Scottish Social Networks Forum

Social Networks in Practice
Local Authorities and Homeless Applicants


	City of Edinburgh Council

	Context
City of Edinburgh Council deals with approximately 7200 housing advice enquiries each year, of which around 5000 lead to ‘homeless’ applications for housing. The council works in partnership with a range of social housing providers and has introduced schemes to involve the private rented sector in providing long term temporary accommodation, by directly leasing from private landlords for their tenants or by supporting rent deposit schemes.  The council operates a bidding scheme for all housing applicants. The council awards housing to bidders based on their priority need – homeless applicants considered to be a priority under homelessness law are given a rating which allows them to be priority bidders on any property that meets their needs, although they are required to make three bids each week they are homeless and to make at least two bids on areas designated by the council as those of higher turnover – the council is concerned to ensure that all applicants are realistic about housing availability in Edinburgh.

The council has also decided on priorities for commissioned services for homelessness prevention and tenancy sustainment. It works with a range of partners in the voluntary sector and other agencies to ensure support needs are met.
Homeless applicant’s typical journey
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Assessment 
From the Housing Advice Interview through to the offer of a tenancy, City of Edinburgh Council is continually trying to ensure that housing solutions offered are sustainable for the individuals involved. The assessment process focuses on open discussion with applicants which can happen over a period of time, so that as more information is shared by the applicant it can be included in the overall approach to meeting their needs. CEC uses a bespoke database to record all enquiries and assessments. This system structures the recording of discussion between housing officer and applicant under the headings of health, support needs, personal history (community links and previous housing) and the homelessness assessment.  A number of these headings allow housing officers to consider a person’s social networks and the importance of these in sustaining future tenancies.  Housing officer’s links to support providers commissioned by the Council also allows them to ask other support agencies to explore a person’s social networks, if the housing officer feels these are an important aspect of a person’s support needs but the picture is not becoming clear in housing interviews.
Support 
City of Edinburgh has a wide range of voluntary sector service providers and social housing support agencies, many of which specialise in different issues such as substance use, mental health, youth homelessness etc.  The council’s approach to commissioning support is to invite proposals for services focusing on homelessness prevention and tenancy sustainability.  This wide availability of support should, in theory, ensure individuals can access support and advocacy as they go through the homeless application process.

One example of homelessness prevention that the City of Edinburgh has trialled is a home safety initiative for families affected by domestic abuse.  Families who need to leave their home because of fears for their safety are obviously vulnerable to losing important social networks.  In this initiative, the police, fire service and support agencies collaborated to ensure that the family’s home is as safe as possible and that there is direct access to help if it is needed;  and in some cases that the use of Exclusion Orders is considered.  The aim here is to protect the family’s social networks and housing stability by focusing on finding ways of helping families to stay in their homes safely.
Mediation
City of Edinburgh has recognised that mediation could be helpful in supporting people to repair family relationships and social networks, in order to prevent homelessness. However, the Housing Options Team has learned through experience that mediation does not work during a crisis, although it can work to prevent a crisis and it can work once things have calmed down following a crisis to rebuild positive relationships. City of Edinburgh funds a voluntary sector mediation service called the Amber Project led by a partnership of the Cyrenians and SACRO.


	Challenges for City of Edinburgh Council relating to social networks of individuals

	· There is major pressure on social housing in Edinburgh. While attention to social networks is considered important by the council, this has to be balanced by the need to find housing solutions as quickly as possible.  In many cases, this will mean applicants have less choice of housing area.
· The council is using private landlords to increase options and choices for applicants.  In some cases, a private let might be the easiest way to increase choice of location and therefore help people maintain their social networks. These lets offer long term temporary accommodation for up to 5 years.

