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Introduction 

St Mungo’s, along with other homelessness charities, is calling on the government to strengthen 

legislation in order to more effectively prevent rough sleeping and homelessness. This briefing makes 

the case for improving the current homelessness legislation and explains the key legislative changes 

that we are calling for. 

St Mungo’s is a homelessness charity and a housing association. We provide a bed and support to 

more than 2,500 people a night who are either homeless or at risk and we also work to prevent 

homelessness.  

Summary of briefing 

 St Mungo’s is calling on parliamentarians to support a Bill that would amend the 

homelessness legislation that applies to England. We are asking MPs selected in the Ballot 

to take forward these amendments in a Private Members’ Bill. 

 

 Rough sleeping is dangerous, expensive and on the rise.  Government statistics show that 

in autumn 2015 3,569 people slept rough in England on any one night, a 30 per cent increase 

from 2014. The average age of death for a homeless person is 47. 

 

 People are not currently getting the help they need to avoid sleeping rough. Better and more 

widespread homelessness prevention, relief and emergency accommodation services could 

dramatically cut the number of people sleeping rough. Local authorities should be required 

to offer these services. 

 

 An independent expert panel, including representatives from charities and local authorities, 

academics and legal experts has already drafted legislation that would drive improvements 

in these services. The draft legislation draws heavily on the Welsh Housing Act 2014. 

 

 The government has stated that it will consider new legislation in order to better prevent 

homelessness, but has not included any homelessness legislation in its legislative 

programme for 2016/17. 

Rough sleeping is dangerous, expensive and on the rise 

Government statistics show that in autumn 2015, 3,569 people slept rough in England on any one night, 

a 30 per cent increase from 2014 and an increase of 102 per cent since 2010.1 According to the Greater 

London Authority, 7,581 people were seen sleeping rough in London alone between April 2014 and 

March 2015.2 

                                                                 
1 DCLG rough sleeping statistics 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/503015/Rough_Sleeping_Autumn_
2015_statistical_release.pdf 
2 CHAIN database http://data.london.gov.uk/dataset/chain-reports 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/503015/Rough_Sleeping_Autumn_2015_statistical_release.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/503015/Rough_Sleeping_Autumn_2015_statistical_release.pdf
http://data.london.gov.uk/dataset/chain-reports
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Rough sleeping is dangerous; the average age of death for a homeless person is 47.3 In addition to the 

devastating impact that it has on individuals, rough sleeping also creates significant costs for public 

services including the NHS and criminal justice system.4 

People are not currently getting the help that they need to avoid sleeping rough 

The government has recognised that homelessness is unacceptable and has set aside funding to tackle 

it, including £10 million to build on existing good practice that prevents rough sleeping. This funding is 

much needed, but is not sufficient to deliver the long term changes needed across England to prevent 

people from ending up on the streets.  

Some local authorities already do much more to prevent homelessness than they are legally required 

to. For example Tower Hamlets, Hackney and the City of London are piloting a No First Night Out 

programme, focusing on identifying people who are likely to sleep rough and then providing intensive 

preventative support. However, this sort of early intervention work is still the exception rather the norm, 

as most local authorities prioritise meeting their statutory duties. 

 

 

Current legislation means that people who are found not to be vulnerable enough to fit into restrictive 

'priority need' categories, or are found to have made themselves ‘intentionally’ homeless, often do not 

receive any meaningful help from councils to avoid sleeping rough. According to the most recent DCLG 

                                                                 
3 Crisis (2011) Homelessness: A silent killer http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/Homelessness%20-
%20a%20silent%20killer.pdf 
4 DCLG (2012) Evidence review of the costs of homelessness 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/7596/2200485.pdf 
5 St Mungo’s (2013) No More: homelessness through the eyes of recent rough sleepers  
http://www.mungos.org/press_office/1622_st-mungo-s-says-no-more-to-rising-rough-sleeping, Crisis (2014) 
Turned away, the treatment of single homeless people by local authority homelessness services in England 
http://community.crisis.org.uk/file/policy---document-upload-or-
download/MysteryShopping_ExecSummary_Final_web.pdf, Local Government Ombudsman (2011) 
Homelessness: How councils can ensure justice for single homeless people 
www.lgo.org.uk/assets/attach/1727/Focus-report-Homelessness-July-2011.pdf 

 
Homelessness legislation in England, Wales and Scotland 
 
The 1977 Homeless Persons Act, subsequently incorporated into Part VII the 1996 Housing Act, 
places a duty (often referred to as the ‘main homelessness duty’) on local authorities to house people 
who are homeless or are threatened by homelessness.  
 
For this duty to apply, however, applicants must have a local connection, not be found to have made 

themselves ‘intentionally’ homeless and fit with defined priority need categories. Expanded by later 

legislation, priority need categories include living with dependent children, being vulnerable due to 

old age or having to leave home due to violence or harassment. 

