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[bookmark: _GoBack]This assignment will look at the homeless as a group and explore whether they are a hard to reach group or if they are easy to ignore and why that might be. It will look at the different groups of homeless, the causes and consequences of homelessness, the reasons why the homeless may be seen as more reluctant to seek help than other groups and some of the questionable measures local authorities have taken with regards to rough sleeping. Lastly, it will give a brief history of recent legislation regarding the homeless. 
The homeless can be classed into two different groups: statutory homeless and hidden homeless. The first group are recognized as homeless by the state, the latter are those who have no fixed address and live in temporary accommodation such as hostels, squats, bed and breakfasts or with family and friends. Unlike the first group they do not come up in the government statistics which is why they are named ‘hidden’. 
Another group of homeless people are the street homeless. These are the most visible and therefore attract the most attention. Some street homeless live on the streets during the day and sleep in some form of temporary accommodation during the night, while others sleep on the streets or out in in places like bus shelters, parks, barns, stations, doorways, derelict boats ect…..These homeless that sleep in the open air are called rough sleepers and we will see that out of all the homeless groups they are the ones more at risk (Larkin, 2009). 
One very vulnerable homeless group are children living in homeless families. Being homeless as a child certainly does not have a positive impact on their life and future. Homeless children miss a quarter of the school year on average due to having to move schools several times a year. The cramped conditions in their temporary accommodation will also make it harder for them to focus on their homework. This leads them to be more likely to perform badly academically and they will have less chances in their adult life to reach economic stability (Larkin, 2009). A child living in a homeless household is also more disadvantaged socially as they may not always be able to invite friends back home (Greenfields, 2012). 
It is not easy to separate the causes and consequences of homelessness as very often what can cause someone to become homeless is likely to be a consequence as well. 
Let’s start with unemployment. Research has shown that unemployment is one of the biggest causes that lead to homelessness. This means not only finding a job but managing to keep it as well. Without a job it is of course very difficult to live independently (Ploeg van der & Scholte, 1997). However, unemployment is also a consequence of being homeless, as a lack of skills, qualifications and a permanent address make the chances of finding a job very low indeed. Statistics show that 40% of homeless adults have no qualifications compared to 10% of the general population (Larkin, 2009). 
Crime is another factor leading to homelessness. An estimated one third of people lose their homes while in prison. One reason for this is that housing benefit stops if a sentence is longer than three weeks (Larkin, 2009). When they are released it is difficult for them to find a home. The housing element of Universal Credit payment can take up to nine weeks to come through. Additionally, for people under the age of 35 this only covers rent in shared accommodation which is not always suitable to their needs and that of their potential housemates, due to safety issues (Crisis, 2018). 
Again, crime can also be a consequence of homelessness. Prisoners who reported being homeless before their sentence were more likely to reoffend than those who were not (Cooper, 2013). A shocking survey of more than 400 rough sleepers by Sheffield Hallam University, commissioned by the homeless charity Crisis, showed that a fifth of the people questioned said they had committed a crime on purpose, so they could be imprisoned and off the streets. Another extreme measure used to stay under a dry roof is prostitution with 28% of women and 1 in 7 men saying they had gone with an unwanted sexual partner in order to find shelter (Ramesh, 2010). Along with other things sex work is dangerous as it can put the individual at risk of contracting illnesses such as HIV or Hepatitis (Ploeg van der & Scholte, 1997).
For the above reason and many more the homeless are more likely to suffer from health problems, both mental and physical. 
The social drift hypothesis, based on the Darwinist theories of natural selection can be used to explain how homelessness is caused by health problems. Those who suffer from physical and mental health problems will ‘drift’ down to the bottom of the social system (Larkin, 2009) and will struggle to survive. 
Usage of the word ‘drift’ has been contradicted by those who argue that health is caused by risk factors that accumulate in a person’s lifetime. The word ‘drown’ has been considered to be more appropriate (Larkin, 2009). 
