation, direct
housing for women, arrangements for women on release from prison, (See Article
15) limited housing for people with complex needs, very limited women-only
services and local authority housing strategies that do not mention women rough
sleepers specifically. Women with complex needs, such as substance use and
mental health issues, have always struggled to get into domestic violence refuges
and so become homeless. With the cuts to refuge provision this situation is now
becoming worse.45 (See Appendix: 5)
A ’one size fits all’ approach does not work in homelessness services. There are
few women-only shelters or accommodation and those that do exist are not fully
accessible to all women or appropriate to their needs. For example, lesbian and
bisexual women are invisible in most housing and homelessness services
therefore there is a need for specific services and housing provision with LGBT
residents, specialist workers and LGBT staff.46 Additionally securing space in a
refuge for victims of violence is extremely challenging and there are not enough
places available. It is even more difficult if for women with ‘no recourse to public
funds’. (See Appendix: 8)
There is no mention of women rough sleepers specifically in existing legislation in
the UK, the Government’s ‘No second Night Out’ policy47 also has nothing specific
to women, and other policies, such as the Housing Strategy,48 are generic. There is
also concern that changes to Housing Benefit will produce more homeless
people.49
Recommendations:
 High quality services are needed that can meet the personal,
emotional and social needs of women, as well as addressing housing,
health and work. Staff must be equipped to understand women’s
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needs and must develop partnerships with other agencies and sectors
to ensure this
There must be increased opportunities for the involvement of women
themselves in evolving the services that support them and the
development of dedicated projects for homeless women
The effect on rough sleepers of the changes to Housing Benefits must
be acknowledged and addressed
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