Local authorities are obliged to provide people who are not found to be in priority need with advice 
and assistance. Guidance states that advice and assistance should be current, accurate and 
appropriate to the individual’s circumstances. However, in reality this advice and assistance is often 
very limited.5 
 
In 2012 priority need was abolished in Scotland, meaning that the main homelessness duty applied 
to many more people. The Housing (Wales) Act 2014, while maintaining the main homelessness 
duty, introduced substantive prevention and relief duties that are not limited to those who are in 
priority need or unintentionally homeless. 

 

http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/Homelessness%20-%20a%20silent%20killer.pdf
http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/Homelessness%20-%20a%20silent%20killer.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/7596/2200485.pdf
http://community.crisis.org.uk/file/policy---document-upload-or-download/MysteryShopping_ExecSummary_Final_web.pdf
http://community.crisis.org.uk/file/policy---document-upload-or-download/MysteryShopping_ExecSummary_Final_web.pdf
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statistics, fewer than half of people applying for help from councils under the current homelessness 

legislation were considered to be in priority need and unintentionally homeless.6  

The percentage of people sleeping rough for the first time in London who have asked a local authority 

for help and still ended up on the streets is increasing. In 2014/15, 40 per cent of people sleeping rough 

for the first time in the capital who were helped by St Mungo’s No Second Night Out service had sought 

help for homelessness from (their?) council in the previous 12 months.7 

Once they have started sleeping rough, some people do eventually access housing support from local 

authority commissioned street outreach teams, several of which are provided by St Mungo’s. In many 

areas these teams do not operate at all, or only have enough resources to work with a fraction of the 

total number of people on the streets. 

St Mungo’s believes that it is unacceptable that so many people are left to sleep rough. Intervening 

earlier would prevent individual suffering as well as costs to public services. 

 

 

Help change the law to put homelessness prevention first  

St Mungo’s is calling on the government to take forward changes proposed as part of an independent 

review of the current homelessness legislation in England. St Mungo’s took part in the review which 

                                                                 
6 DCLG Homelessness statistics, Table 784(a) Local authorities' action under the homelessness provisions of the 
1985 and 1996 Housing Acts (Quarterly) https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/homelessness-statistics 
7 St Mungo’s (forthcoming) NSNO: The long view  

Case study – Mary  

Mary is 48 and last had a home in the south of England. She is especially at risk of harm when 

sleeping rough as she has a serious health condition and is traumatised after experiencing long 

term domestic abuse.   

Mary became homeless in January 2016. She asked the council for help, but was sent away and 

had no option but to sleep rough and sofa surf. The council told her to gather medical evidence 

to support her claim that she was vulnerable because of her health conditions.   

Her GP refused to give her the medical evidence she needed, claiming that the council should 

have requested it through directly contacting the practice.  

St Mungo’s street outreach services started working with Mary when we found her rough sleeping 

in May. She was visibly in pain from a health condition, her health and mobility has deteriorated 

in the five months since she first asked for help. 

St Mungo’s got in touch with the council and argued that Mary should be offered interim 

accommodation while we support her application for support under the current homelessness 

legislation. The council refused to offer Mary accommodation.  

Mary continued sleeping rough. Her GP eventually printed her medical records, but there is a 

gap in them from 2012 which means that they are not being accepted as evidence by the 

council.  Mary re-registered with a homeless GP practice who supplied a supporting letter. This 

letter was refused by the council. They will not accept any evidence from the GP until she has 

been registered with them for six months.  

Mary feels her application is not being taken seriously by the council and feels dehumanised by 

her experience of trying to get help. She has now been housed by St Mungo’s in temporary 

accommodation without any help from the council. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/homelessness-statistics
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was convened by Crisis.8 The expert panel also included representatives from other charities, local 

authorities, academics and legal experts.  

Many of the legislative changes we are calling for draw on the Welsh Government’s 2014 Housing Act. 

Early evidence suggests that these changes have led to a reduction in homelessness and will generate 

significant savings for the public sector in Wales.9 The most significant changes that we are calling for 

are set out below. 

A stronger advice and information duty - Effective early intervention can stop individuals from 

suffering the trauma of homelessness and rough sleeping. Legislation should much more clearly set 

out the types of housing advice and information local authorities provide to people before they become 

homeless or are threatened with homelessness. Services that deliver this should be designed to be 

able to meet the needs of people who are at particular risk of homelessness through working with local 

public and voluntary organisations. 

A new homelessness prevention duty for all eligible households - This new duty should be owed 

to all eligible households who are threatened with homelessness, regardless of priority need and 

intentionality. Local authorities would have to demonstrate that they are taking reasonable steps to 

prevent homelessness. Examples of these steps, including mediation with landlords, support in 

managing debt or an offer of alternative accommodation would be included in the legislation. 

