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Infrastructure and Capital Investment Committee 
 

22nd Meeting, 2014 (Session 4)  
 

Wednesday 1 October 2014 
 
 

Homelessness in Scotland: A review of progress on the implementation 
of the 2012 Commitment 

 

Introduction 

1. The Committee has agreed to undertake a short, follow-up inquiry into 
the 2012 homelessness commitment in Scotland. 
 
2. The Committee undertook its first inquiry on this issue in 2011/2012, 
reporting to Parliament on 20 March 2012.  In addition to making a number of 
recommendations in its inquiry report, the Committee stated that it would  

“monitor the implementation of the commitment for the remainder of the 
parliamentary session and address any areas of concern which may 
emerge”1.  

3. The Homelessness (Scotland) Act 2003 amended the Housing 
(Scotland) Act 1987 to the extent that a priority/non-priority homeless 
distinction came to an end by December 2012.  Local authorities have had a 
duty to secure settled accommodation for all those who are found to be 
unintentionally homeless since the beginning of 2013. 

Infrastructure and Capital Investment Committee consideration 

4. There have been a number of policy developments since the 
Committee’s inquiry report, and the Committee will take evidence from a 
range of stakeholders between June and November 2014. 
 
Oral evidence 
5. On 11 June 2014 the Committee heard from the Scottish Housing 
Regulator (SHR) on its Housing Options in Scotland - A thematic inquiry 
report, which covers housing options hubs, and several wider themes relevant 
to the Committee’s inquiry. The Official Report can be access at the following 
link: 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r
=9245&mode=pdf  
 

6. At its meeting on 13 August 2014 the Committee heard from 
homelessness representative organisations, including Shelter, Homeless 

                                            
1
 Scottish Parliament Infrastructure and Capital Investment Committee. 2

nd
 Report, 2012 

(Session 4). Homelessness in Scotland: the 2012 Commitment (SP Paper 97). 

http://www.scottishhousingregulator.gov.uk/publications/housing-options-scotland-thematic-inquiry
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=9245&mode=pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=9245&mode=pdf
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Action Scotland, Citizens Advice Scotland, and Govan law Centre. The 
Official Repot can be accessed at the following link: 
 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestme
ntCommittee/14.08.13_OR.pdf  

 
Written evidence 

7. The Committee issued a targeted call for views on 27 June 2014, with a 
deadline of Friday 5 September. 

 
8. 17 written submissions were received in total, and a list of responding 

organisations is listed at Annexe A. 
 
Next Steps 

9. On 1 October the Committee will hear from a range of stakeholders, 
including; COSLA, SOLACE, GWSF, ALACHO and SFHA. Written 
submissions from ALACHO, GWSF, SFHA and SOLACE can be found at 
Annexe B. 
 

10. The Committee will hear from the Minister for Housing and Welfare on 
Wednesday 8 October. 

 

Kelly Forbes 
Assistant Clerk 
October 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/14.08.13_OR.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/14.08.13_OR.pdf
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ANNEXE A 
 

 Aberdeenshire Council (68KB pdf) 

 ALACHO (163KB pdf)  
 Citizens Advice Scotland (266KB pdf)  
 East Dunbartonshire Council (78KB pdf)  
 Edinburgh Cyrenians (156KB pdf)  
 Glasgow City Council Social Work Services (126KB pdf)  
 Glasgow and West of Scotland Forum of Housing Associations (161KB 

pdf)  
 Homeless Action Scotland (183KB pdf)  
 Legal Services Agency Ltd (86KB pdf)  
 North Ayrshire Council (111KB pdf)  
 North Lanarkshire Council (210KB pdf)  
 Scottish Federation of Housing Assocations (89KB pdf)  
 Shelter Scotland (278KB pdf)  
 SOLACE (Scotland) (104KB pdf)  
 South Lanarkshire Council (130KB pdf)  
 Turning Point Scotland (383KB pdf)  
 West Dunbartonshire Council (155KB pdf)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.25_Aberdeenshire_Council.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.05_ALACHO.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.08.06_Citizens_Advice_Scotland.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.04_East_Dunbartonshie_Council.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.25_Edinburgh_Cyrenians.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.08.25_Glasgow_City_Council_Social_Work_Services.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.24_Glasgow_and_West_of_Scotland_Forum.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.24_Glasgow_and_West_of_Scotland_Forum.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.08.12_Homeless_Action_Scotland.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.08.29_Legal_Services_Agency_Ltd.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.08_North_Ayrshire_Council.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.05_North_Lanarkshire_Council.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.24_SFHA.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.08.05_Shelter_Scotland.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.09_SOLACE_Scotland.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.05_South_Lanarkshire_Council.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.05_Turning_Point_Scotland.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_InfrastructureandCapitalInvestmentCommittee/2014.09.05_West_Dunbartonshire_Council.pdf


