Devizes Rough Sleepers Meeting 

1st March 2016 








Devizes Town Hall

Background 
This meeting was jointly convened by the Town Council and St. Andrew’s Church. Those sleeping rough in Belvedere Wood face eviction on account of the Council wanting to take over the lease from the Merchant Venturers and turn the land into a recreational area. 

Accommodation therefore needs to be found for the rough sleepers. Over the last few years they have lost their social housing tenancies for various reasons and, it seems they have few options now left to them. The intention was that the meeting explore those options and consider new possibilities. 
Attendance 
Forty of the sixty people who came had booked in advance; the others came in response to recent Gazette & Herald articles. People were classified under five headings. Each person’s badge had their first name and a coloured dot to show who they represented: 
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Debate on rough
sleepers in woods

A DESPERATE mother told a
public meeting on homelessness
in Devizes that her son would
have no choice but to return to
a camp in the woods when he is
released from prison next week.

Scores of people gathered in
Devizes Town Hall on Tuesday
to discuss issues raised by a deci-
sion to clear rough sleepers from
Belvedere Wood near Quakers
Walk.

Councillors, charity workers,
police and rough sleepers them-
selves met to try and find a so-
lution to how those who camp
among the trees can be helped to
find a better place to sleep.

The mother said her son could
not return to her home for family
reasons. She said: “He will come
back to Devizes and go straight
back to the camp as he has no-
where else to go. He wants to

By Joanne Moore
jmoore{S@gageﬁeangherqld.po.uk

come to Devizes as that is where
his family is.”

She said he would be given £40
to live on but would have to wait
weeks before he could receive
benefits.

Another rough sleeper told
how she had been living in the
woods for years. She said: “I got
in with the wrong people when
I was young and fell out with
my mum. Back then I probably
didn’t want to be helped, but now
all T want to do is to find some-
where to live.”

The meeting, chaired by John
Saunders from St Andrew’s
Church with the help of Devizes
Town Council, posed questions
about why people found them-
selves living rough and what

could be.done to help them. Wilt-
shire councillor Anna Cuthbert
said: “Several people who are
currently sleeping out in the
open were there too so we were
able to hear first hand of some of
the issues that led to them being
homeless.”

She said that Wiltshire coun-
cillor Jonathon Seed had visited
the woods and was putting in
place an advice service for the
homeless. At the meeting people
said cuts by Wiltshire Council
and the Government have led to
fewer agencies being available to
offer support and advice to peo-
ple in a housing crisis.

Devizes Council is to lease Bel-
vedere Woods from the Merchant
Venturers to turn it into a beauty
spot. A working party is now to
look at the ideas put forward at
Tuesday’s meeting.



Rough Sleepers (6), 
Wiltshire and Devizes Councillors and Council staff (13), 
Support Agencies (7), 
Volunteers with Opendoor and St.Andrew’s Church (7), 
Local people (27). 
Mixed groups sat around eight tables.   

Welcome and facilitation

The mayor, Roger Giruad Saunders, both welcomed everyone at the beginning and then summed things up at the end. John Saunders of St. Andrew’s Church facilitated the session. 
Questions and answers 
The eight groups considered each of the following in turn and in the case of topics 1 and 3 they also agreed which were the most significant two or three points they had come up with. 
1. List reasons why people are sleeping rough 

2. List the support that is currently available for Devizes rough sleepers

3. List what might be some of the main gaps or weaknesses in support

4. List steps that could be taken to plug one gap

The results of the group conversations are recorded on the pages that follow. 

Next steps 
1. At Councillor Anna Cuthbert’s invitation. about seven rough sleepers went around to the Snuff Street Council Offices the following morning to see what each could be offered. 
2. Two agency staff and one local person took up the offer of joining the St. Andrew’s Church working party on Homelessness. This will explore ways of implementing some of the suggestions made so that no one in Devizes need be without shelter. 
	
	Table topic 1 
	Why people are sleeping rough 



	
	Top reasons


	Other reasons

	
	
	

	A. 
	1. Government housing policy 

2. Drug and alcohol problems 

3. Ex-prisoners 
	· No (self-referring) local hostels 

· Hostels don’t take dogs 

· Loss of benefits 

· Poor mental and physical health 

· Loss of partner and job 

· Family breakdown 

· Ex-services 

· Poverty 

· Lack of training and skills 

· Confused by modern life 



	
	
	

	B. 
	1. Relationship break up 

2. Mental health issues 

3. Cannot cope outside an institution
	· Lack of support 

· Addiction 

· Failed asylum

· Ex-offenders 

· Escaping abuse 

· Unemployment

· End of Care 

· Loss of home 

· Eviction

· Out of choice 

· Kicked out of home 

· Abandoned by society 



	
	
	

	C. 
	1. Lack of Night Shelter 

2. Rent arrears – no one to advocate or mentor them through the bureaucratic/ statutory maze

3. Mental health, drugs and alcohol 


	· Loss of support network when moved out of Devizes

· Hostels inappropriate (drink. drugs etc. and physical design) 

