Feasibility of a Night Shelter or Night Café in Exeter (as at 20.7.10)
Introduction

As part of the Homelessness Collaboration project, Exeter Community Initiatives (ECI) facilitates the church-based soup kitchens and night church groups to meet regularly to share information and resources and to find out more about, and work more closely with, other organisations in the city that work with people who are homeless and vulnerably housed.  The church groups meet quarterly and receive regular input from Exeter City Council (ECC), the Street Homeless Outreach Team (SHOT), and the Police. 

The rationale for exploring the idea of a Night Shelter or Night Café for Exeter has come as a response to regular expressions of concern from group members about a lack of available emergency accommodation, and shelter from the elements, in the city and a desire from church members to do something more to help homeless people that use their services.  
Government policy and legislation issues

All households which are defined as homeless or at risk of homelessness are entitled to advice and support from their local authority. However, Local Authorities only have to provide emergency accommodation to those who are in ‘priority need’.  Many rough sleepers are not seen as ‘priority need’ under the terms of the legislation and therefore not eligible to be provided with accommodation.  People who fall outside the legislation have been provided with supported accommodation through the Supporting People scheme, which, as public money, is subject to cuts.  
In 2005 the Government launched the Hostels Capital Improvement Funding Programme (HCIP) which had a specific aim to enable hostels to become ‘Places of Change’.  The Places of Change approach is about providing “welcoming, high-quality buildings, motivated staff, empowering services and the involvement of the people using the service” and is a conscious move away from the “intimidating hostels” of the past, characterised by dormitory beds, dark corridors and canteen catering.  Hence, the old-style Night Shelter, usually with shared facilities and beds allocated on a ‘first come, first served’ basis, is not seen as an empowering solution to helping vulnerable people to move forward to settled housing and into work and independence.  

“…too many people are staying in the hostel system for too long. Poor physical conditions and services that don’t motivate people to address their needs can reinforce rather than break the cycle of homelessness.  Also many more people have been leaving hostels for negative reasons – like eviction or abandonment – than for positive ones – like finding employment and a settled home. We want to change this.”  (Places of Change, Department for Communities and Local Government)

The HCIP fund has now ceased and there are no plans for the government to provide further funding in the future for the building or refurbishment of hostels. This means that any additional provision in Exeter will have to make use of existing buildings, and involve minimal modification.  

Homelessness in Exeter

Whilst significant progress has been made in the last decade to decrease the overall number of rough sleepers in England, the Government acknowledges in it’s 2008 rough sleeping strategy, ‘No One Left Out; Communities Ending Rough Sleeping’, that more is needed, particularly on prevention: providing the right support when a person is at risk of becoming homeless, to ensure they do not end up on the streets.  This support should be provided alongside a range of effective housing options, which is particularly important for those people who have no entitlement to immediate temporary accommodation under the homelessness legislation, to prevent them from having to sleep rough.

Exeter’s most recent street count, in November 2009 found 6 people sleeping rough.  This method of ascertaining the level of rough sleeping is a ‘snapshot’ and covers the whole of the city.  The actual number of people sleeping rough in the city will vary from night to night and is subject to seasonal fluctuations.  The smaller-scale ‘hotspot’ count (July 2010) found 16 people sleeping rough, 7 of whom were not previously known to the SHOT team.  However, those sleeping rough, present just part of the picture. There are actually many more people that are homeless but may be staying temporarily with friends or family, in Bed & Breakfast or other temporary accommodation, and may be seen as ‘one step away’ from the streets.  The extent of the ‘hidden homeless’ situation is, by nature, hard to quantify.  
Exeter’s provision 
Currently in Exeter there are 65/70 bedspaces in ‘first stage’ (accessed on the same day, providing a vacancy exists) accommodation for non-statutory homeless people.  These are provided by: 
· Esther Community (Keychange Charity) – 15 beds, female, age 16-59, referrals via ECC, SHOT and other organisations.
· Gabriel House (Shilhay Ltd) – 40 beds (45 if doubles utilized), males or couples, age 18+, referrals via SHOT; 17 beds in move-on properties.  

· 10 Short Term Accommodation Resettlement (STAR) council-owned flats are able to be accessed on an up to three month basis with support provided by Carr-Gomm.  A move-on plan must be in place.
Emergency accommodation for young people aged 16-25 exists in the form of Nightstop Devon, which uses the spare rooms of volunteer host families.  The young person can stay with different hosts each night for up to 5 nights.  Numbers of vacancies varies according to host availability.
Another high support project exists in the 14-bed Bridge Project, a ‘dispersed’ hostel comprising a number of different houses in the city.    Referrals via SHOT.