Living in poor accommodation causes a deterioration in general health and badly designed household fittings can cause injuries. Rough sleepers are more at risk of suffering from health problems than other homeless groups and the rest of the population, as the effects of rough sleeping can speed up the ageing process and bring illnesses that would normally come later in life. Mortality rates are also higher for homeless people and again, particularly rough sleepers, with their average life expectancy ranging between forty-two and fifty-three years of age. In comparison with the rest of the population they are four times more likely to die from unnatural causes (this includes alcohol and drug related deaths, accidents and assaults) and thirty-five times more likely to commit suicide (Larkin, 2009). 
In a 2007 Shelter report the main cause of homelessness identified by rough sleepers was relationship breakdown which could be caused by conflict and/or domestic violence (Greenfields, 2012). Individuals running away from abuse are even more vulnerable on the streets as they are likely to engage in activities (drug dealing, sex work) that will increase their risk of being attacked (Ploeg van der & Scholte, 1997).
Relationship breakdown can also be caused by factors such as substance misuse which is another cause and consequence of homelessness. It is also linked to unemployment (Greenfields, 2012). Homelessness may lead an individual to engage in substance misuse to escape their reality (Ploeg van der & Scholte, 1997).
There are various models that can be used to explain why people become homeless and why because of this they may be hard to reach. The model below can be applied to individuals that became homeless in their youth. 
Together with other authors Van der Ploeg reached the conclusion that homelessness is long and continuing process of being pushed out. They are first pushed out by their dysfunctional family that neglects them and doesn’t provide them with the security they need. Usually, if things are bad at home youngsters will also have a difficult school life performing poorly academically and having difficult relationships with their teachers and schoolmates. At this point it will be likely that the child will start to play truant or will be excluded from school. They are likely to suffer from behavioural problems and consequently be pushed out of all social groups. After being pushed out from first their family, their school and their social network these young people are most likely to feel isolated, powerless and helpless to change their situation (Ploeg van der & Scholte, 1997). 
One factor that should be taken into account when defining the homeless as hard to reach is that the homeless are still victim of stigma and discrimination. Although the media has tried to paint a less negative and more understanding picture of the homeless, they still tend to mark the differences between the homeless and the not homeless. It has been proved that stigma leads to a greater social exclusion of the stigmatised groups (Larkin, 2009). Goffman’s theoretical model of stigma management people can react to stigma by hiding their situation to people and when this becomes no longer possible they withdraw from mainstream society. Rough sleepers are the most stigmatised group, subject to the most verbal and physical abuse because of their visibility (Greenfields, 2012). Sex workers are another particularly stigmatised group. Women sex workers are seen as immoral and unworthy members of society and consequently they are stigmatised and discriminated against. This certainly does not help their inclusion in society as they are less likely to seek support for fear of being discriminated (Lennon, Liamputtong & Hoban, 2014). 
Fear of personal safety is another factor that can prevent homeless people from accessing services. It has been found out that many homeless don’t use shelters unless there is an emergency or in the case of extremely cold weather out of fear. As we have already seen, homeless people are more likely to suffer from mental health issues, problems with substance misuse and behavioural problems. The nature of accommodation in shelters mean that people share rooms or dormitories with people that can compromise their security. Most shelters are understaffed and run by mostly volunteers who may not always yet have the skills to deal with violent and aggressive behaviour. Hostels, bed and breakfast accommodation and shared housing also have some degree of risk (Greenfields, 2012). 
A few local authorities have taken measures that certainly are not trying hard to reach these groups. There have been various attempts to impose fines on beggars, some of which are going ahead. In Windsor there were plans to impose £100 fines on rough sleepers, so the city could be cleared for the royal wedding of Prince Harry and Meghan Markle. These plans have been since withdrawn after a public outcry (Greenfield, 2018). In Oxford, rough sleepers had community protection notices attached to their bags, threatening £2.500 fines or prosecution if they refused to comply because they were blocking fire exits, pavements and public services. Oxford City council was accused of intimidating the homeless, but a subsequent review found that the city council’s actions were within the law (BBC, 2018). From the 16th April 2018 beggars on the streets of Poole will be given a £100 fine despite criticisms from residents and the Bishop of Sherbourne (BBC, 2018). 
