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The Policy Lab featured the presentation of a study on the current state of homelessness in the EU, which was 

recently carried out by the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC). Acknowledging that homelessness 

is increasing all over Europe, related Belgian and international projects were presented in workshops organised 

around three themes: Housing First, collective housing and youth homelessness.

Examples from Belgian, Dutch, French and Scottish cities and NGOs were shared, outlining lessons learned and 

fostering rich discussions among participants. These will be taken forward by the Belgian authorities as they 

continue developing public policies to prevent and fight homelessness. The Policy Lab shed light on the necessity 

of adopting an integrated approach to tackle this complex issue, through multilevel and cooperative governance 

focusing on improving the lives of homeless people.

Introduction

The Policy Lab was introduced by Meryame Kitir, Minister of Major  
Cities Policy, and Karine Lalieux, Minister for Social Integration and the Fight 
against Poverty. With this, the event exemplifies the Belgian  
interministerial cooperation on the complex topic of homelessness.

Meryame Kitir
Minister of Major Cities Policy

Social inequality has increased during the pandemic, 

and homelessness is also on the rise. Acknowledg-

ing the Housing First principle – emphasising the 

importance of providing a safe living space, but also 

tailor-made supervision and guidance – the Belgian 

government prioritises Housing First programmes 

focusing on combating youth homelessness. The 

fact that, in Belgium, 18- to 25-year-olds represent 

almost 20% of the total group of homeless people, is 

an inconvenient truth that must not be ignored. These 

exceptional times require exceptional measures to 

support homeless people. The Policy Lab provides a 

unique chance to look beyond Belgian approaches and 

be inspired by what is happening elsewhere. 

Karine Lalieux
Minister for Social Integration and 
the Fight against Poverty

With the support of initiatives from the King Baudouin 

Foundation, along with local governments and associ-

ations, data showing a tremendous increase in home-

lessness have been collected across various Belgian cit-

ies. It shows that not only are homelessness numbers 

rising, but also that the group of homeless people is di-

versifying – comprising more women, families, youth, 

and people with a migration background. A multi-level, 

integrated approach is key for developing successful 

policies, which should combine homelessness preven-

tion, access to housing and social support. By consoli-

dating interministerial and multi-level cooperation in 

Belgium, this Policy Lab marks an important step in the 

fight against homelessness.

Open the Policy Lab Website Watch the Policy Lab
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Homelessness in Europe

Sjoerdje van Heerden, Joint Research Centre, European Commission

With her keynote, Sjoerdje van Heerden introduced the state of play of homelessness in Eu-

rope by sharing preliminary results of the Joint Research Centre’s (JRC) study ‘Homelessness 

in EU urban areas, before and after the pandemic’, to be published in early 2022. The JRC is 

the European Commission’s in-house knowledge and support service, striving to provide evi-

dence-based support for EU policies.

people and children, migrants, Roma and other disad-

vantaged minorities, women and families.

Methodological challenges
The study of homelessness in Europe faces the ba-

sic methodological challenge of different definitions 

being used and different data collection methods being 

applied.

The so-called ETHOS light2 definition has been pro-

posed by FEANTSA to obtain harmonised statistical 

data on homelessness. It categorises homeless people 

not only as the ‘people living rough’, but also people in 

emergency accommodation, other accommodation like 

temporary shelters, health or youth care institutions 

or prisons, non-conventional dwellings, and family or 

friends’ homes. 

Despite this common definition being widely known 

and used Europe-wide, its practical take-up could be 

improved: there are considerable variations in data 

collection methods, especially in smaller urban areas.  

JRC survey design and results
In spring and summer of 2020, the JRC conducted a 

survey among European municipalities, supported by 

State of play of homelessess in Europe
Homelessness levels have risen in most parts of Europe 

during the last decade. Finland is the only country 

with decreasing homelessness numbers. According 

to FEANTSA1 data, approximately 700.000 people 

are sleeping on the streets or in shelters on any given 

night. The financial crisis, dating back to 2008-2009, 

seems to have aggravated the situation. 

• Almost 20% of the 225 million households in the 

EU qualify as ‘extremely overburdened’ by housing 

costs because they spend more than 60% of their 

disposable income on housing. 

• No less than 10% of households are ‘regularly 

overburdened’ by housing costs, i.e. spending more 

than 40% of their disposable income on housing.  

• More than 37 million (16.7%) households live in 

overcrowded conditions.

• More than 15 million (7%) households have diffi-

culty in maintaining an adequate room tempera-

ture.

• More than 29 million (13.1%) households live in 

damp conditions. 