ICI/S4/14/22/1 

 4  

 

ANNEXE B 
 

ALACHO 
WRITTEN SUBMISSION 

 
Introduction 
 
As the representative body for Scotland’s chief local authority housing 
officers, ALACHO welcomes the opportunity to respond to the ICI’s call for 
evidence. Scotland’s councils have been at the forefront of dealing with 
homelessness since the legislation was first introduced. 
In our response, we have directly addressed the questions in the order posed 
by the Committee.  
 
Q1.  What impact has the abolition of priority need had on people 
seeking assistance with homelessness? 
 
The main and perhaps obvious impact arising from the abolition of priority 
need has been a significant increase in the number of applications where 
councils have assessed a duty to provide settled accommodation. 
 
In effect, most councils had begun preparations for the abolition of priority 
need long before the implementation date of December 2012, and many had 
all but removed it as an element of homeless assessments by that date. 
Consequently, it had become fairly obvious that, as long predicted, the main 
impact was always likely to be an increase in eligibility for permanent 
accommodation for groups who had previously been disadvantaged by the 
PN test. To a large extent this consisted of households without children, and 
single person households in particular. Many councils have noted a significant 
increase in the proportion of homeless applications being made by single 
person households in the run up to, and beyond, December 2012.    
 
In Scotland, social housing is a scarce resource, with Scottish Government 
statistics recording over 150,000 households currently on council house 
waiting lists. In the context of a severely rationed resource, widening eligibility 
for permanent housing to sizeable  groups previously all but excluded from 
access clearly has potential implications for those who hitherto had a degree 
of priority.  The impact on this latter group and the extent to which they may 
have been disadvantaged as a consequence of the abolition of priority need 
(through increased waiting times or reduced choice of accommodation) is not 
immediately evident, and systematic research is needed here to determine 
who benefited and who if any may have been disadvantaged by the change in 
policy from December 2012.  
 
That said, there was, and is, widespread agreement from councils that, 
notwithstanding the resourcing and managerial challenges which resulted, 
removing the priority need test was both humane and desirable, as is the 
resulting widening of access to social housing for homeless people.  
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Q2. What have been the main challenges and opportunities provided by 
the abolition of priority need and how have local authorities and other 
stakeholders responded to these? 
 
The abolition of priority need, and the associated increase in eligible 
applications from single person and other previously non eligible households 
noted above, resulted in a corresponding increase in those to whom local 
authorities owed a duty to secure settled accommodation. With no 
appreciable corresponding increase in either the supply of available 
accommodation, and limited financial or human resources to meet this 
challenge, local government was always likely to face significant difficulties in 
responding to this legislative change. One immediate impact was related to 
the pressing need for increased supplies of temporary and supported 
accommodation, and quite clearly the new duty could not have been met 
without considerable innovation and effort on behalf of councils and their 
partners in pursuit of successful outcomes. In many cases this meant 
realigning homeless and related support services to meet the challenge of 
providing early and preventative intervention through an integrated, focused 
and person centred approach to deliver sustainable outcomes. The national 
trend in reduced homeless applications would appear to indicate some 
success in this approach. 
 
To some degree this innovation came in the form of a move to a Housing 
Options (HO) approach. Launched in 2010 with welcome (and essential) 
funding from Scottish Government, and mediated through five regional Hubs 
covering all 32 councils, the HO approach was essentially an 
acknowledgement that simply relying on exiting processes and ways of 
working was unlikely to deliver the desired outcomes, namely the provision of 
settled accommodation for all homeless people entitled to it. Following the key 
messages of the Christie report and the Prevention of Homelessness 
Guidance jointly produced by COSLA and Scottish Government,   the HO 
approach emphasised the overarching role of prevention in homelessness 
policy and practice. Coupled with an equally important focus on person 
centred service delivery, the HO approach has been embraced by local 
authorities as a rational and effective means of attempting to secure optimum 
outcomes for those in need of housing. Indeed several councils had been 
early adopters of the approach prior to its wider introduction through the hubs, 
and can evidence good results.  
 
Q3. What impact is the housing options approach having on 
homelessness services and service users? 
 
