Homeless families, homeless children

Executive summary

1. This research study represents a partnership between the Simon Community (Northern Ireland), the Western Health and Social Services Board, the Northern Ireland Housing Executive and Foyle Health and Social Services Trust.  The research was conducted between October 2000 and March 2001 in the geographical area covered by the Western Health and Social Services Board.  This corresponds to the Housing Executive’s district offices in Derry/Londonderry, Limavady, Strabane, Omagh and Fermanagh.

2. The goal of the research was to aid existing services to minimise the impact of homelessness upon the family unit and to feed into the development of the Children’s Services Plan for the area.  The aims of the research focused on the nature and extent of family homelessness in the subject area and in Northern Ireland as a whole.  The availability of temporary and permanent housing options were examined together with a review of research and good practice.  Interviews were conducted with key personnel and homeless families, both parents and children.

3. The report discusses the implementation of the homelessness legislation and the impact of the new Housing Selection Scheme on homeless families and assesses the effect which the new build programme anticipated for the area will have over the next three years.  A number of government initiatives which impinge on this area are also referred to, including Supporting People, Housing and Health, and the Housing Executive’s forthcoming homelessness strategy.

4. Recent research studies in the field of family homelessness are reviewed.  A number of models of good practice from Northern Ireland, Great Britain and USA are reviewed.

5. Statistics are provided for the incidence of family homelessness and the relative distribution of the problem according to the population of the relevant District Council areas.  According to this method of analysis, homelessness is almost twice as prevalent in Derry/Londonderry as its population would suggest, whereas in Omagh family homelessness is half as prevalent as might be expected by its relative population size.  Strabane and Limavady are also underrepresented and Fermanagh is roughly in line with its population size.

6. Statistics relating to family homelessness according to household type and district of origin are also provided, indicating that single parents are the single largest group.  Derry/Londonderry shows the highest level of family homelessness, particularly in the two Cityside districts.  Reasons for homelessness are also reviewed, indicating that sharing breakdown / family dispute are by far the most common reason for homelessness, followed by relationship breakdown and loss of private rented accommodation.  The scale of the problem in Derry/Londonderry is further underlined by the long waiting times applicants have to remain in temporary accommodation pending rehousing.  In the two Cityside districts waiting times of 8 months to 1 year are the average whereas in Limavady, Fermanagh and Omagh most applicants are rehoused within 3 months.

7. A one-day census count of the number of children placed in temporary accommodation was carried out.  This found that 163 children were living in temporary accommodation in Derry/Londonderry and Strabane at that time.  Of these 48% were pre school children, 30% were of primary school age and 22% were of secondary school age.  No children were resident in temporary accommodation in Omagh, Fermanagh or Limavady at this time.

8. District profiles of homelessness within the study area are provided indicating the relative pressures on temporary and permanent housing in the district and the availability of temporary accommodation.

9. An audit of available temporary accommodation has been carried out for the area.  All Housing Executive, voluntary sector and private sector accommodation used by the Housing Executive for placing homeless families is reviewed and the range and extent of support services discussed.

10. The impact of homelessness on families with children is explored through the eyes of professionals working in a number of fields and through the voices of the families and children themselves.  The impact on physical and mental health and emotional well-being is examined together with the impact on children’s development and education and the wider context of family and social relationships.

11. Interviews with 28 families were conducted together with 9 children.  These interviews indicate the key stress areas experienced by the families and indicate where improvements in services could be made.

12. The report concludes with a review of the findings of the research and a series of recommendations taken from these.  In summary these are:

· A limit should be placed on the time spent in HMO’s by homeless families with dependent children

· An increase in the supply of self-contained temporary accommodation should be provided

· A strategy of improving existing hostels to reduce sharing of facilities should be adopted

· Consideration should be given to the location of children’s existing schools when placing families in temporary accommodation

· Homeless families with dependent children should be prioritised within the new Supporting People arrangements

· The Children’s Services Plan should examine ways of proactively linking with temporary accommodation providers and ensuring services are linked between temporary accommodation through to permanent housing.

· A network of floating support workers should be introduced to ensure that the needs of all homeless families could be addressed.  Consideration should be given to contracting this service to existing voluntary sector support providers.

· The education authorities should be urged to fund transport to school costs for homeless children

· An information pack should be developed for all families in temporary accommodation with locally relevant information on services and support

· Health visitor services should be extended to all temporary accommodation on a dedicated or peripatetic basis

· Social services should examine the possibility of creating or paying for additional nursery or pre-school places where required.
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