
   

 
    

   

  

   

Part of the activities under the European Politics and Institutions programme. 

  Fighting homelessness 
A way towards more social cohesion in Europe 

 

EPC-FutureLab Europe Policy Dialogue and Documentary Launch – 30 March 2015 
 

 

Summary 
 
Social policy and homelessness are not the most popular topics in the eurobubble. Despite the ambitious 
goals of the Europe 2020 strategy that calls for the reduction of poverty in the EU, both social exclusion 
and homelessness are still a harsh reality for too many European citizens. The current economic crisis has 
not only aggravated the situation, but it has also shown that the traditional idea of homeless - destitute 
people living ‘rough’ on the streets – has become outdated and that there are many other forms, including 
‘hidden homelessness’, that do not show up in any of the statistics. At this Policy Dialogue, the screening of 
the film “The Hidden” put a human face on this phenomenon. The documentary, made by Janosch Delcker 
(director) and Marian Cramers (executive producer), members of a previous generation of FutureLab 
Europe, served as a gateway for a discussion on homelessness in Europe and the absence of a social 
dimension in the EU’s approach to the economic crisis, which until now has almost stubbornly limited itself 
to austerity and fiscal consolidation.  
 

Full Report 
 
After the screening of the documentary, which focused on the stories of four individuals who were 
struggling with some form of ‘hidden’ homelessness, Brando Benifei, Member of the European 
Parliament for the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats, started the Policy Dialogue by 
saying that despite the right to housing assistance being inscribed in the EU Charter of Fundamental 
Rights, homelessness is still a plague in almost every EU member state, and the situation has only gotten 
worse with the crisis. The phenomenon has also taken on new and hidden forms that escape the statistics, 
as was shown in the documentary. In theory, the role of the EU is limited to a coordinating one, as the 
issue of homelessness is still a national competence. But in recent years, the EU has gone beyond this 
role (even though it always did so with the subsidiarity principle in mind). For example, one of the flagships 
of the Europe 2020 strategy is the Platform against Poverty and Social Inclusion. According to the 
strategy’s targets, the EU should lift 20 million people out of poverty and social exclusion by 2020; 
however, it has now become clear that this will be impossible to achieve, as poverty and homelessness 
percentages have increased in many member states.   
 
He continued that the EU also supports member states in fighting social exclusion and homelessness 
through the funding of initiatives and programmes through three different funds: the European Social Fund, 
the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived and the European Regional Development Fund. The 
European Parliament has contributed to putting the issue on the agenda by repeatedly calling on the 
member states and the Commission to prioritise social inclusion policies and to develop overall EU 
strategies to end street homelessness. Its attempts have seen mixed results. Although the current 
Commission seems to be more sensible when it comes to the social dimension of macro-economic 
policies, many of its promises have not been realised in practice. He told the audience that the Parliament 
– and the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats in particular - will continue to try and influence 
and shape future social inclusion policies, calling for targeted, integrated strategies at EU, national, regional 
and local level, with a renewed focus on prevention and housing. Empowering vulnerable people and 
involving the end users in the decision making process were other important elements. Furthermore, social 
inclusion policies should be included in the European Semester system, so that the EU can do more than 
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just strive for the harmonisation of budgetary and fiscal policies. He concluded by saying that with such a holistic and 
integrated approach, and a sufficient amount of resources, a lot can be done, citing Finland as a success story; it is the 
only EU member state where the phenomenon of homelessness has decreased.  
 
Liz Gosme, Senior Policy Officer at the European Federation of National Organisations Working with the 
Homeless (FEANTSA), stated that the eurobubble is a very hard arena to work in when it comes to social policy and 
homelessness. The biggest issue FEANTSA is working on at the moment is to try to debunk the stereotype of destitute 
people ‘living rough’ on the street. The many organisations under the FEANTSA umbrella know from experience that there 
are many forms of homelessness, and not all of them are so visible. The basic definition FEANTSA adopted 10 years ago 
describes homelessness as the “lack of a home, in the physical, social and legal sense”. Besides this basic conceptual 
definition, it has developed 13 categories that try to cover all different forms of homelessness and destitute living situations, 
making it easier for policymakers, academics, students and journalists to conduct scientific research and exchange their 
findings and knowledge. More attention should be paid to the less visible forms of homelessness, argued Gosme.  
 