We do not need to look far for assistance in answering this question, thanks to 
the recent and timely report from the Scottish Housing Regulator, which 
addressed these very issues. The report’s conclusions were broadly accepted 
by Scotland’s local housing authorities as a reasonably fair and balanced 
assessment of the emerging practice of housing options.  Local housing 
authorities were pleased to see the report acknowledge the incidences of 
good practice to be found in the promotion of HO but also realistic enough to 
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accept the report’s analysis of current shortcomings and associated 
recommendations for improvement. 
 
ALACHO has acknowledged the need, highlighted in the SHR’s report, for 
overarching national guidance on housing options, and is playing a key role in 
helping to develop the guidance prior to consideration by the National 
Homeless Prevention and Strategy Group later this year. We also accept the 
need for effective and consistent staff training on the role and function of 
housing options, and the checks and balances which will support improved 
outcomes for homeless people.  We are pleased to note that the housing 
options hubs are already well down this road, with appropriate and relevant 
training modules in an advanced sate of development.  
 
For their part, Scottish councils believe that the introduction of housing 
options has contributed a great deal to improving outcomes for homeless 
people. However, It is probably fair to say most Scottish councils would see 
HO as a vital and complementary element of mainstream homelessness 
services, although not a substitute for such services.  
 
A move away from the somewhat mechanistic approach of  formal 
homelessness assessment (although necessary in many instances) has, 
through the introduction of techniques such as family mediation, facilitated the 
introduction of a more person centred approach to the prevention of 
homelessness and the achievement of sustainable housing outcomes for 
homeless people. We are particularly pleased to see other key stakeholders 
acknowledge the value of housing options, with Shelter in particular 
acknowledging in a recent ICI Committee evidence session that housing 
options has the potential to deliver a “transformational approach to delivering 
housing services for people”.  
 
The results of surveys from homeless people who have actually engaged with 
councils via the housing options approach are also very encouraging; with the 
vast majority believing they were listened to and treated with respect.  Many 
councils are likely to point to such evidence in their response to the ICI 
Committee. Similarly, the PREVENT 1 data being recorded from April 2014 
and due to be published later this year should also provide more “fine grained” 
evidence on the impact of housing options on outcomes for homeless people. 
There is still some way to go in ensuring homeless people are able to make 
optimum choices about their housing situation.   The perennial issue of 
adequately resourcing housing options and support services for homeless 
people ; the immediate impact of welfare reform, in particular the bedroom tax 
leading to increased demand for smaller properties; the potential future impact 
of welfare reform, especially if housing benefit is removed from under 25s; the 
impact of the Universal Credit regime, not only on tenants ability to meet 
rental costs,  but also on councils ability to provide decent quality of temporary 
accommodation, are all of major concern.    
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Q4. How are the housing options hubs developing across Scotland, 
what has been their impact and how could they be developed in the 
future? 
 
The Housing Options hubs have been instrumental in ensuring that the 
housing options approach has been mainstreamed throughout Scotland. 
Resources have been committed to develop and share best practice, deliver 
joint training, and to jointly procure research and IT. As noted above, the hubs 
are working closely together to develop a bespoke joint training toolkit, directly 
tailored to the way that housing options is delivered. 
 
Hubs have also been very keen to ensure that service users are involved in 
service design and delivery, and to this end have engaged SHIEN (the 
Scottish Homelessness Involvement and Engagement Network) to develop 
thinking and practice in this area. Hubs have also been active in attempting to 
mitigate the impacts of welfare reform, acting as a conduit for resources to 
raise awareness of WR implications and share and promote good practice in 
mitigation. In all their activities the hubs have access to the expertise of four 
national co-ordinators with responsibility for the key areas of employability, 
furniture recycling, social networks and service users. 
 
Next steps for the hubs are likely to consist of overseeing effective delivery 
and implementation of the guidance currently in development. This needs 
effectively to address the issues identified in SHR’s Thematic Inspection, 
together with other relevant issues such as an increased incidence of 
intentional homeless decisions, and good practice in the provision and 
management of temporary accommodation.    
 
In short, the hubs represent a valuable resource, and with continued support 
should have capacity to develop their role in promoting consistent good 
practice throughout Scotland in pursuit of better outcomes for homeless 
people. Councils are  clear that for further progress to be made, it is vital that 
continued support is committed from Scottish Government in terms of 
financial and human resources. 
 
Q5. What has been the impact of the implementation of the housing 
support regulations? 
 
