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The number of homeless families in France has been . .
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social situations first came to light at the end of the ~ The accumulation of situational and structural

1990s when they were picked up by outreach teams  factors, in particular the housing crisis (insufficient

or calls to the 115 emergency accommodation hotline.  availability, higher housing prices), and the economic
crisis from 2008 onwards (increased insecurity) sped
up the journey towards poverty for those who were
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asylum seekers and asylum-seeking families had been
In 1999, people who were part of families and were  increasing continuously for around ten years. In 2018:
accommodated by the Paris 115 service made up less
than 13% of the total number of people accommo- @ a million more people lived below the poverty line
dated at least once during that year." At that time, than in 2008,2
they were accommodated for an average of two e 509% more people were homeless than in 2008,

weeks and only while they were waiting for more | ) :
suitable accommodation. This household type was more than 30,000 people were evicted GelliiEy
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unusual, given its vulnerability, and was prioritised - )
by social service providers because political decision- ~ ® the number of families on the street increased, a
makers were keen to keep children away from the growth in numbers recorded every year since the

street. end of the 1990s.°

When this — mainly Parisian — phenomenon was new, ~ AS 2 result, since 2010, more families than single
homeless families were systematically accommodated ~ People have been staying in hotel accommodation
in hotels, in former “boarding houses” or in holiday and emergency accommodation. In 2014 in the Paris

lets low on business. Families were accommodated ~ "egion, 70% of pesople inaccommodation were
unconditionally, that was a fact, but it was often at parents and children.® As well as the numbers, lengths

the expense of the quality of the accommodation  Of stay have significantly increased. This means that
units provided to them. Obviously, given their primary ~ 44% of the families accommodated in 550 hotels in

intended use, hotel rooms do not meet their needs. ~ the Paris region have been there for more than two
Often, they lack cooking facilities, there is no separa- ~ Years.” As a result, the available hotel units are satu-
tion between living spaces and there is no support rated — units that, every night in 2019 in France, haye
available. Despite this, using this type of accommoda- ~ Nosted almost 50,000 people, half of whom are chil-

tion meant almost all accommodation requests could ~ dren. Here is a staggering figure: in 2016, five babies
be met up until 2012. were born every day to families living in hotels in the
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These families are mostly migrant families - 94% of
the parents were born abroad - and they demon-
strate close links between migration and homeless-
ness. These homeless families are often single-parent
families and they are mostly single mothers with very
young children. Being accommodated in a hotel has
huge consequences for them: their journeys to work
can be extremely long, it can be difficult for them to
access public services, they may not have support,
they have no privacy, etc. As for children and teen-
agers, they are deprived of the life they should have.
Marginalisation, instability and overcrowding can
have a negative effect on their schooling and can have
an impact on their mental health, their developing
social life, their access to extracurricular activities or
to a healthy diet (there are only very rarely cooking
facilities in hotels).

Another consequence of this bottleneck is that there
are more and more families without accommodation.
The Paris 115 service, that manages the emergency
number specifically for homelessness, counted on
average 50 families per month for whom no accom-
modation was found in the 2000s, 500 per month
in 2011, 2000 per month in 2014 and more than
12,000 per month in October 2019,° which is a 600%
increase in 5 years.

The efforts that have been made (the available accom-
modation has doubled in 10 years with 146,000
accommodation spaces in France in 2018) show that
the State wants to improve the service available, but
the funding allocated to emergency accommodation
remains too low. Crisis management in a crisis means
an over-reliance on temporary solutions that are costly
and insufficient in number and quality. To respond to
this, the State is trying to put in place longer-term
housing solutions for families, like developing prop-
erty management by non-profits and family hostels,
but these efforts are still not sufficient. Moreover,
these solutions are not appropriate for all families as
some have complex social and health needs which
mean they need significant support. Others are not
eligible for social housing because of their immigra-
tion status. This is why the Fédération des acteurs
de la solidarité (Federation of Organisations Working
for Solidarity) campaigns for the granting of leave to
remain for all families that have been in temporary
accommodation for more than two years.

This situation will not change so long as the poverty
rate curve among single-parent families is not
inverted. According to the Abbé Pierre Foundation,®
the rate was 34.8% in 2016, in a constant upward arc
since 2008, creating faster growth in the number of
people being “pushed over the edge”, forcing them
onto the street.

