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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The UK’s exit from the European Union will pose major challenges and opportunities for every policy
area – including the growing issue of homelessness. The ‘core homeless’ population in Great Britain
stood at 160,000 households in 2016.
Brexit’s most immediate potential impacts on homelessness and the experience of homeless people
are on EU nationals who are currently in Great Britain and experiencing homelessness. But the risks and
opportunities Brexit poses are not confined to EU nationals – they relate to the experience of British,
EU, and other foreign nationals living in the country.
Trying to predict the precise impacts of Brexit on homelessness is impossible. However, it is possible to
set out the key factors that will influence how homelessness and the experience of homeless people
will be affected by Brexit. In this report, drawing on desk research and workshops with a diverse range
of groups with an interest in homelessness and Brexit, we have looked at Brexit specifically through a
lens of homelessness. In doing so we have identified four main factors, which each raise a set of
opportunities and risks, as Figure 1 shows.
It is important to note that some of these opportunities and risks are more likely to occur than others,
and some are outside the control of the homelessness sector (and, to an extent, government). For
example, the risk of some EU nationals failing to secure new immigration statuses, and so falling into
or remaining stuck in homelessness is clear, whereas the potential for a post-Brexit Britain to increase
housing access and affordability, is far less certain.
In the short term, the key risks and opportunities are around the application process for new
immigration statuses. In the medium term, they focus on the future immigration system, the UK Shared
Prosperity Fund, and impacts of Brexit on future domestic policy. In the long term – and far less certain
– are impacts on the economy as a whole and what this will mean for homelessness.
Figure 1: Opportunities and risks of Brexit for homelessness
Opportunities

Risks
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Source: WPI Economics

As this figure shows, in many cases, the opportunities we have identified are countered by related risks.
This makes it essential that policy makers consider the risks and opportunities together and across these
multiple factors. Doing so will require that we both develop a cohesive homelessness prevention
agenda across Great Britain and ensure that immigration policy and the rights of current and future
migrants to work and access support are secured.
The underlying causes and the harm caused by homelessness do not distinguish by nationality, so nor
should support for people at risk of homelessness – and immigration policy should help to reduce
homelessness in Great Britain, not increase the likelihood of migrants becoming homeless if things go
wrong.
Action across Government as it implements Brexit on these issues can also underpin a wider drive to
end homelessness. A national agenda for ending homelessness would likely need to consist of several
areas of policy working in tandem, including:
•

Providing a new and positive settlement for EU nationals who are homeless or at risk of
homelessness and currently struggle to access the support they need;

•

Ensuring benefit levels and eligibility (including housing-related benefits) fully support the need
for Great Britain to recruit and retain a global workforce;

•

Increasing the supply of affordable and social rent housing;

•

Greater security for private sector renters; and ultimately

•

The introduction of a ‘right to housing’.

We hope that this report will turn the attention of all those involved in homelessness in Great Britain
to the interaction between Brexit and homelessness. This is only the start of a much wider policy
conversation – and it now needs decisive, co-ordinated action from all levels of Government and the
homelessness sector to ensure that a clear domestic policy agenda to address homelessness is
developed alongside Brexit negotiations.
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INTRODUCTION
“...[Brexit] will impact on all aspects of what we do... in the homelessness sector...
economically, socially, all of that will hit. It will hit our staffing; it will hit our clients;
it will hit rough sleeping; it will hit the housing market.”
Senior manager, single homelessness service provider i

Since the UK’s decision in June 2016 to leave the European Union, its political and legislative agenda
has been dominated by Brexit.
This is, on one level, understandable. The precise nature of the UK’s future relationship with the
European Union, beyond soundbites about co-operation and friendship, will have profound
implications for our economy and society.
But these larger questions should not detract from the need to tackle pressing domestic concerns that
affect the lives of people currently living and working in Great Britain, nor on the impact that Brexit
itself could have on those issues – both where it could pose new challenges, and where it raises
opportunities for action.
This report focuses on the potential for Brexit to affect homelessness in Great Britain, and looks at
Brexit through a specific lens of homelessness. There have been positive steps on homelessness
recently, including the creation of the Westminster Homelessness and Rough Sleeping
ImplementationTaskforce and the Scottish Government’s Homelessness Rough Sleeping Action Group,
but these should not be seen as sufficient to solve what is a complex and persistent social issue, even
without the additional difficulties that Brexit could bring.
Instead, Brexit could be an opportunity for politicians and policymakers to better understand the
interactions between homelessness, migration, and hostile environment policies – and to develop
effective responses with cross-party backing to support this group out of homelessness.
In this report, drawing on contributions from experts in the homelessness sector and related areas, we
set out an overview of the key factors that are likely to impact upon homelessness and homeless people
in Great Britain. Our ambition is that this will help policymakers in central and local government, and
the homelessness sector itself, to understand and prepare for the challenges and opportunities of
Brexit for this agenda. The overall aim is twofold:
•

To mitigate against avoidable potential negative impacts of Brexit on homelessness; and

•

To grasp the opportunities that Brexit does bring to refocus policy in Great Britain to tackling
homelessness.

Brexit is a highly complex exercise, with many moving parts. Until the final text of the withdrawal
agreement is known (and in practice until cases on specific aspects of the agreement make their way
through the courts) the precise implications of Brexit on many of the issues highlighted in this report
will not be known. This report, therefore, sets out our understanding as of early 2018, but should not
be relied upon for legal advice.
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Report methodology
The analysis in this report was informed by a review of a wide range of literature and statistics on
homelessness, EU nationals in Great Britain, and British nationals abroad, as well as information on
foreign nationals’ rights and entitlements, and the Brexit negotiations.
We also conducted two roundtables to further explore these issues and deepen our understanding.
These included a diverse range of specialists with an interest in homelessness and Brexit, which
included representatives from organisations including homelessness charities, local authorities, central
government departments, and migrant and employment representative charities.
WPI Economics would like to express our thanks to all of those who contributed to our understanding
of this issue, and gave feedback on our thinking at various stages. Any errors or omissions remain the
authors’.

Report scope
Brexit is, of course, an issue that will affect all nations of the United Kingdom. Many of the same issues
raised here will also apply to Northern Ireland post-Brexit. This report, however, focuses on the
interaction between Brexit and homelessness in Great Britain. This is in part because the system of
provision of homelessness support is significantly different in Northern Ireland, and in part because the
focus of the organisations for whom this report has been produced are homelessness in England and
Great Britain respectively.
We have also only focused here on impacts that have the potential to significantly affect homelessness,
and where the direction of the potential impact is relatively clear. This has meant, for example, that we
have not considered in detail how (unknown) changes in public opinion might affect attitudes towards
homelessness; nor have we included the potential effect of reduced migration on access to housing or
healthcare services, as in our view any impact would be both highly localised and marginal at best. The
exception to this is the general future of the UK economy, given its potentially highly significant impacts
on poverty and homelessness.