It is probably fair to say that there has been no dramatic impact arising from 
the introduction of the new housing support duty, primarily because many 
councils had in any event already adopted the practice of assessing the 
support needs of homeless households prior to the introduction of regulations.  
Indeed we noted in our response to the consultation on the new regulations 
that few if any councils dissented from the proposals as a sensible and 
necessary component of a holistic approach to the prevention of 
homelessness. 
 
ALACHO is however aware of the possibility, highlighted in the SHR’s report  
and repeated  in recent evidence to the ICI Committee, that the support needs 
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of some homeless people  directed to a housing options  route may be less 
well addressed than those offered  a more formal  homeless assessment .  
 
This issue will be addressed in the forthcoming national guidance mentioned 
above. 
 
Summary 
Before and since December 2012, local authorities have been at the forefront 
of delivering on the abolition of priority need and the duty to provide settled 
accommodation for all unintentionally homeless households. A difficult task at 
the best of times, made all the more challenging by the worst recession since 
the thirties, and some of the most regressive welfare reforms ever enacted.  
There is much still to be done, but Scotland’s councils are entitled to believe 
they have made an excellent  start in dealing with these challenging but 
essential improvements to Scotland’s homeless legislation.  
 
ALACHO 
05 September 2014  

 

 
GLASGOW AND WEST OF SCOTLAND FORUM OF HOUSING 

ASSOCIATIONS 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION 
 
Key points 
Scotland’s pioneering homelessness legislation is not without its 
implementation challenges. Generally local authorities have made great 
progress in responding to those challenges. Community controlled housing 
associations in Glasgow and the West of Scotland play a significant role in 
supporting local authorities and this role is being developed in an ongoing way 
 
Critical to successful implementation of the legislative framework is the 
housing options approach. Properly carried out, this will bring better outcomes 
for people and will help ensure that the number of people housed as 
homeless is not disproportionate in relation to others in serious housing need 

 
The HA response is multi-faceted, including responding to formal Section 5 
referrals and less formal nominations from councils, leasing property to the 
council for use as temporary accommodation, through locally seeking to 
address homelessness before it actually happens, and a proactive approach 
to tenancy sustainment 

 
The Section 5 system itself works well where there are effective, well co-
ordinated systems in place: in areas where there is scope for improvement it 
is usually in terms of practical mechanisms rather than poor relationships, 
because generally council/housing association relationships are good. 
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The housing options approach 
Scotland’s understandable preoccupation with the 2012 target for abolishing 
the priority need test meant that we were relatively late in progressing the 
housing options approach, compared with our counterparts in England.  
 
Now that a co-ordinated approach to homelessness prevention is in place, not 
only are we looking properly into someone’s housing circumstances, but the 
outcome of the legislation – more people entitled to permanent housing if they 
are homeless – should steadily prove more manageable. This is because the 
aim is to avoid sending people down a homelessness route if there really are 
other ways of helping people deal with their housing problem.  
 
Initially, there was some scepticism about the approach, given the general 
lack of housing options for most people, and fears about gatekeeping. But 
many of us probably underestimated the extent to which current housing 
problems could be dealt with in many cases if only we took the trouble to look 
more deeply into why people were presenting as homeless or applying for 
housing in the first place. 
 
So whilst housing options may have started out as being the prime 
responsibility of local authorities in relation to their homelessness functions, it 
is now becoming mainstreamed into the practices of all social landlords, with 
the aim that it is used for everyone applying for a house or indeed for a 
transfer.  
 
This is not without its challenges. Spending 45-60 minutes, instead of the 
traditional 10-15 minutes, with every housing applicant, can bring genuine 
resource pressures, particularly for smaller housing associations. Spending 
more time on the allocations process may well mean less time on other areas 
such as arrears and neighbourhood management. In the longer term, 
associations will benefit, for example because fewer people are making 
repeat visits to ask about their application, often when they have little realistic 
chance of rehousing.  
 
In Glasgow, associations make a one-off contribution towards the cost of what 
is widely regarded as excellent training on housing options, from staff of the 
Wheatley Group in conjunction with the City Council. Both those organisations 
have committed resources to the roll out of housing options, and GWSF 
believes that this very welcome co-ordination will be needed on a long term 
basis in a City where – with 50 or so landlords – co-ordination is especially 
important. 
 