9 Ibidem.

Another issue — in July 2018 in mainland France,
16,000 people lived in slums and squats. Of these
people, who were often families, around 10,800 are
European citizens (67% of the total population)."
These figures do not include the shanty towns in
Calais and France's overseas territories. According
to UNICEF, there were an estimated 9000 under-18s
living in shanty towns in 2015."2 Their living condi-
tions are difficult and often violate their fundamental
rights (limited access to water and electricity, blocked
refuse collection in many local authorities). As well as
the difficulties linked to their living conditions, these
population groups are overwhelmingly the victims of
discrimination linked to their actual or perceived origin
in their access to education, employment or health
services. What's more, they are frequently driven out
of where they live, often illegally and without a real
accommodation or housing alternative. Some local
projects allow these families to find long-term solu-
tions but there still aren’t enough of them.

What Solutions are Out There
for Homeless Families?

For years, NGOs and federations have been promoting
the simple and realistic solutions that do exist to
facilitate families’ access to decent accommodation
or housing that also offer them support in line with
their needs.

In France, the national strategy for preventing and
combatting poverty™ gives extra funding for accom-
modation so that families may be accommodated in
suitable structures and to stop them being accom-
modated in hotels or having to sleep on the street.
The Housing First policy' creates additional housing
and support solutions for this group. But the State’s
investment in these policies will have no effect if they
are not accompanied by, at the very least, putting a
stop to evictions without rehousing, the granting of
leave to remain for families blocked in emergency
accommodation for several years and a more general
policy of access to housing for low-income house-
holds, through the construction of properties let at
“social rent” and measures for ensuring the solvency
of households (rent controls, higher welfare benefits
and family allowances). But these are sorely lacking in
today’'s context.

Supporting families experiencing social exclusion is
critical: it is essential that we assess and respond to
these children’s basic needs. Access to physical and
mental health care, access to education and access
to the prevention of and protection from violence are
just a few of the serious concerns that organisations
fighting exclusion are trying to find a response to, in
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particular by trying to help the families they support
access legal advice, and opening up access to essential
financial help. This can take the form of child benefit
for families with regular immigration status.

As they had been confronted with these systemic
problems around access to accommodation and
housing and increasing poverty for a long time, these
organisations looked into what support could actu-
ally be offered to these families. One crucial factor is
the relationship between parents and their child(ren).
Clearly, even though poverty on its own is not
synonymous with family dysfunction, some house-
holds need specific support, in particular around
how they approach and experience the parent/child
relationship. A few different, inspiring practices have
come about through social workers and accommoda-
tion managers, more used to supporting single men
in times gone by, challenging their ways of doing
things. Though there are many techniques, we might
mention, by way of example, appointing a desig-
nated parenting skills worker in a support work team,
making an apartment available so a parent can have
their children to stay when they are separated from
their partner or signposting towards family mediation
services if there are conflicts.

Akey issue for support work with families, in particular
single mothers with children, is that of access to child-
care options. Being unable to find childcare solutions
for their children, for financial or practical reasons such
as nursery opening times, remains a major obstacle
to social inclusion for many families. This is why the
Fédération des acteurs de la solidarité (Federation of

Organisations Working for Solidarity) eagerly awaits
the measures announced by the current government
that aim to increase diversity in nursery schools and
improve their accessibility for poorer families — meas-
ures that still need to be implemented.

What's more, it is impossible to support families if
we don't listen to what children have to say. Within
the accommodation and support services provided
for families by organisations working to combat
exclusion, particular attention must be paid to the
development of listening spaces where the children
receiving support have room to express themselves.
The organisations and establishments providing
services to vulnerable families also need to make sure
they develop tools appropriate for supporting children
and teenagers.

Lastly, we really need to understand this population
group better. A comprehensive study on homeless
people carried out by the /nsee (National Institute of
Statistics and Economic Studies), like the one carried
out in 2012," would allow us to accurately measure
the number of families with no accommodation or
those who do not use the structures available, as well
as document their daily experiences. This would allow
public policy to match up with the reality of street life
and invest appropriately in solutions that are tailored
to these families’ needs and are available long term.
A gender-informed approach would also allow work
to be done on the reasons why many women with
children end up in such a vulnerable situation and to
find solutions as a result.
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