There are a number of further possible ‘steps’ in the system for people to ‘move on’ to become more independent. These are provided by a large number of projects, providing different levels of support on a medium term basis, and residents can then ‘move on’ from these into private rented or social housing.   

There are some useful points to note about provision in Exeter:

· As the main ‘first stage’ provider, Shilhay Community, have recently refurbished Gabriel House. They received a substantial HCIP grant in 2006 which enabled the upgrade and refurbishment of Gabriel House, providing single rooms with ensuite facilities and provision for couples to be housed together. Dogs are also accommodated.  
· The 11-bed hostel in Howell Road is planned to be re-opened and run by Shilhay in the near future and will create more accommodation capacity.  

· Exeter City Council provides advice and assistance through its Housing Options Team and by supporting other services such as the SHOT team, the Homelessness Collaboration and Community Housing Aid’s advice and accommodation services.  ECC goes beyond its statutory duties in the services it provides and commissions for the ‘non-priority’ homeless and is supportive of initiatives which aim to prevent rough sleeping and help people to make positive changes in their lives.  
· The SHOT team operates a priority system or ‘waiting pool’ which at the time of writing this report;  has around 12 people waiting for Gabriel House, 6 people waiting for Esther and 7 people waiting to access the Bridge Project.    

Comparison with other areas

Several areas in the country have been identified that are broadly comparable with Exeter, and their emergency accommodation provision has been investigated in order to explore possible ideas for Exeter.   

Oxford has a 56 bed Night Shelter for people over 25 and 20 beds in a young person’s hostel.  Both are ‘direct access’ but the Street Services Team operates a prioritisation service to make sure the most vulnerable get first access. This implies that the demand for places outstrips supply. There is further move-on provision of various types including ‘wet’ and ‘dry’ provision and dispersed units.  The Night Shelter was refurbished recently and now provides single rooms with ensuite facilities.  Oxford’s most recent official rough sleeper count was 5.
Jimmy’s Night shelter in Cambridge offers accommodation on a night-by-night basis to 25 men, 6 women (aged 18-65) and 2 dogs.  It has move-on houses and maintains strong links with street outreach services and other housing and support providers.  The Wintercomfort project is a day centre, offering survival services, learning and development opportunities including two social enterprises.  Wintercomfort runs the city’s cold weather provision in the winter.  Cambridge’s most recent official rough sleeper count was 1.  They have also recently identified 27 individuals who are suffering from ‘chronic social exclusion’. 
Blackpool council’s Single Homeless and Rough Sleeping team is described as having ‘trailblazer’ status, providing a service far beyond the duties required by law.  Blackpool has three night shelters: Homeless in Blackpool, a Christian charity, provides shelter, support and food to 19 men and women aged 16-65; the Oasis Project is an 8 bed shelter for men and women aged 26+ and ‘Street Life’ runs an emergency night shelter and a day centre for young people aged 16-25.   
In York they have a direct access first stage hostel with 35-40 beds for men and women aged 16+, single or childless couples, and their dogs.  People move from this onto a Resettlement hostel which has 22 beds.   York’s official rough sleeper count was 2.
Yeovil has a 10 bed Night Shelter staffed by a paid manager and volunteers. It is open from Sunday to Thursday, 8:30 pm to 8:30 am and clients pay 50p per night.  Their website states that “no-one will be refused” and their average occupancy is 12 people per night, although there are only 10 beds.  Barnabus Housing Association in Yeovil also offers 28 beds, direct access for 16+ men and women.  Neither resource operates a priority system.
The Salvation Army in Bedford provides an all-night café during the cold weather in their centre, which includes a hot meal, breakfast, hot drinks throughout the night and blankets but no beds.  It used 43 different people to staff the provision last winter, predominantly volunteers, but the co-ordinators were financed by the Local Authority.  There is also a Night Shelter in Bedford run by a church project.
What is needed in Exeter?

It has been asserted, that given the level of provision in Exeter, there is no need for a night shelter. The reality however, is that existing beds are often full.  A vacancy arises on average once a month in Esther, every 1-2 weeks in Gabriel House, and every 3-6 months in the Bridge Project.  There has been a consistent desire expressed, particularly from the church groups in the city, for more immediate access to accommodation to be provided, with the suggestion that a night shelter might be one way to meet the need. 

