
 
 
Solace Women’s Aid (Solace’s) evidence submission to APPG for 
Ending Homelessness’ inquiry into Housing First 
 
About Solace and Housing First  
 
Solace was established over 45 years ago and is one of the largest single providers of 
services for survivors of violence against women and girls (VAWG) in the UK. In 2019/20 we 
worked with 27,414 women, men and children across our services.  
 
Our services are largely delivered in and across London; and include refuge and move on 
accommodation; community-based services; therapeutic services; North London Rape 
Crisis; specialist provision for children and young people who have experienced domestic 
abuse or sexual violence; accommodation and support for survivors who have experienced 
multiple forms of disadvantage; advice lines; and bespoke training for statutory agencies, 
third sector organisations and corporations.  

Solace runs a Housing First service for women who have experienced VAWG and multiple 
forms of disadvantage including street homelessness in Islington. The project was initially 
commissioned in 2018 by ‘Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden’ in response to the gap in 
services for homeless women identified through its gender-neutral Housing First project. The 
success of the scheme led to Islington Council commissioning it as part of its wider VAWG 
strategy for another three years when the original contract ended. The service supports five 
women at any one time. 

We also work in partnership with Standing Together Against Domestic Violence and several 
housing partners to deliver the support element of a Housing First service in Westminster for 
women who have experienced VAWG and multiple forms of disadvantage. This service was 
piloted in 2019 with a team of two caseworkers supporting 11 women; it has since expanded 
to support 22 women with the addition of 3 new full-time staff. The service is commissioned 
and funded by Westminster City Council and the Ministry of Housing, Communities and 
Local Government.  
 
 
Summary and key recommendations 
 
Solace would make the following recommendations to improve and scale up the Housing 
First scheme:  
 

1. Include Housing First schemes in local, regional and national strategies to end 
homelessness and to end VAWG - Experience of domestic abuse and violence is 
near universal among street homeless women. Housing First works well for street 
homeless women when linked to VAWG services, with a strong engagement rate 
from a population that usually struggles to maintain engagement with services. 
Housing First schemes for women should be part of local, regional and national 
strategies to end homelessness and to end violence against women and girls (joined 



up). Housing First schemes for women should always include specialist support 
provided by organisations with expertise in VAWG.   
 

2. Collect better data on homeless women - Street homeless women are far less 
visible than street homeless men because they are at greater risk of violence, 
exploitation and abuse. The Government’s ongoing ‘Everyone In’ scheme should 
collect sex disaggregated data to get a more accurate picture of the real numbers of 
women sleeping rough or at risk of sleeping rough. The numbers are still likely to be 
lower than the number of men, as women are more likely to head up single families 
in temporary accommodation and turn to informal temporary accommodation like 
sofa surfing. But until they are accurately counted, we won’t know the true number.   
 

3. Ensure sustainable and long-term funding to allow ongoing support for those 
in Housing First schemes for women - Housing First schemes are premised on the 
ongoing support provided by caseworkers. There should be no limit on how long 
clients will have access to support, in recognition that people who have experienced 
street homelessness have usually experienced multiple and repeated trauma and 
need long-term continuous support to recover. Through one HF scheme each in 
Islington and Westminster we are already supporting around half of the known 
number of rough sleeping women in each borough, so while these number are 
underestimates, sustainable funding for Housing First schemes for women would 
make a significant impact on the Government’s target of ending rough sleeping for 
this cohort.  
 

4. Implement strategies which mitigate the impact perpetrators have on women in 
the Housing First scheme’s recovery - A barrier that is particular to homeless 
women’s successful engagement and long-term recovery is the steps perpetrators of 
violence and abuse often take to sabotage women’s recovery. There have been at 
least two cases of attempted murder with women we work with and the police did not 
bring charges without a victim statement. The Government should develop a national 
perpetrator strategy alongside its cross-Government VAWG strategy, with specific 
provisions for perpetrators who are homeless. Effective measures include Housing 
First schemes for women working with general Housing First and other support 
services to coordinate support provided for perpetrators and survivors of VAWG 
where both are homeless, an approach we have taken that has begun to work well 
for some of our clients.  
 

