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Our organisation
St Petrock’s is a small local charity working to address the problems caused by homelessness in Exeter and the surrounding area.  Through our homelessness resource centre in Cathedral Yard, and via our housing services in the community, we provide a range of emergency, support and prevention services to help people rebuild their lives and make the transition to independent living.  

With a staff of 15 full-time and part-time employees, St Petrock’s benefits from the support from 30 volunteers and has a management board of 10 trustees.   The charity is strongly reliant on generous support from the Exeter community in order to operate.  
Who we work with
Our primary beneficiaries are people who are:
•	Currently rough sleeping on the streets.
•	Vulnerably housed (i.e. – their accommodation does not meet basic health and 	safety standards).
•	Living in temporary accommodation on friends’ sofas or floors.
•	Struggling to maintain their tenancies or are at risk of eviction.
•	Isolated from support networks, family and friends.
•	Coping with a mental health or emotional problem.
•	Living with a drug, alcohol or gambling addiction.
Our vision
St Petrock’s vision is for a city without homelessness, with good health, housing and inclusion – a city where everyone enjoys the benefits of security, opportunity and growth.  We aim to:
•	Prevent homelessness occurring in the first place.
•	Increase access to housing and help individuals to successfully maintain a tenancy.
•	Improve the health, wellbeing and life expectancy of our clients.
•	Enable access to training, volunteering and employment opportunities.
•	Reduce re-offending and provide positive contributions to communities.  
What we do
By working closely with community partners, we provide a range of emergency, support and prevention services, which are accessible, client-led and adaptive to the needs of people in crisis.  

Our range of projects work to minimize the time anyone has to sleep rough by helping people into suitable affordable accommodation as quickly as possible.  We also help to break cycles that lead to repeated episodes of homelessness through supporting people with their health, financial and other support needs.  With prompt intervention, this support can also help to prevent people from becoming homeless in the first place.

1. How effective has the support provided by MHCLG and other Government departments in addressing the impact of COVID-19 on those in the private rented sector, rough sleepers, and the homeless?
Rough sleepers are particularly vulnerable to the effects of coronavirus as many have underlying health conditions, limited access to washing facilities and limited capacity to self-isolate.  This was a major cause of concern to us in the first few days of the crisis.  
Thanks to emergency government funding and national ‘Everyone In’ guidance Exeter City Council are now offering temporary accommodation to almost everyone who would otherwise be sleeping outside.  This funding and guidance, along with use of some empty hotels in the city, has dramatically improved access to accommodation as it supersedes previous HRA housing eligibility criteria.  Following an effective city-wide partnership response, the vast majority of rough sleepers are now housed in empty hotels and other emergency accommodation according to need.
The guidance could have made it clear that LA’s /Public Health also have a responsibility to ensure that basic survival functions were provided as well as a ‘roof’ e.g. food / laundry. 
The provision of food into accommodation where there is no self-catering ability has been almost exclusively organised by volunteer / charity organisations.  This has been incredible and humbling to be a part of -  but highlights how the emergency accommodation is not ‘fit’ as an ongoing solution or even as a s.188 offer [suitable / reasonable].  There is no ability for LA’s to ‘requisition’ suitable accommodation or to ‘persuade’ other closed hotels to offer spaces despite huge efforts.
The guidance has not always been clear or issued quickly enough.  E.g. guidance from Wales on ‘those unwilling / unable’ to isolate issued this week is great – where is the England equivalent?
The recent guidance on social housing will hopefully help RSLs to work with LA’s and partner agencies to let void properties since the housing lists were ‘frozen’ over a month ago.
The term ‘social distancing’ does not sink in well for those with complex trauma.  ‘Physical distancing’ would have been better and clearer.  Lack of ‘social’ contact has been incredibly detrimental to clients’ mental health and the term confused them.  They are often unable to access internet / phone for the kind of ‘replacement’ contact that the most of the general public are substituting for ‘face to face’.
Police have had to interpret guidelines according to local need and have been incredibly proactive and supportive in their work with partner agencies. E.g. Needing to treat those placed in hotels as ‘one household’ because the rooms are not all self-contained.
The lack of testing for frontline staff has meant that service provision has been severely affected, especially in early March.  There is now a procedure [from 24.04.20] but this took far too long.
There is still no testing for clients, especially those who are symptomatic or being released NFA from HMPs.  Access to testing would greatly reduce anxiety [staff and clients] and also enable staff to have more productive discussions around health and risks.
The delay in provision of PPE, and the complexity in the various routes to try and request this was shambolic.  This put frontline staff directly at risk and should not have taken so long.
MHCLG guidance has meant renters are ‘protected’ from evictions for now for certain types of tenancies. However, a huge surge in evictions once restrictions are lifted is anticipated.
Many renters find themselves in very vulnerable circumstances, with loss of employment meaning they are not going to be able to afford arrears accrued.  The increase in LHA rate was helpful – but it is still nowhere near market rents and the ‘temporary’ status of this increase has resulted in anxiety relating to ongoing affordability and being able to ‘sustain’ current accommodation. With no regulation of the PR sector it is impossible for agencies to effectively challenge PR landlords on ‘illegal’ evictions.  LA’s do not have the resources to assist.
DWP relaxing some requirements for new UC claims was helpful – but for those with no phone or internet access [due to closure of day centres / libraries etc.]  there are insufficient ‘vulnerable person’ workers in local JCP+ – the few there are excellent but very oversubscribed.  We have seen our local JCP+ be very supportive in joint working with partner agencies but the anxiety amongst claimants who simply do not believe that they are not going to be penalised for not handing in sicknotes [e.g. after experiencing sanctions in the past] is immense. Many rough sleepers cannot keep the same phone / number so it is challenging for DWP staff to make the follow up contact and a reintroduction of clients being able to use JCP+ ‘landline’ phones as before would be advantageous if it can be safely managed.
1. What problems remain a current and immediate concern for these groups?
Many of the rough sleepers who are newly accommodated are benefitting from the safety, shelter, privacy and comfort of being in a hotel – and are really enjoying the luxury for many of having TVs in their rooms.  For many longer term rough sleepers, we hope that this period of relative stability is an important first step for them in realizing they can move towards more settled lives. 
 