A note on terms used
Throughout this document we primarily refer to EU nationals. At present non-EU EEA nationals enjoy
the same rights and access as EU nationals, and the UK Government is currently in discussions with
non-EU EEA countries about securing the status of their citizens who are resident in country. Unless
otherwise stated, therefore, where we refer to EU nationals in this report we also refer to EEA nationals,
although in future the rights and entitlements of the two groups may differ.
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CONTEXT: HOMELESSNESS IN GREAT BRITAIN
Homelessness is not a single state. Rough sleeping is perhaps the most visible manifestation of
homelessness, but lacking a secure place to live or stay, including ‘sofa-surfing’ or living in B&Bs also
forms part of the overall picture of homelessness. Unless otherwise stated, when the term
‘homelessness’ is used in this report we refer to all types of homelessness.
It is also important to recognise that homelessness does not distinguish by nationality. While the
majority of homeless people in Britain are British, a significant minority are not, as the table below
shows (we are not aware of any comparable figures for Wales).
Figure 2: Proportion of homelessness by nationality
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*EEA nationals. **EU nationals includes only EU nationals from countries that joined the EU in 2004 or later.
Sources: GLA,ii MHCLGiii, iv, Scotland data supplied by Scottish Government to Crisis

One particular issue facing non-UK migrants is the ‘hostile environment’ policy, which places barriers
to accessing housing or other essential services such as healthcare. While this policy ostensibly is there
to make life more difficult for illegal immigrants, as the recent scandal around ‘Windrush’ migrants has
shown, its impact is far from confined to people without a legal right to be in the country.
There is no single measure of how many people in Great Britain are affected by homelessness – this is
in part because the different nations record homelessness differently, and in part because many
homeless people do not show up in official statistics. Nevertheless, the available statistics give a sense
of the scale of the issue.
Research for Crisis has shown that core homelessness in Great Britain stood at around 160,000
households in 2016v. As Table 1 shows, these figures do not include people in a wide range of
circumstances that suggest an insecure housing situation, so represent a conservative estimate of the
number of people at risk of homelessness at any one time.
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Table 1: Core and wider homelessness
Core homelessness
Rough sleeping
Sleeping in tents, cars, public transport
Squatting (unlicensed, insecure)
Unsuitable non-residential accommodation e.g. ‘beds in sheds’
Hostel residents
Users of night/winter shelters
Domestic violence victim in refuge
Unsuitable temporary accommodation (which includes B&B accommodation, hotels etc)
‘Sofa Surfing’ – staying with others (not close family), on short term/insecure basis/wanting to move,
in crowded conditions (this does not include students)
Wider homelessness
Staying with friends/relatives because unable to find own accommodation (longer term)
Eviction/under notice to quit (and unable to afford rent/deposit)
Asked to leave by parents/relatives
Intermediate accommodation and receiving support
In other temporary accommodation (e.g. conventional social housing, private sector leasing)
Discharge from prison, hospital and other state institution without permanent housing
Source: Crisisvi

The future of homelessness in Great Britain will depend heavily on policy decisions made in coming
years. But without concerted effort there is a significant risk that it will increase – by 2041 there could
be close to 400,000 homeless households, with particularly large increases in sofa-surfing and
households in unsuitable temporary accommodation.vii
There is nothing inherent to Brexit that means homelessness needs to increase as a result of its
implementation. It does raise some challenges, but there are also potential opportunities – and if those
challenges are effectively addressed, and the opportunities taken, what comes after Brexit could have
a positive contribution to the agenda for tackling homelessness.
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CONTEXT: THE BREXIT PROCESS AND TIMELINE
On June 23rd 2016, the UK voted to leave the European Union. This, and the decision to ‘trigger’ Article
50 in March 2017, provide the high-level timeline and direction for Brexit.
Both the UK and the EU have accepted that there will be a period of transition between the expiry of
the two-year deadline under Article 50 and the UK’s future outside of the European Union – the current
position set out by the European Commission is that this period would last until the end of 2020.viii
The UK-EU joint statement on progress in negotiations for the withdrawal agreement published in
December 2017ix also set out that the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) would retain a role
in cases in UK courts and tribunals relating to citizens’ rights under the withdrawal agreement for eight
years after the date of exit.
This timeline is set out in Figure 2 below.
Figure 3: High-level timeline of the Brexit process
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Within this timetable, there are several decisions relevant to homelessness that will need to be made,
including:
-

The process and evidence needed to support an application for settled status or a temporary
residence permit;

-

The immigration system that will apply for EU nationals arriving after the transition period; and

-

How the UK Shared Prosperity Fund, set to replace European Structural Funding in the UK, will
operate.

None of these decisions have yet been finalised, but each of them will help to shape whether Brexit has
an overall positive or negative impact on homelessness in Great Britain.
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AN OPPORTUNITY FOR RENEWAL OF THE HOMELESSNESS AGENDA
“We’ve had calls for all kinds of Brexit. A soft Brexit, a hard Brexit and a red, white
and blue Brexit. No one is talking about a fair Brexit - one that will unite the
country and lead us to a shared society based on fairness and mutual respect the
Prime Minister has talked about.”
David Isaac, Chair, Equality and Human Rights Commissionxi

The above quote, in the context of equality and human rights, sets out the core challenge of Brexit for
social policy. The centrepiece of the Brexit policy agenda has been trade and the impact on businesses,
and to the extent that the debate has extended to domestic issues it has been in the context of how
any ‘Brexit dividend’ could be spent.
These are important issues. But as the UK leaves the European Union there is also an unparalleled
opportunity to refresh domestic policy across a range of areas, and to determine the type of country
we wish to become outside of the EU.
There is increasing cross-party recognition of the need to tackle homelessness, and there have been a
number of initiatives. A renewed approach can build on developments in the nations of Great Britain –
from the removal of ‘priority need’ in Scotland and introducing a robust legal duty regarding
homelessness prevention in Wales, to the introduction of longer tenancies in Scotland, to the increased
duties placed on local authorities and other public agencies in England under the Homelessness
Reduction Act 2017.
However, even under the most optimistic post-Brexit scenario in which concerted, cross-departmental
measures are taken to achieve the best possible Brexit for homelessness, there are features of current
policy across Great Britain that will continue to place pressure on the homelessness agenda. These
include benefit levels and eligibility, the availability of affordable housing, and the rise of insecure shortterm Assured Shorthold Tenancies in the private rented sector – the expiry of which is now the leading
immediate cause of homelessness in England.xii Brexit does not have any immediate implications for
these issues, but they provide important context for the rest of this report, and without this more
fundamental reform the extent to which reductions in homelessness can be achieved in current years
will be limited.
None of this is to say that Brexit itself will not have an impact on homelessness. As the following sections
of this report lay out, there are crucial implications of Brexit that have the potential to worsen the
problem of homelessness if ignored or poorly handled, or to contribute to reducing homelessness if
understood and prepared for.
Ultimately, Brexit should be considered a catalyst for developing a more co-ordinated domestic policy
agenda that centres around ending homelessness and providing sufficient housing for everyone. It is
imperative that politicians across the country do not let Brexit overshadow urgent domestic policy
decisions, and, where possible, seize opportunities from the process of exiting the EU to better tackle
and prevent all forms of homelessness, including migrant homelessness, and ensure a proportion of
the new UK Prosperity Fund is channelled towards housing and homelessness services.
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KEY FACTOR 1: IMMIGRATION STATUS AND RIGHTS
At present, EU citizens who are in Great Britain and classed as ‘exercising treaty rights’ have the right
to live in the country. However, once the UK has left the EU, a new system will apply. European nationals
who arrived in the country before March 29th 2019 will need to apply for one of two types of status by
no later than six months from December 31st 2020:
•

Settled status if they have already exercised treaty rights for five years or more; or

•

Temporary residence permit if they have exercised treaty rights for under five years.