Then she gave an overview of some of the trends in homelessness across the EU, saying that, overall, the number of 
homeless people is increasing, and the categories of young people and women are especially on the rise. Despite efforts 
at the member state level, many countries in the EU have seen double digit increases in recent years. In terms of the 
impact of the economic crisis on homelessness, she said that although it still is a relatively small phenomenon – compared 
to poverty and unemployment – the overall increase is an indication of where society is headed, and can also often be 
traced back to other factors, such as budget cuts in healthcare, welfare benefits, and stricter measures in immigration, 
employment and housing policy areas. This is also reflected in the list of questions coming from local constituencies in the 
European Parliament. FEANTSA believes an overall EU strategy is necessary, even if it is limited to funding and an 
exchange of expertise.  
 
According to Gosme, it is no longer enough to ‘manage’ homelessness, and policy makers are slowly coming to terms with 
this; a lot more emphasis is being put on really ending homelessness, at the EU-level as well, because the emergency 
approach is no longer sustainable. To this end, she argued that a stable housing policy with adequate support is 
necessary. 
 
Paulina Banas, Policy Coordinator at EUROCITIES, honed in on social inclusion and homelessness in Europe’s urban 
environments. She first noted that local government’s approaches are very diversified, because homelessness is 
connected to so many different context-related factors, such as the welfare regime in a given country, existing housing 
benefits, and even the underlying philosophy on social inclusion. She recounted that, based on the experiences of the 
organisations within the EUROCITIES network, a new trend could be discerned; urban policymakers are beginning to 
focus on prevention-oriented policies and a more housing-centred approach. She added that the real challenge for urban 
governments is that they do not always reap the rewards of their investments in social inclusion policies. Less social 
exclusion and homelessness in the cities result in lower costs for healthcare, the judiciary system and police forces, but 
these savings are recuperated by regional or national authorities, not local ones.  
 
Another trend is that in developing local policies that tackle homelessness, silos are being torn down. Different city 
agencies are now working together, because they have realised that homelessness is not just a matter of getting people 
off the streets. In order to truly help those without a home, a whole array of related issues need to be addressed as well, 
from drug addiction to dealing with mental or physical abuse. Communication and outreach have become very important 
as well; Banas gave the example of a project in Sweden, targeted at young people, that was aimed at preventing the stay 
of young people in shelters, because research has shown that a stay in shelters could result in the transferring of new 
problems. Although Banas was glad that the EU put a lot of effort in addressing youth issues, she reminded the audience 
that older people have very different needs, and local authorities feel as if these people are being forgotten. To sum up, 
she said that city authorities across Europe are realising that when it comes to fighting homelessness, a holistic, integrated 
and individualised approach should become the new standard. She stressed that frontline services - taking people off the 
streets, giving them clothes and food – are no longer enough. 
 
Then she turned to the effects of the crisis, whereby local authorities were faced with increasing needs, while being forced 
to implement budget cuts at the same time. This means that they have had to do more with less resources. In some 
  
 
He concluded that there is a European policy framework aimed at tackling poverty, social cohesion and homelessness, but 
in the coming years, the EU institutions and member states will have put flesh on the bones.   
 
Discussion 
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places, this has resulted in innovative ideas, more integrated services, the creation of new partnerships and more efficiency 
to safeguard existing programmes or introduce new ones to meet the demand, but there is only so much they can do.  
 
External factors that can have an effect on local homelessness policies are healthcare, access to services and legal 
frameworks, housing and welfare benefits regimes, access to welfare benefits and shelters for migrants, a low-demand 
housing market, which facilitates housing-first approaches, the possibility to determine the conditions of social housing, and 
finally, access to stable employment.  
 
She told the audience that EUROCITIES would like to see more dialogue between the local, national and European levels, 
more consultation of local authorities, more possibilities for flexible aid, more evidence-based approaches, more support for 
transnational learning and a reduction of the cost of housing. 
 
Based on the interventions of the previous speakers, Michael Ralph, Advisor to the Deputy Director General for 
Implementation, Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy, European Commission, identified three key 
areas that are, according to him, relevant from the funding/policy perspective at EU-level:  
 
- Specific measures that alleviate the immediate situation 
- Causes of homelessness 
- Socio-economic framework 
 
He then explained in what direction this “puzzle of different interventions” was evolving, how it relates to EU funding and 
what policies are being developed at the EU level. Through the system of ‘shared management’, the negotiations between 
the Commission and the member states on the funding for operational programmes for the 2014-2020 period is coming to 
an end. During these negotiations, they have fixed the priorities and the budgets and set down criteria for the selection of 
programmes. Although the primary route consists of negotiating with the member states, he noted that there was a 
structural dialogue with a number of European umbrella organisations as well.  
 