5. Build partnerships with housing associations to support the scale up of 
Housing First - Partnerships with housing associations in our Westminster scheme 
have been effective in increasing the pace and capacity of the scheme, and the role 
of caseworkers in Housing First incentivises housing providers to be partners. Any 
scaling up of Housing First schemes should be done in partnership with housing 
associations.  
 

6. Increase supply of social housing and work in partnership with private 
landlords - Of the 1.16 million households on local authorities’ housing waiting lists 
(estimated to be 500,000 higher by the National Housing Federation1), 21% are in 
London2. Given the lack of social housing supply in England, and especially London 
the Government should increase social housing supply. In the shorter-term, the 

 
1 https://www.housing.org.uk/news-and-blogs/news/the-real-social-housing-waiting-list-is-500000-more-
than-official-figures/ 
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-rents-lettings-and-tenancies 



Government should seek national or regional partnerships with private landlords and 
look into partnering with social letting agencies.  
 

7. Allow Housing First clients to qualify for legacy housing benefits - Applying for 
Universal Credit is overly bureaucratic and the five-week wait and punitive sanctions 
framework are barriers to recovery for some of the most vulnerable and traumatised 
women in the country, who can end up in rent arrears and be back on the streets 
without intensive support and advocacy with their landlords. Refuge residents and 
those in other supported housing models are able to apply for the legacy housing 
benefit. Housing First clients should qualify for the same exemptions and be given 
the right to housing benefit as opposed to Universal Credit.  
 

8. Amend the Domestic Abuse Bill to ensure those with NRPF are covered by the 
new duty in the Bill - Women with no recourse to public funds (NRPF) are ineligible 
for Housing First schemes, but are particularly vulnerable to VAWG and to having 
their immigration status exploited by abusers. The Government should accept 
amendments to the Domestic Abuse Bill to extend the duty on local authorities to 
provide safe accommodation for survivors of domestic abuse to migrant women and 
their children.   
 

9. Encourage joint working between health outreach and Housing First schemes - 
Women sleeping rough report higher rates of poor mental health than men, and live 
with the fear and reality of sexual violence and physical abuse. Health services are 
vital for meeting their mental health needs and treating their injuries, but can 
additionally play an important role identifying abuse and supporting women to 
disclose abuse and seek help. NHS trusts should work with local authorities to 
coordinate healthcare outreach support with Housing First caseworkers to locate and 
treat women sleeping rough.  
 

Lessons and evidence on the success of Housing First across the UK and the 
world 

1. What examples of best practice of Housing First services are there at a local or 
regional level in England? 

Taken together, violence against women and girls (VAWG) including domestic abuse, sexual 
violence, and so-called honour-based violence is the single biggest cause of women’s 
homelessness. A 2018 report by St Mungo’s found that 54% of their female residents had 
experienced violence or abuse from a partner or family members and 33% said domestic 
abuse contributed to them becoming homeless3. Women’s experience of sleeping rough 
often includes sexual abuse, exploitation, violence and stigmatisation. A 2018 evidence 
review by the University of York reported that ‘experience of domestic violence and abuse is 
near-universal among women who become homeless’3.  

Snapshot data on street homelessness estimates women make up around 15% of the street 
homeless population in England4 but this is likely to be a significant underestimate. Women 
are known to be undercounted in snapshot data because they tend to be less visible than 

 
3 https://www.mungos.org/app/uploads/2018/10/Women-and-Rough-Sleeping-Report-2018-Summary.pdf 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-homelessness 



street homeless men as they are more vulnerable to violence and abuse on the streets, and 
so intentionally stay out of sight – particularly at night when homeless counts take place5.  

Our Housing First Islington project was the first in the country to directly support street 
homeless women with support from a VAWG perspective designed into the service, and we 
built on our experience in Islington through the Housing First partnership project in 
Westminster. Our support workers take a trauma-informed approach to the work they do with 
women who have experienced VAWG, and an understanding of the impact that perpetrators 
have – and often continue to have – on their lives. They also offer practical support for 
women, supporting them to apply for benefits and set up bank accounts. Survivors of VAWG 
have often been subjected to economic abuse and may not have had their own bank 
account or access to their own finances.  