 

Local authorities would also be empowered to intervene much earlier, for example almost as soon as 

an eviction notice is served. People would be considered as ‘threatened with homelessness’ if they are 

at risk of losing their accommodation within 56 days, rather than within 28 days, as is currently the case. 

This means people will not have to wait until the very last moment before getting help, making it more 

likely that a small amount of help enables individuals and families to avoid the trauma of homelessness. 

A relief duty for all eligible people who have a local connection - If a local authority is unable to 

prevent an applicant’s homelessness, they should have a duty to take reasonable steps to help secure 

accommodation regardless of intentionality and priority need. They could help to secure 

accommodation in a number of ways, including offering accommodation in social housing, providing a 

loan, advice or arranging a tenancy in the private rented sector. 

The relief duty should last for a period of 56 days. When the relief duty has ended, an applicant would 

be assessed to see if they were eligible for the main homelessness duty. People who are unintentionally 

homeless and in the priority need groups set out in current legislation would continue to be offered 

settled accommodation. 

This relief duty and the above prevention duty would only apply if applicants cooperated with local 

authorities’ efforts to help them to secure accommodation.  

Emergency accommodation for people with have nowhere safe to stay - St Mungo’s believes that 

no one should have to sleep rough. People who are homeless and have nowhere safe to stay, for 

example people who have no options other than to sleep on the streets or stay in accommodation where 

they are at risk of domestic violence, should be entitled to emergency interim accommodation for 56 

days.10 Local authorities would have a duty to secure this accommodation. 

                                                                 
8 Crisis (2016) The homelessness legislation: an independent review of the legal duties owed to homeless people 
http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/The%20homelessness%20legislation,%20an%20independent%20
review%20of%20the%20legal%20duties%20owed%20to%20homeless%20people.pdf 
9 Crisis (2016) No One Turned Away: Changing the law to prevent and tackle homelessness 
http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/No%20One%20Turned%20Away%20-
%20Full%20Report%201.pdf 
10 St Mungo’s believes that people should be entitled to emergency accommodation for 56 days, the expert panel 
recommended that people should be entitled to emergency accommodation for 28 days. 

http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/The%20homelessness%20legislation,%20an%20independent%20review%20of%20the%20legal%20duties%20owed%20to%20homeless%20people.pdf
http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/The%20homelessness%20legislation,%20an%20independent%20review%20of%20the%20legal%20duties%20owed%20to%20homeless%20people.pdf
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Under current homelessness legislation people who do not fit into priority need categories often do not 

receive any meaningful support from their council. When they ask for help they are often turned away 

to sleep on the streets, which is dangerous and can be costly for the tax payer. 

“I was actually really appalled at how bad the council was. I was expecting them to help you but it just 
doesn’t work. It’s horrible, it’s demoralising, you already feel like less of a person.” 

St Mungo’s Client who slept rough after asking 
a local authority for help11 

 

We need your help. Please support our draft Bill.  

The government has stated that they will consider changing legislation in order to better tackle 

homelessness, but have not included any homelessness legislation in their programme for 2016/17. 

St Mungo’s and other homelessness charities believe that we cannot wait for any legislation that 

government may introduce while so many people are suffering on our streets. The independent expert 

panel has produced a draft Bill with a series of amendments to the Housing Act 1996 that would secure 

the legislative changes set out above.12 Most these changes are similar to changes that have been 

implemented in Wales.  

We are asking MPs selected in the Ballot to take this draft legislation forward as a 

Private Members’ Bill. We are asking MPs not drawn in the Ballot to encourage their 

colleagues whose names were drawn to put our Bill forward. 

If you would like more information, have any questions or would like to discuss how you could 

help support our work in this area please contact: 

 
Dan Dumoulin 

Senior Policy & Research Officer 

daniel.dumoulin@mungos.org  

0203 856 6167  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                 
11 St Mungo’s (2013) No More: homelessness through the eyes of recent rough sleepers  

http://www.mungos.org/press_office/1622_st-mungo-s-says-no-more-to-rising-rough-sleeping 
12 Crisis (2016) The homelessness legislation: an independent review of the legal duties owed to homeless 
people 
http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/The%20homelessness%20legislation,%20an%20independent%20
review%20of%20the%20legal%20duties%20owed%20to%20homeless%20people.pdf 

mailto:daniel.dumoulin@mungos.org
http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/The%20homelessness%20legislation,%20an%20independent%20review%20of%20the%20legal%20duties%20owed%20to%20homeless%20people.pdf
http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/The%20homelessness%20legislation,%20an%20independent%20review%20of%20the%20legal%20duties%20owed%20to%20homeless%20people.pdf