In terms of new things that the EU is planning to do – or is doing at the moment - Ralph clarified that the Commission is 
trying to establish a link between the different EU funds Benifei mentioned earlier and the broader policy framework, and 
introduce a social dimension in the European Semester process by, for instance, developing recommendations to improve 
social protection systems through the Country-specific Recommendations. It also plans to introduce more efficiency and 
elements of ex ante conditionality, which means that before money from the funds can be spent, the right conditions have to 
be in place. Finally, it is putting a lot more emphasis on programmes that have an integrated approach. In general, social 
issues are, at least on paper, becoming increasingly important for the member states and EU institutions, in his view.   
 
One other key area that the Commission started working on in the previous programme period is a process called de-
institutionalisation, which deals with a shift from institutionalised-based care towards community-based care.  
 
In Ralphs’ opinion, the most challenging issues are related to efficient targeting of policies, both in a geographical and social 
sense. That is why a project of poverty mapping is on the way, so that the real pockets of poverty can be identified and the 
funds can be allocated to the right programmes/people.  
 
He concluded that there is a European policy framework aimed at tackling poverty, social cohesion and homelessness, but 
in the coming years, the EU institutions and member states will have put flesh on the bones.   
 
Discussion 
 
When Benifei was asked about the failure of the EU to meet the targets set under the Europe 2020 strategy, he answered 
that the situation is very critical indeed: the revision of the strategy has been postponed, and the current programme lacks 
coherence between objectives and the available tools and resources. He put much of the responsibility with the member 
states, who lack the political will and refuse to develop integrated, overall strategies at EU level. This has resulted in 
increasing divergence, with some countries going beyond the 2020 targets, while others are lagging far behind. Benifei 
argued that in order to effectively tackle homelessness and social exclusion, the EU needs to introduce more binding social 
indicators and take more concrete actions. But most importantly, the member states need to be on board.  
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In her reaction to the speakers at the Policy Dialogue, Cramers, executive producer of the documentary, said that she 
acknowledged that a lot was already being done, but wondered how the EU and the member states could hold on to these 
measures in times of crisis? And how do they develop policies that correspond with European values? Ralph answered that 
there are references in the Treaty to social cohesion, that social issues are central to the EU’s set of values and norms and 
that this is, to some extent, reflected in EU policymaking. Of course there can be some divergence between what is 
desirable and what can be achieved.  
 
On a question about the personal responsibility of the individuals shown in the documentary, all panellists agreed that, for 
those individuals, it’s not about wrong lifestyle choices; it’s about not having the possibility to pull themselves out of their 
precarious situation. Gosme remarked that it is also not for society to judge other people’s choices. That is why public 
opinion about this subject is key to influence policymakers. Banas added that structural factors matter as well.  
 
On the need for a standardisation of a definition of homelessness at EU level, Gosme commented that this was 
fundamental in order to foster cooperation between the member states. However, she realised that this was very difficult 
because of the divergences and different contexts. The typology of 13 categories she mentioned in her presentation was a 
compromise in that sense. She believed a conceptual definition that can be operationalised is the best option; it would 
facilitate collaboration, but still allow for variations between cities and countries.   
 
On the issue of beggars, Gosme said that a balance between creating inclusive cities and safe public spaces needs to be 
found. FEANTSA wants to prevent situations where beggars are criminalised or banned from the public space.   
 
When asked why Finland is so successful in fighting homelessness, Gosme responded that it’s because they put the right 
to housing first. Government housing agencies tend to take the lead in tackling issues related to homelessness, and they 
have access to vacant housing units that can be used to help homeless people. She added that Finland is also smaller, 
which makes it easier to implement effective policies.  
 
On the question of what ordinary citizens can do to help, Ralph said that, from the EU perspective, it’s important to raise 
awareness of social issues, and ordinary citizens can contribute to that as well. Cramers noted that they could open their 
eyes, look around and could maybe function as the social cohesion network in their own local communities; help your 
neighbours and friends. Also, homelessness should no longer be seen as a ‘state of being’ but as a societal problem, and 
people should stop stigmatising people who are or have been homeless. Banas ended the Policy Dialogue by calling on 
everyone to be an active citizen, to go out and vote, and to do so taking into account the programmes of the different parties 
and their stance on social issues.  
 
 