After this two-year period, it will be mandatory for these EU migrants to hold settled status or a
temporary residence permit. To do this they will need to apply – the statuses will not be automatically
conferred.
The UK Government has stated that “EU citizens with settled status or temporary permission to stay
will have the same access as they currently do to healthcare, pensions and other benefits in the UK”.xiii
As of March 2018, it appears that EU nationals arriving in the country during the transition period will
have the same rights as EU nationals who arrived prior to March 2019.xiv However, at the time of writing,
we do not know in detail the post-Brexit rights that will be available to EU nationals (or their family
members) who arrive in the country after this.
Figure 4: Overview of expected immigration controls for EU nationals

Source: WPI Economics analysis of draft withdrawal agreementxv
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The application process
The UK government has promised a “streamlined, quick and user-friendly” process for applications for
the new statuses.xvi This suggests that EU citizens living legally in the country before December 31st
2020 should be able to achieve either settled or temporary statuses straightforwardly. However, this is
dependent on two conditions being satisfied:
•

They apply for one of the new statuses; and

•

Their application is successful.

While in principle these do not appear demanding criteria, a more careful analysis raises serious
questions about whether various groups EU citizens will in practice be able to fulfil thesexvii. Homeless
EU citizens, or EU citizens who have experienced homelessness while in Great Britain are a key group
that could face difficulties.
This points to a risk that some EU nationals currently in Great Britain may ‘fall into’ illegal status post2021. This could include EU nationals who have experienced homelessness while in the country, but
could also heighten the risk of other EU nationals becoming homeless.
This section focuses on the difficulties that EU nationals who have experienced homelessnes, although
similar issues could apply to a wider group of EU nationals. EU nationals who have experienced
homelessness or rough sleeping should not have this used against them in the application process, but
there are a number of concerns around how this process could work in practice.
The first concern is that EU nationals, and particularly those who are homeless, may not make an
application at all. This may be because they are unaware of the need to do so, fear being rejected, are
mistrustful of interacting with officials, or are unable to afford the fee (£65 – a significant sum for those
on low or no income). The fact that the application process is expected to be solely available online may
also prove a barrier for EU nationals that are homeless with no internet access or low computer literacy.
Equally important is the manner in which applications are to be assessed, and the documents that will
be required to support an application. Those delivering support to homeless people on the front line
argue that many homeless people are unlikely to have straightforward work histories, or
documentation for that history. They may have been doing casual work, and so lack employment
documentation. They also may be unable to prove their date of arrival to the country.
Through a combination of the above factors, there is clearly a risk that EU nationals – even those who
meet (but cannot provide evidence) requirements – are unable to obtain either settled status of a
temporary residence permit. The consequences of this are unknown. Some homeless people will return
to their countries of origin. But others will remain in Great Britain, and could find themselves
(potentially without realising) without access to services and support that they currently rely on, or may
need in the future. This has the potential to both affect people’s finances and ability to access crucial
non-financial support - for example, participants at our roundtables highlighted that many hostels rely
on funding from Housing Benefit, and so if EU nationals find themselves without access to Housing
Benefit, they may also find themselves without access to emergency accommodation.
Roundtable participants felt that this, allied with a fear of being deported simply by interacting with
officials, could push vulnerable EU nationals further from support – simultaneously worsening their
position and putting them at greater risk of abuse or exploitation.
However, at the time of writing the details of the application process have not been finalised. This
means there is an opportunity to influence the design of the process, and to meet the spirit as well as
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the letter of Government’s commitment that “no EU citizen currently living here lawfully [a group which
includes homeless people] will have to leave the UK when we leave the EU”.xviii Participants in our
roundtables suggested a range of measures that could make this process easier for homeless people:
•

Reducing or waiving the application fee;

•

Allowing applications to be made on someone’s behalf by a trusted third party; and / or

•

Reducing documentation requirements for homeless people.

It is also not clear what the application process will be for nationals of non-EU EEA countries, or of nonEU family members of EU nationals. The current process is recognised as being burdensome and
bureaucratic,xix which is in part behind the move to a simpler system for EU nationals. But if the
previous, complex process remains for some groups who nevertheless need to apply for a new status,
the risk of delays or barriers to applying will increase. Roundtable participants raised concerns that
delays in processing applications – or appeals – could increase the risk of some applicants going
‘underground’ rather than wait for a potentially unfavourable outcome.
One key opportunity that the need to apply for new immigration statuses does bring is the potential
for EU nationals currently working in vulnerable or exploitative employment to be supported into the
formal economy, with the greater rights and security that brings. Participants at our roundtable
suggested that this could take the form of an ‘amnesty’ for employees and employers, with a clear
commitment from Government that undocumented work undertaken by applicants will not be
punished, and this could count as evidence of exercising treaty rights.
Further to this, the Government should monitor the size of the informal economy post-Brexit to ensure
that the changes to immigration statuses do not inadvertently push more EU nationals into unregulated
and potentially exploitative work.

Increasing complexity
Aside from uncertainties about the process, the differences in rights between EU nationals who arrived
at different times adds further complexity to what is an already labyrinthine system of eligibility for
benefits. For non-EU migrants who are exercising derived rights, the situation is yet more complicated,
as eligibility may depend on the date on which a relationship began.
This clearly raises a challenge for immigration and welfare advisors, who will need time to understand
the implications of changes to eligibility in order to advise clients. However, a prerequisite for the sector
to be able to advise on these rights is to know what they are or will be. In this context it is also important
to note that immigration advice is a regulated activity and anyone dispensing legal advice on
immigration who is not registered with the Office of the Immigration Services Commissioner could be
committing a criminal offence. This could limit the ability of homelessness organisations to advise
clients, or risk them inadvertently breaking the law.
Roundtable participants highlighted the risk that incorrect assumptions about eligibility for certain
benefits become ‘folk knowledge’ among advisors. These sorts of errors can contribute to
homelessness if they lead to people not getting the benefits they are entitled to – particularly as
Housing Benefit is crucial not only to access to the private rented sector, but also to hostels.
The fact that Brexit will bring additional complexity to eligibility criteria, and potentially a large volume
of cases for advisers to deal with, exacerbates the risk of such errors. That risk will grow the closer the
date of any new system’s application becomes without clarity. Similarly, participants discussed the risk
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that some services, if unprepared for handling new and complex cases, may find that the easiest option
is to support service users to return to their country of origin – even if that would not be in the best
interests of the homeless person.