Benefits and drawbacks of a Night Shelter
A night shelter in Exeter would provide additional capacity in the city’s accommodation resources, and short-stay accommodation is valuable in providing shelter whilst other work is done to secure more longer-term options. Concern has been voiced that providing a night shelter will encourage more people to come to the city from outside, and will soon fill up, leaving others to continue to sleep rough. Although the ‘open access’ system allows people an equal chance of a bed, if needs are not assessed then the shelter cannot know if they are providing the service to those in greatest need.  It may be argued that the most vulnerable people are likely to be least able to ask for what they need and to ‘negotiate the system’.  Also, it cannot be guaranteed that a person does not have accommodation that they can access elsewhere.  Furthermore, if a shelter does not follow the philosophy of the ‘places of change’ agenda (providing good quality accommodation affording security and privacy; with well-trained staff helping people to access services to support then to make positive changes in their lives) it may be seen to enable people to remain in a rough-sleeping lifestyle.  Whilst rough sleeping for some is a lifestyle choice, the average life expectancy has been cited as 42, with rough sleepers experiencing significantly higher levels of poor physical and mental health.  They are vulnerable to attack and abuse, often lack support networks, and the link between rough sleeping and both substance misuse and offending are risk factors.  For these reasons, many people feel that the ‘choice’ to sleep rough is not one that should remain unchallenged.  
As people have a range of different needs and preferences, it is desirable to offer a range of different options to give clients a greater choice in where they live and how they access support.  Not all people would want night shelter accommodation nor would access it, irrespective of the quality, and as such this measure alone would not solve rough sleeping in Exeter.     

Emergency beds

Although Exeter has a number of ‘first stage’ accommodation projects and 60 bedspaces across the two main high support hostels (Gabriel House and Esther), these beds are offered as part of a resettlement process which can mean stays of up to two years.  Exeter does not provide accommodation where people can access beds on a night-by-night basis, such as that provided by a night shelter.  Emergency beds can be used to encourage rough sleepers to ‘come inside’ without committing to a long stay, but where they can have their needs assessed and are referred on to appropriate accommodation and support. Emergency accommodation can also prevent people new to rough sleeping, becoming ‘entrenched’ in the lifestyle, which is more likely if engagement is not made within three months.  
More effective ‘throughput’

It has been suggested that what is needed is better throughput within the existing supported housing system. There are a large number of further supported housing schemes, usually at a lower level of support, which residents of the ‘first stage’ hostels can ‘move-on’ to. It is acknowledged that there are blockages in the move-on process, particularly at the far end, where people are ready to move from low supported housing to independent accommodation.  The relatively small number of social housing properties, problems accessing the private rented sector along with negative perceptions of the private sector, lead people to remain in supported accommodation beyond the time that support is needed. Exeter City Council is in the process of analysing the move-on process within accommodation available in the city, with a view to identifying where the blockages are, drawing up a Move-on Strategy and committing to actions to assist the move-on process and make it more effective.  

The way that support is provided and paid for is also changing, and is likely to have significant effects on the supported housing sector.   

Night Cafe

Another suggestion that has been made for increased provision, is a Night Café, as a way of providing shelter from the elements.  Although such a service would not involve providing beds, it should be acknowledged that similar issues would be encountered as for a Night Shelter, such as privacy, safety and enforcement of rules, possibly being seen to sustain a lifestyle on the streets and, as previously highlighted, it would have to utilize existing premises and resources.  No examples of permanent night cafes have been found in this country, but some organisations provide these during the winter cold weather.  
Cold Weather Provision

When the night temperature is predicted to be zero or below for three consecutive nights, Local Authorities have to ensure provision is in place to make sure that people are not at risk of dying on the streets. The cost of this is expected to be met without additional funds from central Government.  