2. What evidence is there to demonstrate the positive impact of Housing First on 
ending a person’s homelessness in the long-term? What groups has it been 
shown to work for and what further changes are needed for it to work for other 
groups? 

During its pilot year, nine of the eleven women we worked with in Westminster were offered 
their own tenancies, and eight have been able to maintain them.  All of these women had 
been rough sleeping for many years and most had had some engagement with supported 
housing in the past but been unable to maintain it. While they were known to have 
experienced VAWG the women had not necessarily disclosed their experiences before, or 
even acknowledged to themselves that they had been abused.  Ten of the eleven women in 
the Westminster pilot made disclosures of VAWG to their Housing First support worker that 
they had never talked about before. These women would most likely be turned away from 
domestic abuse refuges because their needs are higher than can be accommodated in a 
refuge where women and their families share supported accommodation. Most standard 
refuges are unable to accept women with substance misuse or complex mental health 
needs, for example.  

The Islington pilot worked with five women identified by the Islington Multi-Agency Risk 
Assessment Conference (MARAC) as repeat, high risk women who did not engage with 
other services. Unfortunately one of the women identified did not engage fully with the 
project and was referred to an alternative support service. However, the four women who did 
engage accessed and maintained safe, secure independent accommodation (three council 
properties, one housing association property). All women engaged consistently with the 
specialist worker around their substance misuse, mental health, and physical health needs. 
All women were supported to claim benefits, and all were supported with connecting with 
family or community inclusion. Three out of four women over time felt able to exit abusive 
relationships. Two women reported abuse to the police and one woman pursued a court 
order. No services had previously been able to address these issues with the women, or to 
help them access sustainable housing6. 

These successes demonstrate the need for and importance of building in specialist VAWG 
support into Housing First schemes that engage with homeless women. When domestic 
abuse and violence is such a common experience and cause of homelessness for women, 
their long-term engagement with services and support depends on the trust that comes with 
the knowledge and understanding provided by specialist organisations like Solace.  

 
5 https://www.mungos.org/app/uploads/2018/10/Women-and-Rough-Sleeping-Report-2018-Summary.pdf 
6 https://www.shp.org.uk/news/housing-first-a-gender-based-cross-sector-approach 



Another key difference for homeless women is that the perpetrators of abuse and violence 
are often still in their lives, and if they are not also engaging with services and / or 
perpetrator programmes they can be one of the greatest barriers to women’s long-term 
housing settlement and recovery.  

Case study 

One of the women we work with ‘Shereen’ has been in abusive relationship for around 30 
years. Her partner ‘Stuart’’s controlling behaviour included attempts to sabotage her 
engagement with our team by presenting himself during meetings and being so disruptive it 
was impossible for Shereen to engage with caseworkers, and taking her phone to stop her 
accessing her money. During the time we have been working with Shereen, Stuart violently 
assaulted her resulting in a police investigation. Like many women in ongoing abusive and 
controlling relationships, Shereen was unwilling to testify against Stuart and the police 
dropped the case. Eventually, we began to work collaboratively with another agency that 
provides gender-neutral support for rough sleepers and which Stuart was engaging with. We 
have since worked in an informal partnership with that service to support both Shereen and 
Stuart with substance misuse and trauma, and since then Shereen’s engagement and 
progress has markedly improved.    

3. What in your view are the lessons to be learnt from the COVID-19 pandemic in 
tackling the homelessness of people with complex and multiple needs? What 
role can Housing First play in the Government’s response to the pandemic? 

‘Everyone in’ was to a large extent a Housing First approach, as there were no restrictions 
based on behavioural issues or substance misuse etc. it was a matter of urgently getting 
everyone off the streets. We found that women who had been suspicious of support services 
and reluctant to move into accommodation before lockdown did not want to return to rough 
sleeping when restrictions lifted in the summer. Most of the new referrals we received for 
Housing First Westminster in September 2020 had been accommodated during the first 
wave of the pandemic and were formerly sleeping rough. 