The profiles of homeless people have changed over 

time and now include an increased number of young 

1  FEANTSA is the European Federation of National Organisations Working with the Homeless, the only European NGO focusing exclusively on  
    the fight against homelessness. More at: https://www.feantsa.org/en/about-us/what-is-feantsa 
2 Find more information on the ETHOS light definition here:  
    https://www.feantsa.org/download/fea-002-18-update-ethos-light-0032417441788687419154.pdf 5
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FEANTSA and Eurocities. 

The study aims to get a better understanding of home-

lessness in Europe, data collection & policies, develop-

ments during the COVID-19 pandemic, and potential 

policy implications.

The 131 respondent cities represent a wide variety of 

municipalities, coming from 16 EU Member States and 

ranging from wide metropolitan areas to towns with 

less than 5.000 inhabitants.

The preliminary findings3 of the survey include the 

following:

• 87% of the respondents define homeless persons 

as a variation of the idea of persons ‘without a 

fixed residence’, while only 9% (mainly larger cit-

ies) confirm using the ETHOS light definition.

• The larger a city is, the higher its share of homeless 

people. This clear positive correlation also entails 

that zero homelessness is only found in small mu-

nicipalities. 

• The primary causes leading to homelessness are 

often interlinked and include: (1) Mental problems 

and/or addiction; (2) Loss in/of income; and (3) 

Family circumstances, such as divorce. 

• Most inquired cities report an increase in home-

lessness over the last 10 years, mostly linked to a 

higher poverty incidence, the lack of affordable 

housing, and changes in administration/gov-

ernment. On the other hand, the cities observing 

a decrease in homelessness mention changes in 

policy, increases in affordable housing, low poverty 

incidence, and changes in funding systems as main 

contributions to this amelioration.

• In the surveyed cities, more than 82% of home-

lessness are men and almost 75% are country 

nationals. Most cities, however, report an upward 

trend towards more youth, more women, and more 

refugees among the homeless population.  

Policies and Housing First
To tackle homelessness, European cities implement 

diverse policies. About 50% of the surveyed cities has 

a specific homelessness strategy, most of which are 

embedded in a regional or national strategy. This also 

means that about half of the surveyed cities has no 

specific strategy in place to fight homelessness. Almost 

27% has implemented a Housing First policy. 

Homelessness has a strong link with housing afforda-

bility/accessibility. In this regard, 38% of the cities in-

dicate that homeless people can access social or public 

housing, while 69% mention that priority access routes 

to housing for homeless people exist. 

The pandemic and beyond
Most cities indicate that homelessness numbers have 

remained stable during the pandemic, but that an in-

crease is expected after the cease of emergency support 

measures and when evictions will become more fre-

quent. Other pandemic-related findings are: homeless 

people being sheltered in houses of relatives, ineligibil-

ity for many people to get tested due to lack of regis-

tration, difficulty in complying with isolation orders, 

and an increase in young homeless women - likely due 

to an increase in domestic violence. 

The pandemic also brought about certain sustaina-

ble effects such as the 24-hours opening of reception 

facilities; providing security and privacy distancing; 

the development of autonomous housing projects; the 

activation of a single access and orientation centre 

in the city; and strengthening integrated work with 

health services.

37% of surveyed cities state that their pandemic recov-

ery plan includes the issues of housing precarious and 

homelessness.

3 The full publication is expected to be released early 2022, thus the results presented here are preliminary.
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Main lessons learned for cities
Many cities stress that the assistance to home-

less people must account for the diversity of 

the group in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, 

and background. It is also important to hold the 

private sector to account by regulated rents and 

binding conditions when public funding is ad-

dressed. Policies tackling homelessness require 

an integrated intervention with a monitoring 

model that builds a coalition between all part-

ners. Moreover, a person-oriented approach 

should be adopted, managing every case of a 

homeless person individually, through a case 

manager model. In this way, the homeless per-

son is more likely to feel involved in their own 

change process towards improving their living 

conditions. 

EU policy and initiatives 
EU Member States have the primary responsibility and 

competence to address homelessness. This notwith-

standing, the European Commission is stimulating 

Member States to adopt long-term, housing-led, inte-

grated strategies at national, regional and local level, 

and to introduce efficient policies to prevent evictions.

Funding policies and research 

The European Structural and Investment Funds are an 

important tool in the fight against homelessness. Dur-

ing the 2021-2027 programming period, each Member 

State has to invest at least 25% of its European Social 

Fund+ (ESF+) resources in social inclusion, allowing 

the launch of strategic political reforms to eliminate 

homelessness. The European Commission’s Structural 

Reform Support Fund, on the other hand, encourages 

Member States to finance larger-scale homelessness 

reduction policies through housing. Research, transna-

tional learning and mutual exchanges are also funded 

via the EU Programme for Employment and Social 

Innovation (EaSI).

