Scottish Social Networks Forum

Social Networks in Practice
Local Authorities and Homeless Applicants


	Orkney Islands Council

	Context
Orkney Islands Council received 96 homeless applications in 2008-09, the lowest figure of any local authority in Scotland. In part this is due to Orkney Islands’ size, but the geography of the area presents a number of challenges for housing services, and a more limited number of voluntary sector agencies making up the pattern of potential support to homeless people.  In 2007-08 Orkney Islands Council experienced a reduction in homelessness applications after several years of rising figures (although a slight rise is expected in 09 figures). This may be due to the Council’s approach to homelessness prevention.
Homeless applicant’s typical journey
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Social networks
Orkney Islands Council Homelessness Strategy makes the council’s commitment to using social networks to prevent homelessness and respond to homelessness clear. The section of the plan strategy focusing on social networks identifies the need for multi-agency collaboration to meet the social and support needs of people who are homeless or threatened with homelessness. Objectives include:

· Producing a directory of local support services

· Reviewing available support and developing provision to fill identified gaps for vulnerable groups

· Ensuring support services are appropriately targeted to support prevention and resettlement

· Ensuring joint protocols and information sharing systems are fit for purpose

· Acknowledging the needs of children affected by homelessness and ensuring children’s services respond to support families

· Exploring ways to increase opportunities for people to build support and social networks through leisure services, employability services, mentoring and befriending

Assessment 
The Council uses a single shared assessment approach and during the initial interview, applicants are asked about their social networks and the services they use. In the council’s allocation of ‘priority status’, a need of a client to be near his / her social network is considered to be a ‘silver pass’.
Support 
Orkney Islands Council has established a Home Support Team (staff include a social worker) which can get involved with people at any stage from homelessness prevention to ongoing tenancy support. This team aims to provide general support: housing, lifeskills, advocacy, budgeting and benefits advice, encouragement to connect with other services such as employment and training.
Mediation
The Council recognises that mediation can be helpful, particularly for young people, not only to prevent crisis but to improve the likelihood that if homelessness does occur, relationships can be restored sufficiently to enable families to continue some support for each other even if they cannot live together. This is an important distinction in the use of mediation to strengthen social networks.


	Challenges for Orkney Islands Council relating to social networks of individuals

	· As in most areas, social housing is limited. However, the geography of the Orkney Islands brings additional challenges for all service providers, particularly in the outer islands. The council is concerned about ‘hidden homelessness’ in outlying areas, and how to use options including private tenancies creatively to ensure people can stay in or near communities where they have family and social networks. The dispersed nature of communities can make this difficult.
· The council is working with partners to ensure that specialised services can be made available on the islands for more vulnerable people. For example, people with some mental health problems have had to go to Aberdeen for treatment, which inevitably disrupts their local networks of support on Orkney. Other services developed with partners include support and services for families affected by domestic abuse, imprisonment or addiction.

	Service user’s experience

	James approached the homelessness team at the age of 16. His family had moved away from Orkney, and after a spell of feeling unsettled in his new area, as soon as James turned 16 he wanted to return to Orkney.

James was accepted as a priority because the homelessness team recognised that James’ roots and social networks were all in Orkney. James was initially placed in temporary accommodation.

James has learning difficulties and the Home Support Team worker allocated to his case felt that he was not coping with this tenancy. His skills in looking after himself an organising everything needed to run a home were limited, and socially he did not have the maturity to manage his friends’ use of the flat as a hangout.
James agreed to be moved into supported accommodation specifically designed as ‘training tenancies’ for young people. In this accommodation clients work through workbooks of different areas of tenancy skills and are awarded certificates for completion. There are monthly reviews with the client of their progress. After four months James has made significant progress in terms of skills to sustain a tenancy and manage his budget. Importantly, he has sustained the friendships that were important to him, without losing these through reaching a crisis point. 

James will be able to stay in the supported accommodation until he is ready, and then until an appropriate tenancy can be found for him. He will then be able to get ongoing support from the Home Support Team.

The overall approach has been to step in to prevent crisis:

· James made a personal choice to return to Orkney with no real understanding of how he would manage. If the council had not accepted his application (i.e. not accepting a local connection) he may not have returned to his family anyway, so a crisis at that point was avoided.

· The Council’s approach to Home Support meant that James’ situation was monitored, and the council was able to step in before a messy situation escalated into a crisis situation. The move to supported accommodation could therefore be viewed calmly as a positive choice, rather than the only option.

· The supported accommodation is using a structured approach to preparing James for another tenancy, and clearly marking his achievement of each small step towards this. This helps James to remain aware that the supported accommodation is a means to an end, and to consider what he needs to prepare for adult life as a tenant.
· James’ connection to friends and the importance of friendships to him has been respected throughout. His potential vulnerabilities have been recognised at the same time as the benefits of his social networks.

	Features to learn from

	· The overt commitment from Orkney Islands Council to social networks within its Homelessness Strategy is an important message ‘from the top’ that working with people’s social networks can help to prevent homelessness and enable people to move from homelessness to permanent housing.
· The commitment to multi-agency working helps the Council meet the needs of many vulnerable people and to keep links with their social networks.

· The Home Support Team offers a uniquely flexible service offered whenever it is needed, not only when certain criteria have been reached. This helps the service to get to know people well and to step up or step down support according to how well people are coping at any particular time. For some people experiencing mental health problems, for example, this flexibility can be hugely important.

	The view from Orkney Islands Council

	Supporting people’s social networks is vital in any community but this is particularly true in a small community where people could otherwise become isolated.

The Council works closely with a range of partner organisations to ensure that appropriate services can be readily accessed.  Consideration of this element will remain a key part of the Council’s approach towards both the prevention of homelessness and addressing homelessness where it cannot be prevented.    
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Aim to re-assess after 6 months to ensure support needs are being met




















Home Support Team can continue to help until support is no longer required









































Private tenancy


Housing Association tenancy


Young People’s Supported Accommodation
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