There is only one women-only hostel in London, the Marylebone project, and provision – like 
most hostels – requires residents to complete paperwork so they can access funding to 
cover costs. Like many homeless hostels facilities at Marylebone are shared by residents, 
which is a barrier to women who have experienced multiple disadvantage and have layers of 
trauma, who are often unwilling to move into accommodation unless they would be given a 
self-contained unit. ‘Everyone In’ removed these barriers, with funding from MHCLG 
meaning they were housed without needing to complete paperwork, and self-contained hotel 
rooms with bathrooms.  

Some women housed in the ‘Covid hotels’ benefitted from the 24hr intensive support and 
were able to move onto supported accommodation. This enabled them to stabilise, access 
GPs and medical prescriptions, and meet with their new keyworkers. These were women 
who had been referred to our service but with whom we had been struggling to engage. One 
woman was sleeping in a tent in 2019 and often refused to leave her tent to speak to our 
staff. Since being moved into a hotel in Spring she has moved onto the Marylebone hostel, is 
engaging with caseworkers and we have been able to get her the nominations she needs for 
us to get her housed in one of the Housing First flats.  

4. How can Housing First help the Westminster Government deliver its manifesto 
commitment to end rough sleeping in England by 2024? 



Our Housing First scheme in Westminster supported 11 women in its first year, out of an 
estimated 47 street homeless women in Westminster in 2019, and our Islington scheme 
supports five women out of an estimated 9 street homeless women in Islington. While these 
numbers are likely to be a significant under-estimate, long-term commitment from the 
Government to invest in Housing First schemes for women would go a long way to 
supporting it to meet its commitment to end rough sleeping by 2024.  

A significant lost opportunity during ‘Everyone In’ was the ability to collect sex disaggregated 
data on the actual population of rough sleepers. The National Audit Office reported that the 
number of rough sleepers identified for emergency help during the coronavirus pandemic 
was eight times greater than official estimates7, but we do not know how many of the 33,000 
people supported by ‘Everyone In’ were women. It is crucial that the Government collects 
this data during this current lockdown period where rough sleepers continue to be supported 
by councils. With these numbers, Housing First schemes for women could be scaled up to 
ensure that this particularly hidden and vulnerable group are supported into long-term 
recovery that works.  

Existing policy and practice barriers to scaling up Housing First in England 

1. In your experience, what are the main national policy and practice barriers to 
successfully operating Housing First at scale? 

The partnerships with housing associations as well as the council coordinated by Standing 
Together have been key to our success in Westminster. Our Islington Housing First 
caseworkers have had to secure housing for the women they work with through the usual 
homelessness application process, without guaranteed units being made available and it has 
therefore taken longer for them to secure tenancies. It would be impossible to scale up 
Housing First without an allocation of units committed by housing partners at social rent 
levels. However, the partnerships in Westminster demonstrate that it is possible, and that 
when housing associations have the assurance that tenants have access to support workers 
they are often content to provide tenancies to people who have been street homeless and 
have multiple needs.  

 
2. What changes would be needed to welfare system to support Housing First 

sustainability? 

The system for applying for Universal Credit while simplified during the pandemic is usually 
overly bureaucratic and complicated. We estimate that our specialist case workers spend 
around a fifth of their time supporting women to set up bank accounts and access welfare; if 
that process was simplified and streamlined for people in Housing First schemes, we could 
support more women with the time currently spent on applications and paperwork.  

Similarities can be drawn between the trauma-informed and practical support we provide 
women through the Housing First programmes and the support and advocacy we provide 
women and families in our refuges and other forms of supported accommodation. While 
independent tenancies are a key part of Housing First’s success, the support element is also 
critical and we therefore recommend that exemptions that currently apply to allow supported 
housing claimants to claim housing benefit rather than universal credit should also apply to 
Housing First clients. The five-week wait for Universal Credit and the punitive sanction 
framework make the threshold for recovery for some of the most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged women in the country almost impossible to reach. Universal Credit frequently 

 
7 https://www.nao.org.uk/press-release/investigation-into-the-housing-of-rough-sleepers-during-the-covid-
19-pandemic/ 



leads to rent arrears and our caseworkers spending time advocating for and negotiating with 
our clients’ housing association landlords. 