Future rights and access to housing, healthcare, benefits, and support
While EU nationals do form part of the homeless population, the majority of the homeless population
in England are not EU nationals, and since 2015 the number of rough sleepers of Central or Eastern
European (CEE) origin have fallen significantly.xx
Nevertheless, homeless EU nationals face a range of barriers to accessing healthcare, benefits, and
support, which put them at risk once they become homeless. Key amongst these is the ‘hostile
environment’, which requires governmental and private bodies to confirm an individual’s immigration
status before offering or providing a wide range of services, including a job, a private tenancy, a bank
account, and non-emergency healthcare. Homeless migrants are particularly likely to struggle to fulfil
these requirements, placing them at risk of falling out of the mainstream of society and into
homelessness.
There are also specific aspects of immigration regulations that directly limit migrants’ access to services.
For example, EU nationals who are jobseekers cannot access local authority homelessness support in
England and Wales (although they can in Scotland). We do not yet know what the rights of EU nationals
moving to Great Britain after Brexit will be, nor their eligibility for financial and non-financial support,
including healthcare. This system will also clearly be crucial for the future risk of homelessness for these
people, especially as a lack of entitlement to Housing Benefit prevents access not only to private rented
accommodation but also to hostels.
One important potential distinction between EU nationals who were in the country before the exit date
and those who arrived after relates to the treatment of rough sleepers. In late 2017 the High Court
ruled that the Home Office’s definition of rough sleeping as an abuse of EU free movement rights was
contrary to EU law, and that the Home Office policy of targeting EEA nationals who were rough sleeping
was discriminatory and amounted to an unlawful systematic verification of the EEA nationals’ rights to
reside.xxi The Home Office did not appeal this ruling, and has amended its guidance, and so we expect
it to continue to apply to EU nationals who arrive (and can prove they arrive) before the UK leaves the
EU. But it will not necessarily apply to EU nationals who arrive after the transition and subsequently
find themselves sleeping rough. An additional factor is likely to be the role that the homelessness sector
can play in relation to immigration enforcement. This has been a contentious role in recent years – but
there is clearly a risk that regardless of the reality, if engagement with homelessness organisations is
seen as ‘risky’ for homeless people, they will choose not to engage with this support and find
themselves further isolated and at risk.
A further issue relates to the ability to access NHS healthcare that will apply to EU nationals arriving
after the transition period, and whether the same access – and at what if any cost – will apply for EU
nationals currently in the country. The UK Government has said that in some circumstances evidence
of Comprehensive Sickness Insurance will be needed to access non-urgent healthcare,xxii while recent
changes to overseas visitor charging regulations mean that patients could face an upfront charge of up
to 150% of the cost to providers for non-urgent care.xxiii It is not yet known whether current reciprocal
healthcare arrangements between the UK and other EU countries will continue after Brexit.xxiv if they
do not, some EU nationals may be unable to receive medical support until their condition has become
serious, which roundtable participants felt could heighten the risk of them becoming homeless, or if
they are already homeless it could significantly worsen their health.
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Participants at our roundtables also highlighted that it is not uncommon for local authority
commissioning contracts to specify particular immigration statuses that support services should be
aimed at. How this practice will develop post-Brexit, and whether future contracts will be aimed at
certain immigration statuses that indirectly include or exclude European nationals is not known, but
one potential outcome is that these contracts make it more difficult for EU nationals to access – or be
reached by – particular commissioned services.
Finally, there are some groups of people who currently have the right to reside as a result of a
connection to an EU national, but are not classed as exercising treaty rights, and so could see a change
in their rights, as they will not be covered by the withdrawal agreement. So-called ‘Zambrano carers’,
who are non-EU nationals with caring responsibilities for an EU national dependent, are one group that
could see changes in their rights, even if they were in the country before the date of Brexit. How UK
domestic policy towards these groups develops, and whether their access to housing, healthcare,
benefits, or support, is reduced, could affect their risk of homelessness.

The impact on the homelessness sector workforce
A further potential impact of the new immigration statuses could be on EU nationals currently working
in the homelessness sector. We are not aware of any studies on EU nationals working (or volunteering)
in the sector, but anecdotal evidence highlighted at our roundtables suggests that there are
homelessness sector organisations that rely significantly on EU nationals as workers or volunteers,
especially in areas with high migrant homelessness. This may be particularly true for outreach services
where the ability to speak certain languages may be essential in reaching homeless people If Brexit
leads to significant numbers of these people leaving the country, this could put pressure on the
homelessness sector’s ability to retain staff at a time when their services may be more needed than
ever.
Key opportunities and risks for homelessness: immigration status and rights
Opportunities
-

-

Homeless EU nationals in vulnerable or exploitative employment could have their status
formalised, and be supported to re-engage with the services they need to move out of
homelessness
The application process for new immigration statuses could be designed to ensure
homeless EU nationals are not disadvantaged
The post-Brexit immigration system could give foreign nationals who are legally in the UK
equal access to homelessness and related services

Risks
-

The application process for new immigration statuses could lead to some EU nationals who
are here legally being unable to acquire a new status – or they may not apply at all
Lack of clarity over future rights makes it hard for the homelessness sector to plan
Introducing different rights for different groups increases the challenge for homelessness
and welfare advisors, and raises the risk of errors
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-

The rights and access to support of future EU migrants and some current migrants such as
Zambrano carers could be reduced, increasing the risk of homelessness
The homelessness sector could face challenges in retaining its EU workforce and volunteers
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KEY FACTOR 2: ACCESS TO HOUSING, HEALTHCARE, EMPLOYMENT AND
HOMELESSNESS SERVICES
The first factor set out above relates to new immigration statuses, and therefore relates to foreign
nationals. But the wider effects of Brexit will impact on all people who are homeless (or may be in the
future), including British nationals.