GWSF is keen to work with members, alongside Wheatley Group and GCC, 
to help share experience and support smaller associations to manage the 
challenges and embrace the housing options approach. It is patently the right 
way to go. 
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The housing association contribution to homelessness 
No single factor or performance indicator etc. can, on its own, embrace the 
broad contribution which housing associations make to support local 
authorities to tackle homelessness. The main components of this contribution 
are: 

- responding to Section 5 referrals and informal nominations from 
councils 

- leasing property to the council for use as temporary accommodation 
- locally seeking to address homelessness before it actually happens 
- Taking referrals directly from third sector agencies such as Women’s 

Aid 
- proactive approaches to helping people sustain tenancies 

 
A housing association’s contribution will be most effective where it is a result 
of meaningful discussions with the local authority about making sure that the 
contribution is achievable in line with the size of the stock and rate of turnover 
etc. Small associations – some, for example, with around 20 relets a year – 
must play their part but clearly would not always be able to react immediately 
to a referral.  
 
Effective referral arrangements need councils to commit resources to co-
ordinating and managing the process, so as to maximise the supply of 
association stock. 
 
Glasgow and West of Scotland Forum of Housing Associations 
24.09.14 
 

 

SCOTTISH FEDERATION OF HOUSING ASSOCATIONS 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION 

 
Background information  
 
The SFHA welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence to Committee on 
Scotland’s homelessness legislation. The SFHA is the national representative 
body for the majority of housing associations and co-operatives in Scotland. 
We currently have around 120 members.   
 

 Housing Associations in Scotland own and manage 280,000 homes - just 
under half of the country’s affordable rented housing stock.  
 
Our members are:  
 

 Independent businesses with goals aligned to the Scottish Government 
in providing and managing high quality affordable accommodation and 
housing services;  

 Accountable to their members and tenants, who live or have other 
interests in the communities and places which they create;  
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At the same time, it would be misleading to think of RSLs as a homogenous 
group.  They were formed from a variety of different circumstances and come 
in all shapes and sizes, ranging from large ex-local authority stock transfer 
organisations with tens of thousands of properties, to small community 
controlled organisations owning just a couple of hundred homes with a very 
low turnover (availability) of stock. There are also various group structures 
and other constitutional arrangements in place within the sector, increasingly 
so.  
  
Our members generally enjoy excellent working relationships with each of the 
32 local authorities, and it is this local relationship that is pivotal to the 
success of making the homelessness legislation work in practice, particularly 
in respect of sustaining tenancies, delivering housing options and actually 
providing the accommodation.    
 
The role of housing associations in homelessness 
Although they do not have the statutory responsibility for homelessness, 
housing associations and cooperatives fully expect to play their part in 
supporting local authorities to discharge their duties. The major contributions 
our members make in relation to homelessness are to: 
 

 Prevent homelessness – or indeed, crucially, a homeless application - 
from occurring in the first place, by ensuring that existing tenancies are 
sustained. There are scores of excellent examples of tenancy 
sustainment initiatives across Scotland. Most housing associations 
have embedded tenancy sustainment into their culture, in much the 
same way as they did with the concept of tenant participation. The 
reduction in eviction levels by our sector over the past four or five years 
is well documented and welcome. This is despite some of the most 
draconian welfare legislation in history, seriously affecting our 
members’ tenants’ ability to pay their rent. 
 

 Alleviate homelessness by providing tenancies. There are various 
mechanisms for doing this. The formal (statutory) route is via a Section 
5 referral from a local authority, but our members also house homeless 
applicants direct from their own waiting lists, and through less formal 
nomination and referral arrangements with local authorities and third 
sector agencies. Every housing association in the country bases its 
allocations policy on housing need, with homelessness being given the 
highest (or equal highest) priority. In our view, the most important issue 
here is the outcome for the applicant, and often the quickest and best 
outcome for them is by a mechanism other than ‘Section 5’, simply 
because the local authority has good local knowledge and excellent 
networks with local social landlords. The reliance on Section 5 statistics 
to ‘measure’ the housing association contribution to homelessness is a 
fallacy and if a local authority that uses less formal nominations and 
referrals feels that a housing association isn’t contributing as much as it 
ought to be, then Section 5 is a necessary statutory fall-back position to 
take as and when required. 
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 Delivering Housing Options. Housing associations and co-operatives 
are generally embracing the concept and delivery of the housing 
options model. However, this does bring with it some challenges, partly 
around consistency of training (and therefore of service standards 
across different landlords) but mainly around resources, particularly for 
smaller organisations. In theory, spending an additional 30-45 minutes 
with each housing applicant ought to cut down on return visits, but this 
is a medium term outcome and the fact remains that small 
organisations wishing to fully embrace housing options are faced with 
the short term choice between finding additional resources or cutting 
back other services.  
   