Women with no recourse to public funds are unable to access Housing First schemes, 
despite being more vulnerable to having their insecure immigration status used as a 
mechanism of control by perpetrators, and being more vulnerable to homelessness. The 
Domestic Abuse Bill is currently going through the House of Lords and is expected to receive 
Royal Assent this Spring. We urge the Government to adopt amendments that would extend 
provisions in the Bill to migrant women so they are protected under the new duty on local 
authorities to provide accommodation to domestic abuse survivors.   

3. What is the importance of Housing First for health outcomes? What health 
policy and practice changes are needed for Housing First to be a success? 

Once housed, women are more likely to be able to access mainstream health services with a 
registered address, and far less likely to get pneumonia as they often do on the streets. 
Women sleeping rough report higher rates of poor mental health than men, and live with the 
fear and reality of sexual violence and physical abuse. Health services are vital for meeting 
their mental health needs and treating their injuries, but can additionally play an important 
role identifying abuse and supporting women to disclose abuse and seek help. Housing First 
gives women who have often lived unstable and chaotic lives the resources and support to 
track and keep their medical appointments.  

Coordinating health support with the outreach our caseworkers do with women sleeping 
rough would enable them to access the care they need as they build trust and put in place 
the building blocks to being housed. It takes time for flats to be released and we work with 
women for an average of 4 months until they and the flats are ready. We would like this to be 
reduced, but until that is possible we engage with women wherever they are e.g. in a coffee 
shop, on a bus, at a station. To give these women the prescriptions and medical care they 
need, outreach healthcare workers should coordinate with Housing First workers.  

4. What would be the benefits of Housing First being considered a cross/multi-
department initiative, under the responsibility of Department of Health and 
Social Care, and the Department of Work and Pensions as well as Ministry of 
Housing, Communities and Local Government? What, if any, benefits would 
this bring to the delivery of the service at the frontline? 

The Government’s Domestic Abuse Bill brings in a new duty on tier one councils to provide 
safe accommodation for victims of domestic abuse and their children, and will enshrine and 
grant powers to the Domestic Abuse Commissioner to map need and provision for domestic 
abuse services across England. Statutory guidance under the legislation should specify the 
need to understand and provide for the specific needs of street homeless women, who have 
often experienced domestic abuse and other forms of VAWG. The Home Office’s renewed 
cross-Government VAWG strategy (currently under consultation) should link to its rough 
sleeping strategy. Survivors’ long-term recovery from the trauma of VAWG as well as 
homelessness necessitates having access to counselling and therapy, which should be a 
priority for the VAWG strategy.  
 
One of the gender-specific challenges to the success of Housing First schemes for survivors 
of VAWG is perpetrators, who can continue to threaten and abuse the women we work with 
and intentionally sabotage their efforts to engage with us and rebuild their lives. One of the 
women we worked with while still street homeless was frequently subjected to her partner 
hiding in a nearby bush whenever she talked to us, behaviour that was intended to be 
threatening to her and to her caseworker.  



 
Along with other VAWG organisations we are calling for a cross-Government national 
perpetrator strategy to support its cross-Government VAWG strategy. The perpetrator 
strategy should ensure that the range of options for tackling perpetrators includes specific 
measures for street homeless women and those supported in Housing First schemes and 
their partners or ex-partners, who are themselves likely to experience multiple forms of 
disadvantage.  

5. What local barriers exist that stop Housing First being successful? How do 
these interact with national policies? 

Locally, the greatest challenge to the success of the scheme is the availability of social and 
affordable housing. In Islington, where housing was not built into the scheme, it has been 
more challenging to support women with long-term tenancies than in Westminster, where 
Standing Together partnered with housing providers to deliver the programme. 
  
Of the 1.16 million households on local authorities’ housing waiting lists (estimated to be 
500,000 higher by the National Housing Federation8), 21% are in London9. The Government 
should increase social housing supply in England, and especially London. In the shorter-
term, the Government should seek national or regional partnerships with private landlords 
and should explore partnerships with social lettings agencies.   
 
In London, the Combined Homelessness and Information Network (CHAIN) can also be a 
barrier to homeless women. CHAIN is a database containing information about rough 
sleepers in London who have had contact with outreach teams or accessed accommodation. 
Because street homeless women are less visible and less engaged in homelessness 
services than men, they are often not captured on CHAIN so harder to identify.  
 