Housing supply
It hardly needs saying that housing is closely interlinked with homelessness. There is a range of impacts
that Brexit could have on both housing supply and demand, which in turn will feed into housing
affordability. Housing affordability is a significant problem in Great Britain, particularly in the private
rental sector. In 2016-17 private renters paid on average 34% of their household income (including
Housing Benefit) on rent,xxv while the proportion in London was estimated at 45% in 2015-16.xxvi Close
to 400,000 households in the private rented sector are also in arrears, which demonstrates the difficulty
many households have in affording housing in the sector.xxvii The growth in the size and cost of the
private rented sector has been driven by many factors, but a lack of new housing stock as demand has
increased has undoubtedly contributed.
Some have argued that reduced immigration post Brexit could weaken housing demand, with knockon impacts on prices and rents.xxviii However, the evidence on this is, at best mixed. Indeed, many
studies suggest that any possible impacts would be negligible.xxix, xxx As such, we have not considered
this in detail – and it is our view that it is unlikely to be a major factor. A much larger and more certain
aspect that will affect future housing supply in Britain is the extent to which the construction industry
– and particularly the residential construction industry – is reliant on EU labour. Figure 5 shows that, in
London, half of residential construction workers are EU nationals, while in the South East and East of
England this is true of more than one in five and more than one in ten residential construction workers
respectively.
Figure 5: Proportion of residential construction workers who are from the EU in GB regions
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If Brexit leads to significant numbers of these workers leaving the EU, it is likely to have a knock-on
effect on house building. It could increase the cost of labour (and therefore of house building), and / or
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there could be delays in completing construction projects as new workers need to be recruited and
trained.
Another possibility is that Britain may, under a new migration system, be able to gather information
that better supports predicting and planning for future increases in demand for housing. In turn this
could enable future government planning processes to better meet demand, reducing current backlogs
of housing need and preventing them building up in the future.

Access to the private rented sector
The impact on housing of a potential economic downturn post-Brexit is unclear. While a downturn
could reduce house prices or rents, research from the Institute for Fiscal Studies found that real rents,
and real incomes among private renters outside of London have remained relatively flat since the 2008
recession, while real incomes among renters in London have fallen.xxxii This suggests that the recession
did not have a positive impact on private rental affordability.
Research from Shelter following the 2008 recession also found that landlords vetted their tenants more
thoroughly during the recession, to reduce the risk of arrears.xxxiii This could reduce access to the private
rental market for households who may be considered at risk of arrears – increasing their risk of
homelessness.
Another factor is how Brexit will interact with the ‘right to rent’ checks under the hostile environment.
Right to rent laws have applied to private sector landlords in England since 2016, and require landlords
to check that a prospective tenant has the right to reside in the country. Crisis has previously highlighted
concerns that right to rent could act as a barrier to housing for some homeless people, as for a variety
of reasons they may not have access to the necessary documentation to meet the requirements, and
other research has highlighted the risks of discrimination and lack of access to the private rented sector
that this policy raises.xxxiv, xxxv This could lead to homeless people being unable to access the private
rental sector at all, or to only be able to rent through landlords who are unconcerned with their legal
responsibilities, which clearly risks those tenants having no option but to rent poor-quality or dangerous
housing.
As well as the potential impact on homeless people of all nationalities, there have also been suggestions
that right to rent could act as a barrier for EU nationals who do legally have the right to rent. This could
occur if, for example, residential landlords choose not to conduct right to rent checks and instead let
to those who ‘clearly’ would pass the checks if they were conducted.
A survey of residential landlords conducted by Shelter suggests that this fear is not unfounded. It found
that 44% of landlords who make letting decisions (i.e. do not outsource this to a letting agent) said ‘right
to rent’ would make them less likely to let to people they perceived to be immigrants.xxxvi This survey
was carried out before the policy took effect, but it suggests that right to rent could be a significant
barrier to EU nationals accessing privately rented housing in the future, particularly once EU nationals
require an immigration status to have the right to rent, rather than just relying on the Treaty rights they
enjoy as an EU citizen.
These risks may be particularly live during the transition period as the date nears when EU nationals
will need to have a new status but may not yet have had their application processed. Particularly in the
months around the end of any transition, some EU nationals may find themselves unable to rent – or
will only be able to do so in the black market, significantly increasing the risk of a rise in homelessness.
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Access to employment
Similar legal requirements as under right to rent regarding an employee’s right to work have been in
place since 2008; currently employers must check that a prospective employee from the EEA has a valid
passport or other ‘right to work’ document before employing them. While this has been in place for
longer than right to rent, there remains a risk that EU nationals will find themselves disadvantaged in
the (formal) labour market in similar ways as outlined above.
Finally, there are a range of employment and discrimination protections that originate from the EU.xxxvii
Many of these are also incorporated into UK law, but even where this is the case our exit from the
European Union means these could be unilaterally weakened in a way that is not possible while we are
EU members. If these protections were to be weakened it could increase the risk of poverty, and
subsequently homelessness, among workers who find themselves disadvantaged by any such changes.

Access to housing and homelessness services
The ability for EU nationals to access homelessness support is crucial - but as outlined in the previous
section, some EU nationals are currently excluded from this support in Great Britain.
An additional issue is local authorities’ ability to deal with eligible cases. If Brexit is implemented in a
way that leads to greater homelessness, local authorities may struggle to handle the caseload, leading
to delays and poorer outcomes. In England, this will also interact with enhanced responsibilities under
the Homelessness Reduction Act, which will increase the number of people eligible for support. While
‘new burdens’ funding of £72.7m has been announced to help councils meet these obligations between
2017-18 and 2019-20,xxxviii it is not clear whether this will be sufficient; in London alone it has been
estimated that the cost could be £77m in a single year.xxxix
Ensuring that homelessness provision is not only available to all British residents but that it is also
adequately resourced is essential. This is one area where the replacement fund for the European Social
Fund could be used to directly support people who are either already or at risk of becoming homeless.

Access to healthcare
As well as housing, healthcare is an essential service for homeless people. Homeless people are over
twice as likely to report a physical health issue then the general public, nearly twice as likely to report
a mental health problem, and the average age of death for a homeless person is just 47.xl, xli Drug and
alcohol abuse account for more than a third of these deaths. xlii
Spending on the NHS was a key political issue during the EU referendum, and so it seems likely that
there will be some form of ‘NHS Brexit settlement’. An increase in spending on healthcare would clearly
be welcome in the context of addressing homelessness - in particular if it is targeted at the types of
complex needs that homeless people may experience, including mental health and substance misuse
issues. This sort of support is a crucial element of a Housing First approach to homelessness in
particular, which “uses independent, stable housing as a platform to enable individuals with multiple
and complex needs to begin recovery and move away from homelessness”.xliii
Another opportunity would be to target any increase in NHS funding at health provision for homeless
people, and to build in greater homelessness prevention and relief into that support by further
developing links between local healthcare and housing services.
But these potentially positive impacts on access to healthcare for homeless people could be
outweighed by other Brexit-related factors. Around 6.5% of all NHS staff are EU nationals,xliv while in
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some areas the figures are higher; for example, almost 10% of NHS hospital or community services staff
working in the general psychiatry specialty are EU nationals.xlv Depending on whether these staff remain
in the country after Brexit, there could be increased waiting times for some types of care, with
consequent effects on the treatment and prevention of health conditions.
Key opportunities and risks for homelessness: Access to housing, healthcare, employment, and
homelessness services
Opportunities
-

The new migration system could support future government planning processes to better
meet demand for housing and infrastructure, reducing current backlogs of housing need
and preventing them building up in the future

-

Additional post-Brexit funding for the NHS could be targeted at issues facing homeless
people and improving links between healthcare and other services

-

A UK Shared Prosperity Fund could be used in part to support the provision of
homelessness services

Risks
-

Residential construction and healthcare workforces could see reductions, leading to
shortages and knock-on implications for speed and cost of housebuilding, and availability
of healthcare

-

EU nationals here legally may face difficulties in accessing employment, healthcare, and
privately rented housing under ‘hostile environment’ policies

-

Workplace protections currently enshrined in EU law could be weakened or removed
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KEY FACTOR 3: FUNDING FOR HOMELESSNESS PREVENTION AND RELIEF
Current EU funding
Between 2014-20, the UK is set to receive close to €5bn in funding from the European Social Fund and
the Youth Employment Initiative. Once the UK has left the European Union, however, it will no longer
be eligible for these funding streams in future rounds. Whether this proves to be a positive or a negative
development for homelessness overall will depend in large part on what the current funding streams
are replaced by.
Table 2: European Social Fund and Youth Employment Initiative
Fund

Purpose

European Social Fund

Europe’s main instrument for
supporting jobs, helping people get
better jobs, and ensuring fairer job
opportunities for all EU citizens.