The SFHA issued good practice guidance in 2010 entitled Preventing and 
Alleviating Homelessness, a copy of which has been made available to the 
Committee along with this submission. Although some aspects of that 

guidance do require updating, it is based on sound principles and was 
designed to encourage staff and governing bodies of housing associations 
and cooperatives to embrace the issue of doing more to help meet the 2012 
homelessness commitment. 

 
Conclusion 
Measuring the contribution of our sector in preventing and alleviating 
homelessness is not as simple as counting the number of Section 5 referrals, 
as some housing bodies would have us believe. Scottish housing associations 
house homeless people outwith the Section 5 arrangements from their waiting 
lists, through internal transfers, and by other less formal nomination and 
referral arrangements, in significant numbers too. In many cases these 
allocations are to applicants who would be classed as statutory homeless had 
they applied to their local authority, thus preventing a homeless application 
from being made in the first place.  
 
There are also many fine examples across the country of tenancy 
sustainment initiatives being carried out by our members and their partners. 
The SFHA will continue to encourage housing associations to develop their 
own tenancy sustainment strategies and processes. It is not in anyone’s 
interests for tenancies to fail. 
 
Housing options is now becoming embedded into the practices of all Scottish 
social landlords, and they are all continuously learning and evolving and 
improving this way of working. It is therefore vital to ensure that the housing 
options approach, as well as homelessness preventative and support 
services, is fully and properly funded. It is crucial to ensure that smaller 
organisations do not carry a disproportionately heavy burden in terms of the 
resources required to participate in the housing options model. We are 
already hearing of examples of this in Glasgow, notwithstanding the success 
of the pilot scheme.  We would stress that this should not be taken as a sign 
of unwillingness to participate or contribute.  
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Strong partnerships between local authorities, housing associations, the 
private rented sector and the third sector are vital, while local flexibility is a 
major strength of the current arrangements for housing homeless people.  
 
Scottish Federation of Housing Associations 
24 September 2014 
 

SOLACE (Scotland) 
WRITTEN SUBMISSION 

 
SOLACE (Scotland) welcomes the opportunity to submit evidence on how 
local authorities are meeting their duties to people who may be homeless or 
threatened with homelessness since the abolition of the priority need test 
December 2012, in support of the Infrastructure and Capital Investment 
Committee’s follow up to the Homelessness in Scotland Inquiry.      
Our evidence is set out in order of responses to the key questions posed by 
the Committee. 
 
Q1. What impact has the abolition of priority need had on people 

seeking assistance with homelessness? 
 
SOLACE believes that the key impact of the abolition of priority need on 
people seeking assistance with homelessness is the intended one – that any 
household that is unintentionally homeless has a right to be provided with 
settled accommodation and does not need to demonstrate vulnerability.  We 
note that prior to this change, there was a public perception that ‘ordinary’ 
single people without problems were unlikely to receive a priority need 
decision and therefore would not have a statutory right to rehousing under the 
homelessness legislation. It is helpful that this sense of discrimination has 
been addressed by the removal of the priority need criteria. 

 
SOLACE notes that the rate of intentional homelessness decisions across 
Scotland has doubled between 2009/10 and 2013/14. 
 
We have some concerns that some households found to be intentionally 
homeless may be among the most vulnerable and/or excluded. Although 
intentionally homeless households are not included in the scope of the 
housing support duty, the Housing Support Guidance does suggest the need 
to ensure that support can be provided to these households. We further note 
that some of these households are likely to be supported by Health and Social 
Care services. Therefore, an increase in intentional homelessness decisions 
among this group may have implications for other services, making the need 
for effective partnership working even more important and thereby creating an 
opportunity, through the Integration of Health and Social Care, to ensure that 
services, for example, for mental health, addictions, physical health, are better 
linked with homeless prevention services. 
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Q2. What have been the main challenges and opportunities provided 
by the abolition of Priority Need and how have Local Authorities 
and other Stakeholders responded to these? 

 
SOLACE is very aware of the concerns of most Local Authorities, following 
the 2003 Homelessness etc (Scotland) Act, about the potential impact of the 
abolition of priority need on the number of people that they would have a duty 
to house under the homelessness legislation. 

 
On the positive side, we also note the development of a new perspective on 
homelessness in Scotland in the aftermath of the Homelessness Task Force 
Reports, which highlighted that homelessness was not just a housing problem 
and centred around the need for services to work together with the emphasis 
now placed on finding solutions to people’s housing and related needs rather 
than on systems designed to rationalise people’s entitlement. 