Children and youth 

The fight against material deprivation4 is includ-

ed under ESF+ and must represent at least 3% of the 

resources invested by Member States. A part of the fund 

is earmarked for the fight against child poverty. The 

Member States whose rate of children at risk of poverty 

or social exclusion is higher than 23.4% (the EU aver-

age for 2017-2019) are required to invest a minimum 

of 5% of their ESF+ resources on promoting equitable 

access for children to free healthcare, decent housing, 

and adequate nutrition. 

Housing renovation

Sustainable and accessible housing for all is key in 

preventing homelessness. As part of the COVID-19 re-

covery plan, the Commission intends to provide further 

support to the renovation of buildings in Europe. The 

2021-2027 Multiannual Financial Framework and the 

recovery instrument NextGenerationEU provide op-

portunity to set off the ‘Renovation Wave’. Moreover, 

the New European Bauhaus movement aims to foster 

innovative solutions to sustainable and accessible 

housing for all. 

European platform to combat homelessness

Launched in 2021 with the ‘Lisbon Declaration on the 

European Platform on Combatting Homelessness’5, 

this platform brings together European institutions, 

national governments and civil society that have com-

mitted to working together towards combatting home-

lessness in the EU. A deliverable of the European Pillar 

of Social Rights Action Plan, the platform aims to foster 

dialogue, facilitate mutual learning, improve evidence 

and monitoring, and strengthen cooperation. 

4 Material deprivation refers to the inability for individuals or households to afford those consumption goods and activities that are typical in 
a society at a given point in time, irrespective of people’s preferences with respect to these items. – Definition Source OECD, 2007, Society at a 
Glance: OECD Social Indicators, 2006 edition, OECD, Paris.
5 https://www.2021portugal.eu/en/news/lisbon-declaration-on-the-european-platform-on-combatting-homelessness/ 7
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Housing First

The experience of Marseille 
Presented by Rafaele Boulodine

In 2010, a national strategy was developed in France to 

provide homeless people with priority access routes to 

housing. One of the programmes within this framework 

is un chez-soi d’abord. This programme provides direct 

access to housing to people with severe psychological 

problems, and it is built on two pillars:

• Housing First, based on eight established princi-

ples6 and financed by social cohesion and housing 

funds, 

• Intensive guidance for homeless people during 

their reintegration process in the community, 

financed by health funds.

The first experimental project was realised in an 

abandoned hotel to provide housing and psychological 

support. This pilot caught the attention of the French 

government that commissioned a study on the state 

of play of homeless people affected by mental health 

problems. As a result, the chez-soi d’abord project has 

been diffused throughout the country and adopted by 

32 cities. 

Another study carried out in 2012 showed that, despite 

many people were provided with autonomous housing, 

not enough managed to properly integrate into society. 

Building upon this finding and on successful experi-

ences from the United States and Canada, the Working 

First Marseille project was developed. The Working 

First methodology focuses on recovering homeless 

people through work, and on the provision of individu-

al support. Even though the jobs offered are not always 

very stable, they are useful for homeless people to gain 

work experience and to assess their ability to work.

Housing First/Working First Charleroi 
Presented by Laurent Ciaccia and Amélie 
Loisse

The Belgian Housing First experience started in 2013 

as an experiment contributing to the fight against 

homelessness. The approach proposed was rather in-

novative, complementing those already existing in the 

country, and focusing on social integration as well as 

on housing. After a positive assessment following the 

three-year experimentation phase, the programme be-

came structural in the different Belgian regions. Today, 

there are around 20 Housing First projects in Belgium. 

In Charleroi, Housing First was the starting point to 

develop the Working First project. Acknowledging 

that housing is the first step out of the vicious circle 

of homelessness, Working First uses jobs as a ‘recov-

ery vector’, contributing to the reintegration and the 

Housing First has been found to be a successful model to tackle homelessness. The premise is that the 

primary need is to obtain stable housing, and that other issues that may affect the household can and 

should be addressed afterwards. During the Policy Lab, one Working Group focused on Housing First, col-

lecting best practices from the cities of Marseille in France and Charleroi in Belgium. 

6 These are the core principles of Housing First, presented by Housing First Europe: housing is a human right, choice and control for service 
users, separation of housing and treatment, recovery orientation, harm reduction, active engagement without coercion, person-centred plan-
ning, and flexible support for as long as is required.
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well-being of the persons in need. These are supported 

and guided throughout a process which must be tai-

lor-made and flexible. 