Very recently, in London, during the cold weather a solidarity centre set up in a derelict building by volunteers was evicted. This shelter, named the Sofia solidarity centre, had saved many people’s lives during the bitterly cold weather we were given this winter but after just two weeks a court order decided that the building was better left empty (Bulman, 2018). 
Legislation regarding the homeless for decades prevented many homeless from being entitled to help though, as we will see below, recently things have begun to change. 
The Housing (Homeless Persons) Act (1977) was the first Act that made the council responsible for certain groups of homeless people: those classed as being in priority need (this was mostly families with dependent children). 
The Housing Act (1996) (for England and Wales) confirmed that the council had the duty to house people who were in a priority need group (households with dependent children, pregnant women, people vulnerable as a result of old age, a physical or mental health problem or any other special reason and those left homeless because of an emergency such as a fire or flood). This of course left out various groups. 
In England the Homelessness (Priority Need for Accommodation) (England) Order (2002) extended the range of groups that could be classed a being a priority need. They now included young people aged sixteen and seventeen, young people under the age of 21 who were in care between the ages of 16 and 18, young people aged over twenty one 21 who are vulnerable as a result of leaving care, individuals vulnerable as a result of leaving the armed forces; vulnerable as a result of leaving prison and vulnerable as a result of fleeing domestic violence or the threat of domestic violence. It is up to the council to decide if the person is ‘vulnerable’ enough to be classed as priority need. An applicant is considered homeless if they have nowhere to live or if where they are living is deemed unsuitable. An applicant is threatened with homelessness if they are likely to lose their home within twenty-eight days.  If the applicant is classed as being in a priority need group, then they must be given temporary accommodation, but the problem was that for applicants that are not in priority need, the council only had to provide basic advice and assistance on finding a home. 
In Wales a new homeless act, the Housing (Wales) Act 2014 focuses on preventing homelessness, giving councils the duty to help individuals before they become homeless. To give the council more time an individual is defined as being threatened with homelessness if they are likely to lose their home within fifty-six days (instead of twenty-eight as mentioned previously). They are entitled to help regardless of whether they are intentionally homeless or in a priority need group. If the council has failed to prevent the individual from becoming homeless, then they have a further fifty-six days to help them find accommodation. This is also regardless of whether the applicant is in a priority need group or intentionally homeless. If this has not happened in fifty-six days, then the council have a final fifty-six days to find accommodation. However, applicants who ‘unreasonably fail to cooperate’ will not be entitled to this final duty (Gousy, 2016). This is an unfortunate loophole as there have been cases where people have felt that the councils were not doing the right thing, and this of course led to individuals being uncooperative and even withdrawing from the procedure (Shelter, 2014). Another unfortunate hitch is that with this piece of legislation, prisoners are no longer automatically classed as being in a priority need group (Gousy, 2016). 
Very recently things have begun to change in England: The Homeless Reduction Act 2017 came into force on the 3rd April 2018 and like the Welsh Act, there is a greater focus on prevention and all homeless people are entitled to help, even if they are not classed as being in priority need (Crisis, 2018). 
So, are the homeless a hard to reach group or are they easy to ignore? As we have seen, the factors that can cause individuals to be homeless and the situations that a good number of them have to face can make them be hard to reach. One very important thing to note is that there are certain groups within the homeless, for instance the mentally ill that are harder to reach than others. Older people have also often been found to be less willing to ask for help be it because of mental health problems, alienation or apathy (Larkin, 2009). However, as we have also seen, it can certainly be said that society plays a big part in making the homeless a group that is ‘easy to ignore’.   
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