The Government’s national strategy to end rough sleeping’s only focus on women is on 
female offenders. While there is a link between female offending and women’s 
homelessness, the strategy should have a dedicated approach to getting a more accurate 
understanding of and developing gendered responses to women’s street homelessness, 
connected to its VAWG strategy.   
 
The importance of long-term sustainable funding and the commissioning 
landscape 
 

1. What issues do current funding arrangements for Housing First schemes 
create for its implementation and sustainability? 
 

Key to the success of Housing First schemes is building trust and stability for clients. The 
short-term nature of pilots or short-term grant funding is a barrier to both, and impacts on 
staff retention, which in turn impacts the level of trust clients have in the scheme. While we 
are pleased to have successfully delivered two Housing First schemes that were 
consequently extended, sustainable funding commitments will ensure the long-term success 
of Housing First for women.  
 

2. How can funding arrangements support the fidelity of the Housing First 
model? 
 

 
8 https://www.housing.org.uk/news-and-blogs/news/the-real-social-housing-waiting-list-is-500000-more-
than-official-figures/ 
9 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-rents-lettings-and-tenancies 



Housing First schemes are premised on the ongoing support provided by caseworkers. 
There should be no limit on how long clients will have access to support, in recognition that 
people who have experienced street homelessness have usually experienced multiple and 
repeated trauma and need long-term continuous support to recover. The women we work 
with in both Islington and Westminster are known to the authorities and local services, and 
they are often known to local residents, because they present with poor mental health and 
difficult, sometimes erratic, behaviour. They are often unable to engage with other services 
and Housing First is the last resort. Funding for support for women who have experienced 
multiple forms of disadvantage should be sustainable and ongoing, they are some of the 
most vulnerable women in the country. This should be accompanied by long-term and ideally 
permanent housing offers to ensure success of project too.  
 

3. What commissioning arrangements have been successful for Housing First in 
the UK? 

 
Islington Borough Council has incorporated the Housing First scheme into its wider ending 
VAWG strategy, with funding until 2023. We would like to see other councils, particularly in 
London and other conurbations, develop the same approach as well as running the schemes 
in partnership with housing associations, which is the strength of the Westminster project.  
 

4. Should funding and commissioning arrangements work on a local authority or 
regional level? 
 

The Domestic Abuse Bill brings in a new duty on tier one authorities to design and 
implement strategies to support survivors of domestic abuse. Statutory guidance under the 
legislation should specify the need to understand and provide for the specific needs of street 
homeless women, who are almost certain to have experienced domestic abuse and other 
forms of VAWG. In London, we anticipate delegation of at least part of the strategy to 
London borough councils to deliver, and Housing First for women should form part of the 
response and should be coordinated at a local as well as regional level.  
 
What role does the wider system play in supporting the national roll out of 
Housing First 
 

1. What changes are needed to ensure there is a supply of housing to implement 
Housing First? What challenges and benefit would these changes bring? 
 

Commissioning at regional or national level could support greater engagement with housing 
associations or large private rent sector landlords to offer them economies of scale and 
guaranteed tenants.  
 
Another housing project Solace is involved with is the CASA project, which provides move 
on accommodation for women who have been in refuge and need medium-term specialist 
VAWG supported housing. CASA is a partnership within the London Violence against 
Women and Girls (VAWG) Consortium, led by Solace, with resettlement support provided by 
the following members of the London VAWG Consortium: Ashiana Network, EACH 
Counselling and Support, IKWRO Women’s Rights Organisation, Latin American Women’s 
Aid and The Nia Project.   
 
The referral and allocations process is supported by the Clearing House, run by St. Mungo’s. 
This project enables women to move-on from refuges to high quality, self-contained 
accommodation with affordable rents, for up to 2 years. Specialist resettlement support is 
provided throughout the tenancy and beyond, to longer-term secure accommodation. The 
commitment of the GLA to commission the support around the properties means we are 



receiving offers of blocks of units that are suitable. Larger scale commissioning or 
coordination of Housing First could see the same benefits.  

 