The pandemic has underlined the fundamental role 

of social integration. Activities have been carried out 

by Working First Charleroi to avoid homeless people’s 

isolation and ensure their engagement in the commu-

nity. The difficulty in finding jobs also increased during 

the pandemic, which is why digital tools were essen-

tials to keep the supported people active, offering them 

training and other possibilities. 
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De Tussenvorziening Utrecht
Presented by David de Goede

De Tussenvorziening is a social care institution that 

supports homelessness people through, among other 

things, collective housing solutions. The starting point 

is to provide a homeless person with their own indi-

vidual home. In first instance, clients rent their apart-

ment from De Tussenvoorziening; in case this works 

flawlessly, rental contracts are closed with the hous-

ing corporation directly. At the same time, the clients 

become part of the tenants’ association, and thus form 

a community with other tenants who do not have a his-

tory of homelessness. This set-up reduces resistance 

from the neighbourhood, as tenants often look after 

each other and carry out activities together. Some of 

De Tussenvoorziening’s collective housing projects in 

Utrecht are the following:

Majella wonen is a project consisting of 70 units, 30 of 

which occupied by clients from De Tussenvoorziening. 

The special feature is that the guidance and support 

provision is stopped after three years, after which 

tenants live together as part of a ‘regular’ housing 

situation.

Green Sticht is the first ‘Welcome In My Backyard’ 

(WIMBY) project implemented in Utrecht. Rolled out 

since 2003 in diverse locations of the city, it contains 

welcoming a homeless person or a person with mental 

health problems in an owner-occupied house, making 

it easier for those people to integrate and resulting in a 

‘neighbourhood feeling’ with high social interaction. 

Lessons learned:

• The Housing First principle is essential, giving 

people their own home without too many criteria.

• A good relationship with the other residents is 

fundamental. 

• The focus should not be on what (formerly) home-

less people cannot do, but on what they can do. 

• Housing corporations are key partners with whom 

dialogue should be fostered to solve potential nui-

sances together and explore collaborations.

• Client matching is important to offer an adequate 

living environment and tailored guidance to every 

person. Structural medical and psycho-social sup-

port needs to be available for those who rely on it. 

KADANS wonen Antwerp
Presented by Yves Kempeneers

Although the right to housing has been included in the 

Belgian constitution since 1994, the current housing 

situation is preoccupying. In 2014, the Belgian govern-

ment agreed on a cooperation with municipalities to 

combat this complex problem, fostering an integrated 

approach. Moreover, in 2015, the Flemish government 

approved an action plan for poverty reduction that 

focuses on prevention and housing-oriented policy. 

In the context of homelessness, collective housing (or ‘mixed housing’, gemengd wonen, in the Dutch 

context), refers to housing projects in which ‘regular’ tenants, former homeless people, students, youth, 

people with psychological vulnerabilities, elderly people, and refugees willingly share a living space of 

some sort. During the Policy Lab, one Working Group showcased and discussed different approaches to 

collective housing, via projects in the Netherlands (Utrecht) and Belgium (Antwerp).

Collective Housing 
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In this context, KADANS wonen was created in 2017 

as a product of existing mental health providers. Its 

model is based on two pillars: ‘chain collaboration’ and 

housing. The organisation aims to holistically improve 

the living conditions of homeless people with mental 

health issues, offering housing for people who other-

wise slip through the net. 

The ‘chain collaboration’ unfolds between multiple 

partners such as mental health care providers and 

addiction experts, local welfare centres (CAW, Centrum 

Algemeen Welzijnswerk), but also the police, who hold 

bi-weekly meetings with each other. 

KADANS champions the Housing Apart Together 

principle: individual apartments that are managed 

by KADANS but form part of a collective structure. 

Housing is provided as long as – but no longer than 

– necessary. One of the success factors is the exist-

ence of joint facilities with permanent staff, providing 

guidance and support and supporting conflict man-

agement. Also, there are jointly used spaces for visitors 

and for free-time activities that serve to reach out to 

the neighbourhood. KADANS clients have the right 

to advice and to information at the regular tenants’ 

meetings.
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Rock Trust Edinburgh
Presented by Gary Neil

Rock Trust is Scotland’s youth-specific homeless-

ness charity, working with youth aged 16-25. Its aim 

is to end youth homelessness in Scotland by making 

sure that every young person has access to expert 

youth-specific services to assist them avoid, sur-

vive, and move on from homelessness. This is in line 

with the Scottish government’s commitment to end 

homelessness, which was translated into a High-Level 

Action Plan published in 2018. Despite the challenges 

related to the pandemic, great progress has been made 

in Scotland, and effective services developed. A case 

in point is the ‘staircase model’ in which people move 

from homelessness to secure tenancy stepwise, in line 

with their ‘tenancy readiness’. This model works well 

for many young people, but not for all. Responding to 

this, the Housing First for Youth programme offers a 

permanent tenancy to young people who otherwise 

may be excluded or ‘stuck’ in the staircase model, al-

lowing them to move directly from homelessness into 

a home of their choosing with a secure tenancy. It is 

guided by five principles: 