People in the hotels are well-provided for in terms of food; in addition to St Petrock’s weekday breakfast and lunch deliveries, Exeter’s Free Food Network (which is made up of small, independent voluntary groups) have been absolutely outstanding in supplying home-cooked meals in the evenings and at weekends.  We are also finding new ways of ensuring we can supply people with clothes and other necessities; we cannot easily receive item donations from members of the public at our centre within lockdown conditions, but have set up an Amazon Wishlist for delivery instead.  A big challenge we’re now addressing is helping people access laundry facilities – the LA and local PH are working together on this but currently - a month in - there is no solution.
 
Lockdown isn’t easy for anyone though – and the lifestyle transition (from sleeping ‘out’ to being inside all the time) has been a huge adjustment for some. Many people we work with have trauma backgrounds; the current restrictions and uncertainties can reinforce early experiences where they’ve had no control or negative experiences of authority. For some people we’re working with, the additional pressures of being inside around others can trigger anxiety-based responses and negative coping mechanisms.  Whilst most are complying with social distancing guidelines, these can be hard for some to grasp at times (particularly people who have very little exposure to media or may have additional learning needs or memory impairment).
 
We’ve also been very conscious of the wider toll of lockdown on people’s mental health in our housing projects and private rental schemes.  Some of the people we support are already socially isolated and have less resilience than the general population in these anxiety-provoking times.  Our teams and clients are not all naturally technologically-minded, but like everyone else have been learning fast to adapt to remote working.  Our housing team are providing one-to-one support to accommodated clients via phone, email and text and our clinical psychologist (who normally holds weekly sessions in our centre) is now fully booked with appointments via Zoom or via phone.
 