Youth Employment
Initiative

Value to GB between 2014-20

€4,733m

Provides financial support to the
regions in the EU struggling most
with youth unemployment and
inactivity.

€205m

Source: European Unionxlvi, xlvii, National Audit Officexlviii

Of these funds, the European Social Fund is by far the largest. The majority of this funding goes to
England, but a funding per head comparison makes clear that Wales is significantly more reliant on this
funding than either England or Scotland.
Figure 6: Comparison of nominal and per-head (aged 20-64) funding per GB nation
*20-64
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Source: WPI analysis of National Audit Officexlix

As well as some programmes in Wales that are specifically focused on homelessness, ESF-funded
programmes can help to prevent and alleviate homelessness in two main ways:
•

They can support people who are currently homeless get closer to the labour market; and

•

They can support people who may be at risk of future homelessness by improving their skills
and earning potential.
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Part of the European Social Fund in Britain is managed by Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service
(HMPPS), meaning there is a particular focus here on supporting ex-offenders into work. Ex-offenders
are a group particularly at risk of homelessness, with one study finding that two-thirds of prisoners
serving sentences of under 12 months needed support with accommodation upon release.l A related
target of EU funding is equality and diversity.li Some of this funding overlaps with the funding for
employment support, but other initiatives do not, such as support for women exploited in the industry.
The future of this funding will therefore also have an impact on the likelihood of some groups becoming
homeless, and preventing their exploitation should that happen.

The UK Shared Prosperity Fund
“We will use the structural fund money that comes back to the UK following Brexit
to create a United Kingdom Shared Prosperity Fund, specifically designed to reduce
inequalities between communities across our four nations.”
Conservative Party 2017 Manifesto

The 2017 Conservative Party Manifesto proposed a United Kingdom Shared Prosperity Fund (UKSPF) to
replace current European funding. This commitment to replacing the funding that the country will lose
is welcome, but the detail of its operation will be crucial.
Participants at our roundtables highlighted that the interpretation of ‘reducing inequalities’ will be
crucial in determining whether the replacement fund tackles homelessness. For example, with
homelessness predominantly concentrated in urban areas, a fund aimed at reducing inequalities
between rural and urban regions would have less impact on homelessness than a fund targeted more
directly at economic or social exclusion within cities.
Responsibility for deciding what projects to fund will also be an important factor for the fund’s
operation and where it will be focused. Our understanding is that the Ministry of Housing, Communities,
and Local Government (MHCLG) will have overall responsibility for the fund. This is also the department
with responsibility for housing, which suggests that housing could form a key part of the new fund’s
focus.
However, the new fund is expected to be delivered through Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), which
have not typically dealt with social funding, especially funding aimed at housing and homelessness
issues. So even if the overarching aim of the UKSPF is one that is compatible with funding for
homelessness prevention and relief, there may be a challenge in demonstrating to LEPs how a focus on
homelessness can help to meet their objectives. Ultimately this will first need the objectives set by
MHCLG for the fund to include scope for it to be used for programmes targeted at housing and
homelessness.
We also do not yet know the extent to which this fund would be administered throughout the country
from Westminster, or the extent to which devolved administrations will have this responsibility. This
will affect where representations will need to be made to ensure that the fund can be used to tackle
homelessness - and the potential for Scotland or Wales-specific directions of funding.
Another stream of funding that currently comes from the EU is the European Regional Development
Fund. This has an aim of strengthening economic and social cohesion in the European Union by
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correcting imbalances between its regions and in the UK is primarily focused on four key areas, none of
which have direct implications for homelessness:
•

Innovation and research;

•

The digital agenda;

•

Support for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs); and

•

The low-carbon economy.

However, an alternative approach to developing a region is to focus on that region’s infrastructure,
including housing - and so there is scope for the UKSPF to help to fund investment in housing, which
clearly can contribute to reducing homelessness.
How the fund operates will also be crucial in determining what impact it has on homelessness – even if
homelessness prevention and relief does form a core part of its aim. This is in part dependent on the
size of the fund, and particularly other domestic demands on funding (which are likely to come from,
for example, the NHS given the focus of the Leave campaign, and the agricultural sector, given the scale
of European agricultural funds).
There are clear opportunities here – participants at our roundtable and other stakeholders have cited
the bureaucracy of the current system for applying for European funding,lii and the potential for a new
fund to be easier to access, as well as more directly targeted at homelessness prevention and relief.
Other features of the fund will be important, including how long funding is allocated for, and how
protected any such fund is both within a funding round and between rounds. The current European
Structural Fund system has clear advantages in providing secure funding over several years, and it is
the primary way in which the EU spends money, so there is little risk of it being ‘raided’ to fund shortterm priorities. Replicating these aspects in the UKSPF would go a long way to making it an effective
fund for tackling social problems, including homelessness.
Finally, there is a question of timing. The current round of structural funding is due to end in 2020, and
must be spent by 2023. If a new scheme is to provide continuity for programmes and expertise
developed using EU funding it will need to be established quickly to provide certainty for service
providers and ensure that expertise is not lost.