1. A right to housing with no preconditions  

Young people don’t have to demonstrate their 

‘tenancy readiness’. Neither are there any condi-

tions on sobriety or abstinence nor any other addi-

tional rules than those contained within a standard 

secure tenancy agreement. Moreover, housing and 

support are separated: housing is not withdrawn if/

when support ends and vice versa.  

2. Youth choice, youth voice and self determination 

Young people should be supported to make in-

formed choices from beginning to end, thus being 

meaningfully involved in planning, design, and 

development of Housing First Services. 

3. Positive youth development and wellness  

orientation  

The assistance provided supports a successful 

transition to independent living and stable hous-

ing, as well as a healthy transition to adulthood. To 

make this work, a positive, strengths-based, and 

trauma-informed approach is key and ensured by 

staff with expertise in youth work. 

4. Individualised, client-driven support with no 

time limits  

Building a trusting relationship takes time and 

flexibility. Assistance is provided through active 

engagement without coercion, ensuring the young 

person decides what they want support with, and 

without time limits. 

5. Social inclusion and community integration 

Opportunities for social and community engage-

ment should be provided to promote positive, 

supportive social networks as well as professional 

networks for young people.

Youth homelessness describes a situation in which young people live without a fixed residence or source 

of income, and lack  adequate access to the support networks necessary to foster a safe and nurturing 

transition into adulthood7.  Ranging from couch surfing to sleeping on the streets or in a shelter, youth 

homelessness is a fluid experience. During the Policy Lab, one Working Group focused on this topic, pre-

senting approaches from Edinburgh in Scotland and Kortrijk in Belgium. 

Youth Homelessness

7 See https://www.homelesshub.ca/solutions/priority-populations/youth 
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For the ‘Housing First Pathfinder’ in Edinburgh, Rock 

Trust adapted the learnings from a pilot carried out in 

the West Lothian council area, and replicated that pilot 

with 17 care-experienced young people. The outcomes 

of both projects were comparably positive. By way of 

a general appraisal of the Housing First approach for 

youth, several challenges remain: access to housing; 

sustainable funding; young people not being seen as 

distinct or ‘tenancy ready’; difficulty of identifying an 

‘endpoint’ for youth-specific support; and getting the 

right people (youngsters as well as staff and partners). 

On the other hand, the solutions to this are to be found 

in partnerships and agreements; local and nation-

al strategies; evidence and peer comparison; and in 

agreed processes and learning from mistakes.

Back on Track Kortrijk
Presented by Wouter Vanclooster

The Back on Track project is part of a ‘Social Impact 

Bond’ (SIB). This means that private parties fund the 

project, contracted by the government, and following 

certain criteria: a focus on prevention, an innovative 

as well as social approach, and independent moni-

toring/assessments (carried out by KU Leuven in this 

case). The generally agreed goals of the SIB programme 

include: 85% of the participating youth complete the 

track and acquire a rental contract in their own name, 

40% achieve an income higher than the living wage 

(leefloon in Dutch), and a 25% decrease in relapse 

cases.

The Back on Track programme targets youngsters 

between 17 and 25 years old, who are former detainees 

and/or homeless (after their detention) and who do 

not have a higher income than the living wage. Par-

ticipantsdo not need to fulfil any specific income or 

lifestyle criteria to be eligible, only the willingness to 

receive intensive guidance to improve their situation. 

Youngsters also need to consent to budget control as 

regards covering their rent expenses. 

Furthermore, the project is specifically based on the 

role and attitude of mentors. Mentors have an optimis-

tic and network-oriented approach and fulfil a tailored 

guiding and coaching role as they accompany their 

clients closely, without too much ‘professional dis-

tance’. With authenticity, perseverance and humour, 

they train youngsters to put things into perspective and 

empower them.  

Success indicators of the project include a close co-

operation with the Flemish Service for Employment 

and Vocational Training (VDAB, Vlaamse Dienst voor 

Arbeidsbemiddeling en Beroepsopleiding); a focus on 

the ‘lifeline’ of clients instead of paperwork; a stock of 

temporary housing units; an understanding of crim-

inogenic factors; and strong shared beliefs regarding 

dealing and working with homeless youth. 
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