 
SOLACE acknowledges the very real tensions experienced by Local Authority 
homelessness services requiring to:  

 ensure that all households at risk of homelessness can access 
their statutory right to assistance 

 provide effective services to prevent homelessness  

 manage limited housing stock (or manage homelessness within a 
stock transfer context) to the benefit of all people applying for 
housing, not just homeless people, whilst maintaining sustainable, 
balanced communities.  

 
We note that in some areas, in order to meet their homelessness duties, 
councils have needed to let more than 70% of available housing to homeless 
households, as well as increasing their supply of temporary accommodation, 
fuelling a public perception that the only realistic route to council housing was 
via a homelessness application – and thereby encouraging a further increase in 
applications.  

 
Over more recent years, we consider that the impact of the abolition of priority 
need and the impact of a significant reduction in homelessness applications 
due to the implementation of the housing options approach are related both to 
each other and to the trend in homelessness applications seen in the first half 
of the decade.  

 
SOLACE is aware of a perception that the new focus on housing options and 
homelessness prevention was introduced by the Scottish Government in 2010, 
largely in order to assist in meeting the priority need target. We do accept that, 
based on the increase in homelessness applications and duties by 2005/6, 
concerns that local authorities might not be able to meet the additional duties 
incurred with the abolition of the priority need criteria, were reasonable. 
However, we are clear that homelessness prevention was already 
acknowledged as a significant issue in the second report of the Task Force and 
the preparation and publication of the   Homelessness Prevention Guidance in 
2009, makes it clear that the longer term homelessness agenda has had 
effective prevention of homelessness at its heart.  Therefore, we believe that 
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the key challenge and opportunity over the past 12 years has been to balance 
the need to ensure that people requiring assistance with homelessness receive 
that assistance – but that those who need assistance to prevent homelessness 
receive an equally robust response. Our observation at this stage is that the 
introduction of the housing options approach may be an important route to 
achieving this. 

 
SOLACE notes that across Scotland, following a significant increase in 
homelessness applications around 2005/6, the level of applications in 2013/14 
has dropped by 28% compared with the 2002/3 figure. There has also been a 
small reduction in local authority ‘duty to house’ outcomes, suggesting a 
suitable balance has been achieved.  However, a number of local authorities 
suggest that, in addition to homelessness applications, they are now also 
supporting a significant housing options caseload, working on homelessness 
prevention and that the combined number of homelessness and housing 
options cases may be greater than the number of homelessness applications at 
their peak. At this point, it is difficult to quantify the resource requirements of 
managing housing options caseloads and indeed, it is likely that these vary 
from council to council. 

 
We recognise that high level statistics can hide significant local variations and 
that the dual impact of the abolition of priority need and implementation of the 
housing options approach, is also likely to have different impacts in different 
local authority areas.  

 
Q3. What Impact is the housing options approach having on 

homelessness services and service users? 
 
As noted above, the impact of housing options on homelessness services 
needs to be considered in the context of all the developments in 
homelessness legislation and policy since 2000.  

 
SOLACE notes the position set out by the Scottish Housing Regulator in their 
thematic study of housing options across Scotland, that: 

 

 there  appears to be little consistency of approach to housing 
options across different councils 

 thus far, there is only limited and somewhat unreliable data on the 
outcomes and impact of the housing options approach due to the 
lack of a monitoring framework  

 
We understand that both these points are being addressed by the 
implementation of a national monitoring framework from April 2014 and the 
establishment or a working group to develop national Housing Options 
Guidance. SOLACE welcomes these developments.  

 
Given the above, we are limited in our ability to comment in detail on the 
impact of housing options on homelessness services and service users. 
However, there are a number of issues that we would like to comment on: 
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 We know that in some areas, the delivery of homelessness 
services has changed significantly in order to deliver an effective 
housing options (homelessness prevention) service, although that 
is not the case in every area. 

 We note the position of the SHR that all potentially homeless 
households receiving a housing options service should also make a 
homelessness application.   We acknowledge the concern that 
homelessness (and more significantly, risk of homelessness) may 
be under-reported if homeless applications are not taken.  
However, we are also aware that many local authorities suggest 
that taking homelessness applications from people who do not 
need immediate homelessness assistance is neither a cost 
effective use of local resources, nor is it necessarily in the best 
interests of households who neither want nor need to be identified 
as homeless or potentially homeless. 
 

 We do not believe that taking a homelessness application is the 
only way to measure the risk and incidence of homelessness and 
expect that this can equally well be achieved through the new 
reporting system for housing options. 