· The range and diversity of voluntary sector services and support agencies in Edinburgh allows a great deal of flexibility for housing officers and applicants. However, this comes with the attendant challenge of information sharing, co-ordinating support and making appropriate referrals. Knowledge of support options is not at present mapped out for housing officers to help them make appropriate referrals although there is a web based Housing Options Guide which outlines housing and support options for use by staff and customers.
· The open ended nature of the assessment can be positive as it avoids a tick-box approach to considering people’s needs and emphasises the importance of a dialogue with the applicant. However, training and supervision will be required to ensure that housing officers are sensitive to issues that applicants might be reluctant to discuss at first in relation to their circumstances or needs for support.  Some prompts may be useful to housing officers to ensure that issues such as mental health, the needs of recovering substance users or people who have experienced domestic abuse, are considered in terms of their housing needs and social networks.

	Service user’s experience

	Peter approached the Access Point when he was 36 years old. After a relationship breakdown he left the flat he had shared and stayed on a friends’ sofa for five months, he then had to leave this because the couple were about to have a baby. Peter was working full time and earning a reasonable wage, so he did not present with any issues which gave him homelessness priority status. He was able to bid in the Council’s system but he had very few points. However, on the day he first approached the Access Point, Peter mentioned that he was seeing a doctor that day for a health problem which seemed to be affecting his balance. The housing officer at the Access Point encouraged him to return if the diagnosis would affect his housing need. 

Peter did return to the housing officer, explaining that he would be having physiotherapy and would need a walking aid. The housing officer was able to give Peter a higher priority of housing need, and with this ‘silver status’ Peter’s bids for properties would get higher priority.  The housing officer placed Peter in Bed & Breakfast accommodation, in which he stayed beyond the 28 day period, while housing options were being explored.
During this period the housing officer learned more about Peter’s situation, and more about his social networks.  Peter expressed a view that he had a good network of family and friends in one area of the city, who would help him move and settle in a new home.  The housing officer became aware of a flat available on the private sector leasing scheme, close to Peter’s social networks.  Peter was successful when noting interest for the flat, he moved in and the case was closed.

However, Peter’s physical condition deteriorated quickly and a diagnosis of Multiple Sclerosis was made. Peter’s flat was on the third floor, and he was becoming isolated. He contacted the Access Point again, and the same housing officer took on Peter’s case, making a home visit, contacting Peter’s consultant for a long term prognosis, and considering again Peter’s support needs. Peter resisted help from services and agencies, as he did not want to feel like a ‘victim’. Peter remained confident that his own social networks would provide his support, provided he could be relocated in the same area close to these networks.  The housing officer notified officers in the private sector leasing scheme of Peter’s requirements, and within weeks a ground floor flat was identified in the preferred area. With his friends’ help, Peter moved in.
In this case Peter was allocated housing under the private sector leasing scheme reasonably quickly, through a combination of the housing officer’s advocacy and commitment to making the system work for his client, and luck that properties in the right area became available. However, this tenancy is still regarded as temporary, albeit long term for up to five years.  Peter has recently approached the same housing officer asking for help to start bidding for a permanent tenancy, for which he still has ‘silver status’. 

	Features to learn from

	· The bidding system has pros and cons in relation to social networks. On the one hand, it allows bidders to select for themselves which properties to bid for from the list published by the council. For proactive applicants (or those with support to be proactive) this allows them to consider if a property will help them connect to social networks in the area before bidding on it. However on the other hand, homeless applicants are required to make two of the required three bids each week to houses in areas of higher turnover designated by the council.  If a bid is successful and the property is then refused by the bidder, the applicant loses the priority previously awarded, so an applicant may not always be able to select properties which will support their social networks.
· Private sector leasing opened up the right opportunities in the case, and provided a quicker route to a tenancy close to the client’s social networks. However, as a long term temporary option, some tenants may build social networks and ties to an area over several years but still have to move on if the tenancy ends (e.g. the private sector landlord wants the property back) or if they want permanent housing. 

· The housing officer in this case had received a range of training opportunities which supported his ability to use an understanding of social networks for the benefit of the client, including housing law, mental health awareness and Motivational Interviewing.
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