A new strategic programme of housing and homelessness funding
Whatever the operational details of the UKSPF, reforming funding for housing and homelessness
could bring significant benefits if done in a bold and strategic way.
At a national level this could include allocating what is currently European Regional Development
funding to housing infrastructure, as a core part of a new industrial strategy. This programme of
housing infrastructure could then be delivered at a local level through LEPs and local authorities,
linking local priorities to a national overarching strategy.
There is also an opportunity to deliver funding for homelessness provision more locally, and in a more
integrated way to recognise that homelessness often does not occur in isolation but alongside other
issues such as health and employment difficulties – for example, a combined housing and
employment support service could help to meet complex needs. This could replace the funding that
was lost in England and Scotland when the Supporting People funding ceased to be ringfenced, and
underpin initiatives such as Housing First, that are specifically aimed at tackling the issues underlying a
person’s housing situation.
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Delivering this social funding as well as housing infrastructure funding through LEPs or local authorities
would enable the funding streams to be complementary rather than siloed, meaning both
infrastructure and support funding contribute to the greatest possible extent to preventing and
relieving homelessness.
The devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales can clearly play an important role in the delivery
of this funding and the implementation of programmes that meet the needs of homeless people in their
nations. Recent steps in England towards local devolution also suggest that Combined Authorities could
play a part. The experience to date of the Greater Manchester, West Midlands, and Liverpool City
Region Combined Authorities suggests that Metro Mayors can play and are playing an important role
in tackling homelessness issues in their areas:
•

They can demonstrate political leadership, driving the issue up the agenda and placing tackling
homelessness at the centre of their mandate;

•

They can convene disparate sources of funding and expertise – including health, social care,
employment support, and adult skills - to tackle the various related issues that contribute to
homelessness in an area; and

•

They can encourage support across neighbouring local authorities to ensure that homelessness
is addressed, rather than just relocated.

This is not, however, universal across devolved regions. The extent to which homelessness is a priority
for Combined Authorities will vary greatly, and so an important role for the homelessness sector will be
to raise the profile of homelessness locally during mayoral campaigns to get clear manifesto
commitments from candidates, and offer constructive solutions to local issues. If combined with the
sort of ambitious funding programme we outline above, this could deliver significant benefits.
Key opportunities and risks for homelessness: Funding for homelessness prevention and relief
Opportunities
-

Existing EU funding could be replaced by a bold, ambitious programme of strategic housing
infrastructure development, combining national priorities with local delivery

-

Replacement funding for EU programmes could be less bureaucratic, more integrative,
more locally delivered, and more clearly targeted at homelessness provision

If the

Risks
-

The UK Shared Prosperity Fund (UKSPF) may not start before current EU funding ends,
which would risk the closure of existing homelessness services relying on EU funding

-

The UK Shared Prosperity Fund could provide less funding for homelessness services than
EU programmes currently do, or be subject to ‘raiding’ for other political priorities
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KEY FACTOR 4: THE BIGGER PICTURE
The three factors outlined above are the most direct ways in which Brexit, and the way it is handled,
could affect homelessness. But clearly the overall trajectory of the British economy, and of patterns of
migration post-Brexit, will also affect homelessness. While these are not factors over which the
homelessness sector has any control, they will provide the background against which the implications
of Brexit for the sector will play out, and so it is important to understand the ways in which this could
occur.

The economy
UK Government analysis leaked in early 2018 suggested that under various forms of Brexit, the country
was likely to see lower growth over the next 15 years than under current forecasts of between 2% and
8%. Regionally the impacts also varied significantly, from 1% (London, under a ‘soft Brexit’) to 16%
(North East, under a ‘no deal’ Brexit).
It is important to note that these are forecasts of lower growth, rather than recession. But they set out
the potential for Brexit to lead to continued pressure on public finances and on economic growth over
the medium term. If this transpires, it is likely to lead to a set of pressures that have the potential to
increase homelessness (relative to what would have occurred otherwise):
•

Lower employment;

•

Higher inflation, and consequently lower real wages;

•

Lower central government tax receipts, and consequently greater funding pressures that affect
the funding available for homelessness prevention and relief; and

•

Reductions in individual gifts to homelessness charities as potential donors find their incomes
squeezed.

It is of course possible that these forecasts prove to be inaccurate. If, instead, economic growth after
Brexit increases, these concerns are unlikely to arise, and an inverse, more positive scenario could be
realised that would reduce the likelihood of homelessness increasing and could increase the available
funds for tackling remaining homelessness.
Even under a scenario of lower growth, however, there are still opportunities to be found to mitigate
the impact on homelessness. There is already anecdotal evidence of sectors that are reliant on EU
migrant labour noticing a shortage of workers.liii, liv, lv Participants at our roundtables suggested that this
could provide an opportunity for the homelessness sector to work with local employers to help provide
employment opportunities for homeless people. While this will not be a realistic proposition for the
most vulnerable who are furthest from the labour market, it could form part of a solution to lifting a
large proportion of homeless people, with relatively low level support needs, out of homelessness
through access to employment – and enabling resources to be spent providing greater employment
support to more complex and ingrained issues faced by homeless people in need of more intensive
support. These sorts of local partnerships could form an important part of an integrated approach to
housing and homelessness as discussed under funding for homelessness provision.

Returning British nationals
Another important factor will be the flow of British expats returning from the European Union to Great
Britain. We do not know at this stage how many such nationals will return, but a recent report by the
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Migration Policy Institute set out that “[t]here is likely to be a massive increase in UK nationals who find
themselves in legal limbo, either de facto unauthorised, waiting to have their residence application
processed, or in the process of appealing an unfavourable decision about their status.”
This uncertainty could translate into UK nationals returning, who may have a number of characteristics
that increase their risk of homelessness upon their return – see Box 1.
Box 1: Factors that may increase risk of returning UK nationals becoming homeless
Age: British nationals living in the EU may be older, and therefore struggle to find employment or
have complex health needs. Across the EU27, the latest data (from 2011) shows that nearly half of
British citizens living in Europe are over the age of 50.
Lack of support networks: Those who have spent a significant period of time living in Europe may no
longer have friends and family in the country, and so be more reliant on state support.
Lack of capital: Particularly when compared to housing costs in London and the South East, any
capital may be quickly eroded.
Difficulties in accessing benefits and healthcare: Returning British nationals may be required to meet
the Habitual Residence Test and demonstrate their intention to normally live in the Common Travel
Area. This is a condition of accessing certain means-tested benefits, including Housing Benefit, as
well as housing assistance from a local authority. To qualify for non-emergency NHS medical care
or social care, a returning British national may also need to show they are now ‘ordinarily resident’
in the UK. Additionally they may be considered to be intentionally homeless, which means they
would not be owed the full homelessness duty from their local authority.
Box sources: Age UK,lvi Migration Policy Institute,lvii ONS,lviii WPI analysis

If British nationals returning from the EU find they have lost their legal entitlement to access
healthcare, benefits, and support services, they will be at high risk of vulnerability to homelessness.
This has already been seen in some cases of returning nationals, as the case study below
demonstrates.
Case study: Callum’s story
Callum had been living and working abroad for several years but decided to return home after an
extremely serious episode of cancer. While he was sick he’d been unable to work and used up all
his savings. The government changed the rules on benefits four months before he returned to
Scotland, so because he had lived abroad for such a long time he was no longer entitled to any
financial support. As a result he became homeless and had no money at all to live on for the first
three months.
Source: Crisis

Overall immigration levels and criteria
The Conservative Party Manifesto in 2017 reiterated the intention to reduce net migration to the tens
of thousands. Lower net migration almost inevitably means lower inward migration (unless it is
achieved by very high outflows rather than reduced inflows), which would at least reduce the number
of future migrants who could find themselves homeless.
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A reduction in overall immigration could also help to build political support for increased entitlements
for migrants. Ending the current disparities between support available to legally-resident migrants and
British nationals would make a huge difference to this group’s likelihood of becoming homeless.
=