In Autumn 2009 the SHOT Manager suggested that church groups and individual church members consider becoming involved in providing emergency cold weather services as a way of finding out the reality of providing overnight accommodation on a temporary basis during the winter, before committing to further provision. A meeting was then organised by Andrew Sails of the Mint Methodist Church and Nicola Glassbrook, SHOT Manager in November.  Nigel Harris from Freedom Social Projects in North Devon attended and outlined their experience of providing emergency cold weather accommodation under contract with the Local Authority. The meeting concluded that there were many issues to take account of when providing sleeping accommodation, and it was clear that Exeter’s churches were not yet equipped to run such provision, although should they consider this they would need to consider and make adequate provision for certain issues such as:

· safety of staff

· safety of people using the provision

· providing enough staff

· training staff adequately

· maintaining privacy and modesty of service users

· promoting the service 

· recruiting volunteers

· enforcing the rules

· storage and disposal of client possessions

· clear agreement and understanding between provider and commissioner

· insurance

· food provision – resourcing, storage, serving, hygiene issues

Therefore, at the time it was decided not to set up a free standing provision, but suggest that church members could volunteer their help to run the cold weather provision for 2009 provided by Gabriel House.   During the winter of 2009/10, six additional beds were provided over 37 nights.  16 people accessed the provision, of whom 10 were accommodated as at May 2010.  Gabriel House reported difficulty in managing the provision this year due to the duration of the cold weather going on for longer than in previous years.  This involved having to supplement the staffing with (more expensive) agency staff and few church volunteers were able to help.
It has been recommended that planning the 2010/11 winter provision should take place much earlier this year, to enable as many organisations and church groups as possible to explore a range of possible responses, such as providing a Night Café as an alternative option.  Exeter already has a number of church groups which provide soup kitchens/night church facilities throughout the week, and the St Petrock’s Centre provides ‘survival’ services on weekday mornings.   
An initial meeting was held with church groups in early July this year to explore providing Cold Weather provision for the forthcoming winter.  It was felt that earlier preparation would enable more resources to be galvanised across groups and organisations.  A Steering Group has been formed to take this forward.  

Conclusion 
It should be acknowledged that there will always be a demand that matches or outstrips the supply for whatever service is provided.  Although the Government wants to see rough sleeping ended in 2012, there will always be times when people find themselves in circumstances whereby they have to sleep rough.  It has been suggested that resources should be focussed on preventing homelessness wherever possible, and engaging with people who do sleep rough as early as possible, preferably within the first three months, to prevent them becoming ‘entrenched’ in negative behaviours and alienated from ‘the system’.  
It is highly unlikely that funding (for both buildings and running costs) will be available for setting up a year-round Night Shelter or Night Café in Exeter, whether in existing premises or in a new building.  It may be better to explore more effective ways of utilizing our (not insubstantial) existing resources.
As a city, Exeter needs to look at a range of ways of creating more beds across a variety of options rather than concentrating on one single response.  This approach provides more choice and flexibility to meet individual needs

There is a great deal of goodwill that exists within individuals, church groups and other organisations which provide services to help the homeless.  The skills, qualities and time these people devote to help others is a valuable resource that should be harnessed and developed, particularly in the social and political climate of reduced state intervention.  
Recommendations

It is recommended that the following options are explored further with the relevant organisations and groups:

· Church groups and organisations which run food provision services, might consider extending their opening times and consider running an all-night service.  Ways to ‘test the water’ would be to gradually extend opening times, and/or to provide emergency accommodation during the winter cold weather.  Groups would need to ensure sufficient safety and professional standards are in place.  
· The difficulties in reliably staffing a shelter or café entirely with volunteers, whilst maintaining the necessary standards of safety and professionalism, should be acknowledged.  Alternative ways of harnessing the goodwill of volunteers whilst maintaining good standards of safety and quality, need to be explored.  
· The Bridge Project, which is managed by Signpost Housing with support provided by Bournemouth Churches Housing Association, provides 14 high support beds, dispersed in different one- and two-bed houses throughout the city, for men and women aged 18-65.  Referrals are made through the SHOT team but the process can be delayed due to the two organisations having to agree to the referral.  It is recommended that this system is reviewed in order to enable quicker access.  This would increase the number of first-stage accommodation in the city.

· The STAR flats scheme could be expanded to provide more bedspaces.  The Local Authority is not under a duty to provide this but may choose to put further resources into it if it is considered to be of value.
· Gabriel House could explore using a small number of its bedspaces as short-term emergency beds, which will enable rough sleepers to ‘come inside’ whilst waiting for spaces to become available in other longer term projects.  This period of time would enable better assessments of people’s needs and therefore will enable more appropriate referrals to services.
· Nightstop could expand the age range of its client group to encompass over 25s, or a separate scheme could be set up for over 25s using the same model.
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