Whilst accommodated rough-sleepers are relatively well supported, the process of supporting, identifying and accommodating people who have newly become homeless in Exeter never stops, even during a pandemic.  This can be particularly challenging when face-to-face drop-in services in the city are operating reduced services or have temporarily closed.    St Petrock’s are continuing to work closely with the Assertive Homelessness Outreach Team, Exeter City Council and other frontline partners to meet emerging needs as they occur.
The ’everyone in’ guidance needs to be reaffirmed to LAs to confirm that covers those who have become homeless / at ‘risk of homelessness’ since it was first issued.  We have seen people newly homeless who have never rough slept before and ECC has now ‘run out’ of temporary accommodation so the number of rough sleepers is increasing.  
The new clients are a mix of those who are homeless through: HMP NFA release, sofa surfing arrangement no longer possible, family and relationship breakdown, domestic violence [both women fleeing and male perpetrators given bail conditions not to return ‘home’], poverty through loss of job resulting in illegal PR / residential landlord evictions that are impossible to ‘challenge’ after the event.
There is a lack of mental health assessment and support, but a huge increase in presenting mental health issues and anxiety.
Some ongoing physical health issues are deteriorating due to hospitals having to cancel appointments.
We have had some very positive joint working with PH and our local homeless GP to introduce a ‘pilot scheme’ for providing vaping kits to rough sleepers in the hotel accommodation to help them sustain the placement [by not smoking in the rooms] and to help prompt wider conversations around health.
Accrued rent arrears are a concern for clients we work with as ‘prevention’ cases.  Government has said that landlords and tenants should agree repayment plans but have not legislated for this and have given renters no security.  Should there be a pre-eviction protocol for private landlords as there is for RSLs?  ‘Lodgers’ or excluded occupiers under licence are especially vulnerable to eviction. 
1. What might be the immediate post-lockdown impacts for these groups, and what action is needed to help with these?
For all its challenges, the current situation is a real opportunity for many ‘hard to reach’ longer term rough sleepers to access and engage with support.  We really hope that this will be an opportunity for many to establish support from specialist services (including health, mental health and substance misuse services) and move on into more permanent accommodation when lockdown restrictions ease.  

There are a huge number of social and economic uncertainties about the future for everyone at the moment so it’s hard to make predictions, but we hope this period can be a fresh start for many.  St Petrock’s is exploring move-on and funding options for clients who may be suitable for our private rent & support project and social lettings scheme - although finding sufficient, affordable accommodation is a big challenge in Exeter at the best of times as even with the increase LHA rates are well below market rent.  However, not everyone is ready for their own tenancy; providing longer term accommodation is a huge undertaking, and will require a citywide, cross-sector partnership response – and significant investment -  to be effective on a large scale.  
There is insufficient supported housing and social housing for clients to be ‘moved on’ to.  Also most providers have ‘frozen’ move ins or referrals in order to comply with health guidelines and due to lack of staffing. A needs assessment for supported housing to be commissioned that includes 24/7 staffing should be in place prior to end of lockdown – ideally based on alliance commissioning model across mental health trusts / district councils / local authorities / existing providers and including ‘lived experience’ feedback.
There are concerns regarding winter / SWEP provision which is usually ‘dormitory style’ accommodation. How will the increased costs of providing alternative models be funded?
Expansion and guaranteed long term funding for Housing First projects would be of huge benefit to this client group.

Any change to the ‘easement’ of DWP restrictions and requirements would need to be phased back in so as to avoid the risk of claimants being detrimentally affected.

HRA: currently local connection and priority need requirements are lifted in terms of an interim offer of accommodation – this is being offered under a discretionary power as part of a relief duty, with some s.188 placements where appropriate.  But if this were to suddenly change there would be a hugely negative impact – and rough sleepers who are currently engaged are likely to withdraw if they are advised that their case is being ‘referred to another authority’ [s.198a] as the process is already overly bureaucratic and challenging for them.  There is also the existing challenge that when a relief duty is ended at 56 days without a ‘main’ duty being triggered the LA has no further duty to assist and I am not aware of any clear guidance to assist or advise LA’s to continue to engage and work with people who are homeless beyond this.
In terms of private renters:
There could be an exception clause for any Section 8 eviction; whereby arrears accrued during Covid do not qualify.
The government could continue to review the use / end of section 21 – and move towards the Scottish model.
The government could require landlord registration in England – using the Welsh ‘Rent Smart Wales’ model. 
Post lock down the landscape might change given the high number of individual once employed and now reliant on benefits still seeking PRS accommodation.  For those clients who were seeking accommodation pre COVID 19 the pressures will increase with a likely greater number of individuals seeking PRS accommodation.   Will landlords take advantage and hike up rents? 
Finally – it is vital that any plans are made following input from those affected, whether it’s via Groundswell / Expert Link or local schemes to involve those with lived experience.  For renters there are groups such a Generation Rent and ACORN. 
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