Preventing homelessness: How the council can help
Please read this important information before you apply as homeless, and keep it for reference.
1. Prevention is better than cure

The council’s priority is to prevent people becoming homeless. Being homeless can be a stressful and unpleasant experience. 

The council has trained staff, and access to outside experts, who will help you to avoid going through it. If you come to the council because you are threatened with homelessness, staff at the reception will refer you first to these people. 

They include the council’s housing advisory service, which can often help you remain in your current home. They can negotiate with landlords and make sure that you are able to enforce the rights you have, as a tenant. They can also advise you on where to get help if your home is in poor repair.

If you are having difficulty with your rent or mortgage, they can check that you are getting all the financial help you are entitled to. They can also offer advice about debt. If you are in mortgage arrears, they can refer you for specialist advice, if necessary.

The council can also refer you to other external experts, such as the Family Mediation Service, who can help you if you are at risk of homelessness through family arguments or disputes. We can also refer you to our Sanctuary Scheme, which can help you to make your home safe, if you are at risk of violence.
2. Alternative housing options

If you cannot stay in your current home, we can often help you move directly into another address with a private landlord. This scheme can be a way of helping you to move more quickly and to have a greater choice over where you live. If you are interested, you can tell us exactly which area of the borough you’d like to see properties in and we will arrange for you to start seeing properties as soon as possible.

If you do not like what you see, you are not under any obligation to accept it and we can set up more viewings for you.

We will discuss this with you in more details at an interview.

3. You don’t always need to apply as homeless to get help
Only 35% of those who apply as homeless qualify for an offer of housing from the council. People who qualify often face a very long wait in temporary accommodation before a flat becomes available for them. Also, even the successful applicants are likely to be offered private rented accommodation through schemes the council runs with private landlords – rather than a permanent council tenancy.

This is why the council is committed to helping people avoid becoming homeless in the first place and why it makes efforts to find alternative housing options in the ways described above. 

If you are interested in moving out of London, or in finding your own rented accommodation with the council’s help, tell us. These options might offer quicker housing and allow you a greater say in where you want to live.

4. What happens if I do become homeless?

If your homelessness cannot be prevented, you may be given an appointment with a homelessness assessment officer. 

Please turn up on time and bring with you any documents listed on your appointment letter. The officer who interviews you will become your case officer and will deal with your application up to the point where the council makes a decision on whether you qualify for housing.

The interview will last at least 45 minutes and you will be asked a lot of questions about your circumstances and your housing history.

You must be entirely truthful when you answer these questions and you must not miss out any relevant information. You must also tell us of any relevant changes in your circumstances which happen before we make a decision on your case. It is a criminal offence to mislead the council in the hope of obtaining housing or assistance you are not entitled to. If you commit this offence the council may prosecute you.

The council always checks all the details you give by contacting other organisations or departments (e.g. the DSS, the housing benefit section) or people connected with your housing (e.g. your landlord or the people you are staying with). In many cases, your case officer will also carry out a visit to your home to check your circumstances.

The council also has a computer system which allows it to check past addresses by accessing credit information (addresses where you have had credit or utilities bills). If you don’t tell us about an address you have lived at, this system is likely to pick that up and we will have to find out the details. 

5. How will my application be assessed?

Your case officer will investigate carefully all the information you have given and, using the homelessness legislation (called the Housing Act 1996, Part VII, as amended), will assess your circumstances. This is so we can determine whether the council has a legal duty to find housing for you. Housing is in short supply, so we need to be sure it goes only to those who qualify for it.

In about 65% of cases the council does not have such a duty.

The homelessness legislation states that the council will have a duty to find housing for an applicant only if s/he:

· is eligible
· is homeless
· has a priority need
and

· did not become homeless intentionally
In addition, if an applicant does not have a local connection with the borough of Ealing but does have a connection elsewhere in Great Britain, the application can be referred to the area where the connection lies.

The terms highlighted above have been set out in the law and defined by the courts. The following is a very general description of what they mean:

· Eligible means that you are not prevented from applying for housing assistance as a result of your immigration status or the fact that you are not habitually resident in the UK. People who have a passport stamp denying them access to public funds are not eligible. 

· Homeless means that you do not have any accommodation in which it is reasonable for you to live. Most private tenants are not homeless until their landlord has obtained a Court Possession Order and it has been carried out by bailiffs. Many people who live with their parents would like a place of their own, but are not actually homeless. 

· Having a priority need means that you are in one of the following groups:

· you are pregnant

· you have dependent children living with you

· you are homeless because of a disaster(e.g. a fire)

· you are a vulnerable young person

· you are vulnerable for one a range of special reasons

· Becoming homeless intentionally means that you caused your own homelessness by your deliberate actions (e.g. you failed to pay your rent and were evicted or you gave up accommodation when you did not need to)

6. How long will it take to make a decision on my case?

The council aims to make its decisions in 33 working days (6½ weeks). However, if your housing history is complicated or if you appear to have made yourself homeless intentionally, it may take longer than this.

You can help yourself by promptly bringing in any information your case officer asks for, and by giving full details of your address history. If we find out things you didn’t tell us about, the assessment will take longer.

It is also advisable not to keep ringing up with general queries about the progress of your case, as this will leave your case officer with less time to get on with the assessment. And please help us by not calling into reception without an appointment, except in an emergency. 

7. What happens when a decision is made?

All decisions are in writing. If the council writes to tell you that it does have a duty to secure housing for you, your details will be updated on the council’s housing register and you will usually be placed in priority B and C. The register is the list of applicants waiting for council or housing association housing. 

You will receive detailed information about how to bid for empty properties using the council’s choice-based lettings scheme (Locata).

At the same time you will be considered for private tenancies available, which the council uses as long-term temporary accommodation. If you are offered a private sector tenancy before you are successful in getting a council/housing association tenancy, the private tenancy will count as your offer of housing. You will live there for as long as the lease lasts (usually at least three years). 

If you are not successful in either bidding or in getting a private sector tenancy you will, after a time, be made one direct offer of accommodation. If you refuse any reasonable offer accommodation, the council may have no duty to make any further offer of accommodation to you. 

If the council decides it does not have a duty to secure housing for you, your decision letter will explain why not, with full reasons. It will also tell you how you can appeal if you think the decision is wrong. 

8. What happens if I cannot stay where I am?

In certain circumstances the council may have a duty to place you in suitable emergency accommodation while it looks into your application.

Emergency accommodation is usually in a bed and breakfast hotel or a hostel to begin with. Remember that you will probably have to share cooking and bath/toilet facilities with other households, that most families will share one room and that you have to pay a personal contribution to the cost. 

Please remember also that you do not increase your chances of qualifying for housing by going into emergency accommodation. And you will not be housed more quickly just because you are in emergency accommodation. If you are able to stay temporarily with relatives or friends, yet the council can see that you are really homeless, this will not count against you and, in fact, the council will encourage it.

If the council decides it has no duty to house you, your right to stay in emergency accommodation will also come to an end. 
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