· The ‘local connection’ requirement is Wiltshire –wide not town specific

· People are vulnerable in their social and physical environment 

· People don’t fit into inflexible systems 

· Stereotyping 

· Private landlords don’t accept DSS tenants, yet this is the ‘solution’ offered by the Council, instead of encouraging the social housing route 

· Housing Options Advisors over rule professionals (eg psychiatrists) 

· Housing Benefit 



	
	
	

	D. 
	1. Mental health issues 

2. Lack of affordable property 

3. Eviction
	· Financial pressure; ie lack of money 

· Young people being told to leave by their families

· Drug and alcohol dependency

· Being offered accommodation far from home, so they refuse it 



	
	
	

	E.
	1. Drug and alcohol issues

2. Mental health issues 

3. Lack of suitable accommodation
	· Debt / bad credit 

· Marital / Family breakdown 

· Anti-social behaviour 

· 2 year rule for supported accommodation

· Money / Financial management 

· Unemployment 

· Eviction from family home 

· Post prison

· Ex military  PTSD

· Some want to sleep rough 



	
	
	

	F. 
	1. Difficulty funding accommodation

2. Relationship breakdown

3. Addictions 


	· Unemployment

· Society’s complexity on leaving armed services 



	
	
	

	G. 
	1. Drug and alcohol issues

2. Mental health issues PTSD

3. Financial problems / benefit delays / issues 
	· Job loss

· Relationship breakdown

· Prison release 

· No recourse to funds due to immigration status – not eligible



	
	
	

	
	
	

	H. 
	1. No family or friendship support 

2. Can’t get suitable accommodation in Devizes 

3. Personal Debt 


	· Addiction

· Eviction

· No local connections 

· Lack of jobs 

· Out of choice 




	Table topic 2 
	Support currently available for Devizes rough sleepers 


	
	

	A.
	The Orchard: Alabere accommodation for up to 7 young people 17+ 

Ruth House : Alabere accommodation for up to 5 ex-offenders  Aster 3 houses: Aster Housing for young people (Marlborough, Pewsey, Devizes

Springer’s House: Sanctuary Supported Living with 8 places 
Food Bank

Citizen’s Advice Bureau (CAB)

Everyone of the above must be referred by the Council Housing Options team – no self-referrals 


	
	

	B.
	Opendoor: Drop In service – 3 hot meals (5hrs a week)

Turning Point: Needle exchange (2hrs a week) 

Food Bank

CAB - 3 days a week

Council Offices in Snuff Street

Ruth House: Alabare accommodation – Abstinent 
Springer’s Hostel 


	
	

	 C.
	Opendoor - Drop in 
Turning Point 

Friends/ Family 

Food Bank


	
	

	D.
	Food Bank 

Open coffee morning : St. Andrew’s Church 

Women’s Refuge

CAB

Opendoor - Showers, food, advice, 3 days a week
Halfway housing - Short-term, supported 


	
	

	E.
	Turning Point

Opendoor

Churches 

Food Bank

Probation Service 

GPs counselling 


	
	

	F.
	Opendoor - at St. John’s, 3 meals a week, showers, clothes washing facilities

Food Bank – at St. Andrew’s Church, etc 
Crown Centre

24hr Helpline: Roughsleeperhelp.co.uk - 0800 91777 65 – access to emergency accommodation working with Swindon, Bath & E. Somerset, Somerset and Wiltshire 

CAB - Sign posting 

Aster Housing
Wiltshire Council in Snuff Street

Military Charities - Including Help for Heroes, SSAFA and ABF


	
	

	G.
	Opendoor

Food Bank   Not immediately available
Bins to scavenge food 
Council Offices 

CAB

Job Centre 



	
	

	H.
	Homes 4 Wiltshire - Council Housing Register 

Opendoor - Drop In Centre at St. John’s 

Food Bank

Citizen’s Advice

Wiltshire Council office - Snuff Street – Housing Options 

Turning Point – EDAS, Needle exchanges

Chemists 

Specialist Bond Scheme

DWP

Probation Service Bond

Council Bond Scheme 



	
	Table topic 3 
	Some of the main gaps and weaknesses in support


	
	Main gaps


	Other gaps

	
	
	

	A. 
	1. Lack of suitable supported accommodation
2. Stuff to do in the daytime 
	· Ex-offenders support 

· Drug rehabilitation support 

· Transport to services 

· Medical support, doctors, etc. 

· Suitable employment 



	
	
	

	B. 
	1. Part-time nature of support agencies 

2. Lack of suitable accommodation 


	· Co-ordination between agencies 

· Funding 

· Failure to use available buildings 

· Personel with expertise 

· Inflexible bureaucracy 

· Lack of visible information 

· Lack of central hub to provide information 



	
	
	

	C.
	1. Lack of affordable single person accommodation

2. Lack of outreach – supporting people where they are, providing casework and advocacy
	· Health needs are not being addressed 

· On-line access only – confidence and support needed to navigate through 

· Limited opening hours 

· Transportation links 

· Lack of landlords who will take housing benefit

· Lack of direct access hostels 

· Lack of private rented sector – is home ownership high? 