 Whilst we recognise as reported in our answer to Q2, above, that 
the overall duty to house homeless households across Scotland 
had reduced slightly by 2013/14,  we understand that households 
receiving assistance under housing options also need a housing 
solution, which suggests that the demand for housing is being met 
in other ways. 

 
 

Q4. How are the housing options developing across Scotland, what 
has been their impact and how could they be developed in the 
future?  

 
SOLACE considers it important to be aware that the housing options 
approach is not only applicable to the prevention of homelessness but links to 
a broader approach to providing effective housing advice and information to 
anyone who needs it. There are other groups who can clearly benefit from a 
housing options approach, e.g. older people or young people leaving care. 
The housing options approach also has proactive applications, in schools for 
example – where young people can be provided with information about the 
types of accommodation that will be available to them as they move on and 
leave home.  

 
We should be aware that one effect of the housing options approach may be 
to emphasise the responsibility of housing services in preventing 
homelessness, at the risk of underestimating the preventative roles of non-
housing related services. Realistically, and as set out clearly in the 2009 
Homelessness Prevention Guidance, the responsibility for preventing 
homelessness sits across all services and those agencies working with 
vulnerable people should be particularly vigilant as to the accommodation 
status and security of those using their services.  
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SOLACE considers that full engagement of support, social care and health 
services in the prevention of homelessness agenda and holistic consideration 
of housing options for service users and patients in all these services, may 
result in an improved ability for vulnerable people to access and sustain 
suitable accommodation that meets their needs, rather than housing issues 
sometimes being dealt with as an ‘add-on’ to support and care packages. 

 
We are conscious of the challenges posed to homelessness services by the 
Welfare Reform agenda and particularly the concerns about the future funding 
of temporary accommodation. We also note the significant impact of the 
underoccupancy charge on some vulnerable households and indeed, on 
housing providers, given current housing stock profiles.  We believe that the 
range of accommodation choices available to people in Scotland in future, 
may be more limited by the impact of Welfare Reform and that this must be 
factored into any consideration of the future shape and effectiveness of 
homelessness services in Scotland. 

 
SOLACE also considers that the pressure on social housing and need for new 
supply may inhibit successful housing options outcomes. 
 
Q5. What has been the impact of the implementation of the housing 

support regulations? 
 
SOLACE notes that the impact of the implementation of the housing support 
regulations has been less across most Local Authority areas because 
significant levels of housing support were already being provided prior to the 
implementation of the duty. 

 
We note a concern expressed by some councils that the housing support duty 
may be seen as unhelpful, as it focuses the provision of support on those 
households with an unintentionally homeless decision, whereas from a holistic 
perspective, most local authorities have been looking to improve the ability to 
provide housing support as a primary homelessness prevention resource 
(supporting the housing options agenda). 

 
We also note that one of the most significant challenges for homelessness 
services is the management of support and care services to homeless people 
who experience chronic and repeat homelessness, and those with multiple 
and complex problems including mental health, addictions, offending and 
significant and repeated crisis.  These people are usually well known to other 
service providers in the health and care sectors. We are not aware of any 
evidence suggesting that the housing support duty has improved the ability of 
housing services to effectively support these individuals. 

 
We consider that there is potential for much closer linkage between the 
housing support duty to homeless households and the Health and 
Homelessness Standards introduced by the Scottish Government in 2005. 
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We believe there are indications in some areas that the housing support duty 
has increased corporate awareness of the role of housing support and 
improved joint working across services. We are hopeful that the integration of 
Health and Social Care Services (with the potential to include certain types of 
housing support) may further enhance the ability of services to provide the 
appropriate support, care, health and housing services in a co-ordinated way 
to some of the most vulnerable members of our society. It would be helpful for 
the current review of the housing support guidance to address the links 
between housing support provided as part of Local Authority homelessness 
duties and the integration agenda.  
 
CONCLUSION  
The abolition of priority need and the introduction of the housing options 
approach, whilst challenging, have been positive in encouraging a more 
holistic approach to be taken to meeting the needs of individuals and families, 
who may have a complex range of needs, all of which need to be addressed, 
as well as homeless issues. In our view, this will be most effective where a 
range of agencies within and across  local authority services, health, third 
sector and support providers work together to ensure that better and more 
sustainable outcomes are achieved. The integration of Health and Social Care 
presents a particular opportunity to further improve the partnership working 
required and should be maximised.      

 
SOLACE (Scotland) 
09 September 2014 
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