Key opportunities and risks for homelessness: The bigger picture
Opportunities
-

If the economy performs well in coming years, the number of people at risk of
homelessness could reduce, and the amount of money available for homelessness
provision could increase

-

Reduced immigration could create an opportunity to equalise rights and entitlements
between UK nationals and migrants

Risks
-

If the economy performs poorly in coming years, the number of people at risk of
homelessness could increase, and the amount of money available for homelessness
provision could reduce

-

UK nationals returning from the EU could find themselves at risk of homelessness and with
limited access to support
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AN AGENDA FOR THE HOMELESSNESS SECTOR
The previous sections set out the four key factors we have identified as shaping Brexit’s impact on the
homelessness agenda in Great Britain. While the level of uncertainty surrounding these issues is
significant, they are all areas where there is an opportunity for coordinated action to lead to a reduction
in homelessness in Great Britain.
Much of this action, both on Brexit-specific issues and wider opportunities that Brexit itself brings,
needs to come from national Governments. A national agenda for ending homelessness would likely
need to consist of several areas of policy working in tandem, including:
•

Providing a new and positive settlement for EU nationals who are homeless and currently
struggle to access the support they need;

•

Ensuring benefit levels and eligibility (including Housing Benefit and the housing payment
within Universal Credit) protect all British residents against homelessness, regardless of
nationality;

•

Fully support the need for Great Britain to recruit and retain a global workforce;

•

Increasing the supply of affordable and social rent housing;

•

Greater security and rights for private sector renters; and ultimately

•

The introduction of a ‘right to housing’.

In this final section we highlight what we see as the key priorities for the homelessness sector to achieve
the best possible outcome for homelessness of Brexit, particularly in relation to the specific issues Brexit
creates.
In our view these fall under three broad headings:
-

Understanding the issues;

-

Communicating the issues; and

-

Tackling the issues on the ground.

Understanding the issues
This report provides a framework for the sector to understand the types of impact that Brexit could
have on homelessness and the homelessness agenda. But there remain key issues that the sector will
need to further understand in the coming months, including:
•

The linkages between different levels of local and national government as a result of
devolution;

•

When the unknowns will become known – in particular when key decisions around the UKSPF,
the process for applying for new immigration statuses, and the future immigration system will
be taken;

•

The degree of reliance of homelessness organisations on European Structural Funds; and

•

The potential impact of Brexit on the homelessness sector workforce.

The sector also needs to develop its specific asks around the key issues Brexit raises for homelessness,
in order to present a clear, united voice.
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Communicating the issues
Understanding the issues is a crucial first step, but in order to achieve a political focus on homelessness
and Brexit, the sector also needs to communicate those issues to relevant organisations. There are a
number of strands to this, including:
•

Highlighting to Government the need for clarity about future rights and eligibility, and why this
matters for homelessness;

•

Highlighting the related need for Government to ensure frontline staff in local authorities,
Jobcentres, and related services have the resources and training needed to be able to give
accurate advice;

•

Demonstrating to Government and LEPs that the sector can be a constructive partner and that
tackling homelessness can contribute to achieving their objectives; and

•

Building relationships with key sectors, such as the construction and hospitality sectors, to
create a diverse coalition of voices urging Government to address these issues.

As part of this it will be important to ensure that the policy focus does not become solely on ‘visible’
homelessness but also tackles insecure or unsuitable housing.

Tackling the issues on the ground
The third key element of an agenda for the homelessness sector is how it responds on the ground to
the challenges and opportunities of Brexit. This is in part dependent on progress on the two other
strands, but key actions that the sector itself can take include:
•

Training frontline staff in expected changes to rights once these are reasonably known;

•

Developing close links with immigration advisors where these are in separate organisations;

•

Supporting service users in their applications for temporary or settled status;

•

Working with employers and landlords to explain the new statuses and their implications; and

•

Working with local employers who may be affected by reduced EU immigration and helping
service users to develop skills that improve their opportunities in those sectors.

Together, these three strands provide a tangible set of activities for the sector to take forward in the
coming months to ensure that its response to Brexit is both proactive and effective. But clearly this
agenda can only be fully implemented with support from Government: Government needs to take stock
of how its implementation of the many strands of Brexit could affect the sector, and ensure that the
sector is fully funded and informed to enable it to best tackle the risks and make the most of the
opportunities we have raised here.
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CONCLUSION
There is no question that Brexit poses major challenges for Great Britain, as well as opportunities to
reorient the domestic policy agenda to the core questions that face the country. But the impact that
Brexit will have on the vital policy area of homelessness is far from set in stone.
If Brexit is implemented in a way that does not carefully consider and address the risks and
opportunities around homelessness it raises, that impact will be negative. However, by tackling risks
and making the most of the opportunities Brexit brings, Government can turn Brexit into a positive for
homelessness; Brexit decisions can and should help design a more ambitious and radical domestic
policy on tackling homelessness.
This would be a hugely positive development for the hundreds of thousands of people with no,
insecure, or inappropriate housing across the country. It cannot, however, be taken for granted. There
are several areas of policy post-Brexit that, if not handled carefully, could greatly worsen the
homelessness problem, and exacerbate the problems that homeless people already face.
Some of these policy areas will take effect in the near future, such as the application process for EU
nationals currently in the country; others will not be known for longer, such as how the UK Shared
Prosperity Fund will support the homelessness agenda or what the rights of future EU immigrants will
be; and others may not become apparent for several years, such as the overall performance of the
economy.
There are, however, steps that can be and should be taken now to maximise the possibility of a positive
Brexit for homelessness, and to make the most of the wider opportunities for a renewal of domestic
policy agendas.
Much of this action needs to come from national Governments, and throughout this report we have
set out the key risks and opportunities for the homelessness agenda that Government needs to keep
in mind as it implements Brexit. More broadly, a national agenda for ending homelessness would likely
need to consist of several areas of policy working in tandem, including:
•

Providing a new and positive settlement for EU nationals who are homeless and currently
struggle to access the support they need;

•

Ensuring benefit levels and eligibility (including Housing Benefit and the housing payment
within Universal Credit) protect all British residents against homelessness, regardless of
nationality;

•

Fully support the need for Great Britain to recruit and retain a global workforce;

•

Increasing the supply of affordable and social rent housing;

•

Greater security and rights for private sector renters; and ultimately

•

The introduction of a ‘right to housing’.

We hope that this report will turn the attention of all those involved in homelessness in Great Britain
currently, from local, regional, and national politicians and policymakers, to those working closely with
homeless people in the NHS and other services, to the homelessness sector itself, to the interaction
between Brexit and homelessness and the myriad ways in which the homelessness problem could be
affected by it. This is only the start of a much wider policy conversation – and it now needs decisive, coordinated action from all levels of Government and the homelessness sector to turn the prospect of a
United Kingdom free from homelessness into a reality.
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