· Lack of low cost, affordable housing 

· Deposit 



	
	
	

	D.
	1. No 24hr cover – very much part-time opening 

2. Complex benefits system 


	· Lack of advertising of help available 

· Cuts by central government have led to drastic cuts by local authority

· Lack of day time activities 

· Lack of outreach 

· Job Centre workers being put under pressure to sanction claimants 

· Rough Sleepers lost faith in the system 

· Online, monthly, one person, direct payments difficult to access 



	
	
	

	E.
	1. No walk-in shelter 

2. Lack of resources due to cuts 


	· No Housing Office in Devizes 

· Lack of continuity in workers 

· Landlords won’t take those on benefits 



	
	
	

	F.
	1. Patchy, intermittent support available 

2. Accommodation not fit for purpose


	· No hostels, 

· No shower blocks

· Empty properties - do people want to be involved in solutions? 

· Lack of volunteers 

· Lack of funding 



	
	
	

	
	
	

	G.
	1. Very negative attitudes to those with criminal records

2. Pre-eviction support for tenants (C4) was cut in 2015 

3. Disconnect between social and mental health services 


	· Part-time services 

· Disjointed services 

· No overnight accommodation 

· No preventative services 

· No outreach 

· Mental vulnerability

· Lack of drug support 



	
	
	

	H.
	1. No homeless shelters in Devizes
	· Cycle of ex-offenders – life/style – re-offending 

· Complex Benefit System

· Lack of joined up access 

· No all day Drop In 

· Lack of resources 

· Lack of single person, low cost accommodation



	
	
	


	Table topic 4 
	Steps that could be taken to plug the gaps 


	
	

	Gap or weakness 


	Have a Walk-in shelter 

	A.
	· Use empty buildings, eg. St. Peter’s School
· Campaign to raise funds for the Shelter 

· Volunteers to run it 

· Activities, eg skills training during the day 

· Agencies there for support 



	
	

	Gap or weakness 


	Have a Drop In Shelter  

	B.
	· Find a suitable location – 20 + beds ? (Anzac House?)

· Access funding – Charity 

· Agree management needs/ resources 

· Manage public perception

· Coordinate efforts 

· Organise support networks (Drugs, Alcohol, Finance, Housing, Health) 

· Establish rules 



	
	

	Gap or weakness 


	Encourage community self-help and sense of worth   

	C.
	· Rough sleepers working alongside others to create a solution

· Seek partnership working 

· Set up a charity

· Find funding 

· Find property  (suitable for renovation) 
· Research best practice (eg Bristol Together)
· Involve local firms 



	
	

	Gap or weakness 


	Set up Volunteer supported Outreach   

	D.
	· Find local and national evidence of where this works

· Provide advocacy, casework, independent support 

· “No second night out” policy (needs implementing more rigorously) 

· Single Service offer (a one stop shop approach) 

· Identify and address each barrier faced by an individual seeking to get accommodation 



	
	

	Gap or weakness 


	Break the Prison – Drugs – Homelessness – Crime syndrome

	E.
	· Provide a half-way house

· Engage with probation officers (too few, not readily available locally) 

· Provide structure / routine (to keep ex-offenders off drugs) 

· Help bolster a sense of purpose / employment/ dignity 
· Temporary solutions: 

Anzac House – why not use it?

St. Peter’s School,  

Hare & Hounds 

Aster and Wiltshire Council – unwanted housing stock?



	
	

	Gap or weakness 


	Have Overnight accommodation available 


	F.
	· T / A ? local to Devizes 

· Move- on ? 

· Local Housing Association

· Private sector benefactor

· Support worker 

· Hard-to-lets 

· Funded through Housing Benefits 

· Building regulations 

· Anzac House 



	
	

	Gap or weakness 


	Set up Daytime Activities 

	G.
	Monthly Pass to Leisure Centre 
Sport, Films, Music

Community Farm 

Getting sorted beforehand 

A Day Centre developed from community partnerships 

Funding 



	
	

	
	

	Gap or weakness 


	Make better use of Registered Social Landlords (RSLs)   

	H.
	Arrange multiple lets for single people 
Allow single people to sub let to others 

Provide feedback to policy makers, MPs, JCP, DWP. 


Closing Comments
At the end of the meeting people had a chance to say what they felt strongly about: 
· There are empty buildings in Devizes that could be used. 

· We all need a base to run our lives from. 

· There needs to be a regular local surgery for housing needs and other issues. 

· Some ex-offenders need help preparing to cope in today’s society and some need ongoing support once they have a place to live.

· Rough sleepers must be involved in every step of any project that intends to meet their needs. 
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