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Ministry of Justice Consultation: Options for Dealing with Squatters

Thames Reach Response

About Thames Reach:

Thames Reach is a London based voluntary organisation working in homelessness. We provide a range of services: Street Outreach with rough sleepers, Hostels, Supported Housing, Resettlement, Floating Support and Learning and Employment. Thames Reach works with over 4000 homeless or vulnerable people every year across London.

Thames Reach’s mission is to end homelessness through support to people to have decent housing, build supportive relationships and lead fulfilling lives. Thames Reach works with people not just to secure housing but to develop independence through training and employment. 

Thames Reach’s outreach teams work across London to find, engage and work with rough sleepers to help people off the streets and into stable accommodation where they can get their lives back on track. Our London Reconnections Team work with destitute central eastern Europeans who are sleeping rough in order to support them to reconnect with support, housing, work and family in their country of origin.
Thames Reach’s response is based wholly on our experience of working with homeless and vulnerable people. Our views, and the situations and cases they are based on pertain to extremely vulnerable individuals who have engaged in squatting.

The main points of our response are:

· In Thames Reach’s experience people engaged in squatting often do so to seek shelter when other routes are not open to them and that squats are often in appalling conditions that pose a risk to the people sheltering in them and others.

· That there is existing legislation and criminal law in place to tackle squatting and protect the rights of property owners
· That squatting can be best tackled through enforcement and joint working – which Thames Reach has examples of good practise in but that needs to be widely implemented. 

· That joint protocols between enforcement and support agencies lead to successful outcomes in squat closures and enabling people to access support and safe, secure accommodation.

1. Extent of the Problem
We have had contact with and supported people living in squats through our Outreach Teams who work with rough sleepers and those engaged in ‘street’ activities’ and our London Reconnections Team who work with street homeless Central Eastern Europeans (CEE’s) with no recourse to public funds. 

All of the squats we have encountered in our work have been semi derelict, unoccupied premises. 
Our experience of people engaged in squatting is that they are often extremely vulnerable and have chronic drug and alcohol problems and access to these squats is prolonging their avoidance of services and addressing their issues.

The squats we have worked with enforcement agencies to close down are dangerous places with high levels of drug use, the buildings are run down and derelict and pose a significant risk to people squatting there or entering the building. 
Some of the conditions our workers have seen are buildings with no plumbing facilities where rooms are used as communal toilets, hypodermic syringes scattered about, lift shafts open and walls crumbling. We are currently aware of and working with local agencies to close down one squat in Tower Hamlets where between 8 – 15 people are living, the building is in an appalling condition and poses a risk to the people living there, workers entering the premises and the community due to the state of disrepair, unsanitary conditions and the activities engaged in there. If not closed down soon we feel there is a significant risk of injury or death amongst its occupants who are predominantly heroin and crack cocaine users.
We are aware of deaths in squats in Lambeth, Newham, Haringey and Hackney and in one particular squat in West London there have been 2 deaths in the last 6 months (one from overdose and one murder). 

Attached as an appendix to this response is a Fire Investigation report by the London Fire Brigade from July of this year concerning Nash House, a squat in Harlesden where a fire broke out. The report is used here with the kind permission of Borough Commander Sean Bennett, and demonstrates the conditions and risks commonly seen in squats by our outreach teams. Our London Reconnections Team had been working with enforcement agencies to close this squat, but unfortunately the fire occurred before the squat could be successfully closed.
2. People who Squat:

The people using the squats that Thames Reach encounters are drawn from the street homeless population, and we have yet to encounter anyone who has chosen to live in one of these squats over any other form of accommodation. 
They are generally single homeless people who would either not be in priority need for housing and have a lack of family and support networks to rely on or are central eastern European nationals who have no recourse to public funds and no support networks in the UK once they are no longer able to work. They are often people who have not yet come into contact with services designed to assist them, and occupying squats makes it less likely that this will happen as in our experience it can be hard for enforcement and support agencies to identify where squats are. However, outreach teams are often well placed to be able to locate squats due to their nature of their work. 
What is clear in our experience is that people who occupy squats are extremely vulnerable, being drawn from the street homeless population means there are the same levels of need present. Of people seen sleeping rough in 2010-11, 52% had alcohol problems, 32% had drug problems and 39% were experiencing mental health problems (CHAIN Report, Broadway, 2011). Their engagement in squatting in an unsafe environment increases the existing risks to their wellbeing.

The people we have made contact with through squat closures have been provided with routes into accommodation, treatment and employment services either within London or in the case of CEE Nationals in their country of origin.  
3. The existing law and consultation options:
Thames Reach believes that the existing law is sufficient to deal with squatting. Ordinary and Interim Possession Orders enable property owners to legally gain possession of their premises or residences, and criminal law enables the police to evict squatters when OPO’s and IPO’s have not been observed and/or anti-social behaviour or criminal damage is occurring. This should be sufficient to deal with people who may have made an active choice to squat in residential or commercial premises despite having other routes open to them. We must stress that in our work we have not encountered this practise. 
We do not believe that there is a need for a new criminal offense of squatting as we feel there is a danger of criminalising people pushed into what we would term a ‘survival’ activity bought about their circumstances and lack of other viable life choices. In practical and economic terms, if someone is homeless and living in a squat it is going to be more productive to their future lives and the state if enforcement agencies work with support agencies to clear and close the squat and support the individuals into accommodation and treatment rather than to pursue criminal proceedings through the court and enforce fine repayments or prison terms.
Thames Reach supports the option of leaving criminal law unchanged but to improve enforcement work through joint working protocols and intelligence sharing. From our perspective this means the work of enforcement agencies with support agencies to identify and assess squats and use a planned to close squats and move people on to alternative arrangements. There are already structures in place in local boroughs to support this work. However what can be improved to strengthen enforcement is greater coordination of the agencies that need to be involved, and in many cases one of the sticking points to gaining access to and closing down squats has been the non-involvement of the property owner.
Thames Reach has a track record of working effectively with a range of enforcement agencies including UKBA, Safer Neighbourhood Teams, Environmental Health and the Fire Service to effectively to identify squats and manage squat closures. Thames Reach has produced a pro forma Multi-Agency Action Plan for Squat Closures which when implemented works effectively and is attached as an appendix to this response. This was produced following work to close a particularly hazardous squat in Hackney and we would strongly support the adoption of this type of approach as a matter of course.
In summary:

We feel that people should not be criminalised for seeking shelter. Thames Reach works with people to turn their lives around: to gain and maintain accommodation, build up social networks and to get back into occupation and work. Having a criminal conviction would simply put up another barrier to this kind of recovery and the sanctions that go with a conviction (fines or prison terms) would push people further into social exclusion. 
We do support greater sharing of intelligence and joint working between agencies to close down squats. The squats that Thames Reach has encountered in order to identify and work with homeless people have been appalling environments that pose a high risk to the safety of anyone entering, let alone living there due to the conditions of the building and in some cases, the activities engaged in there. 

The cost to the state of pursuing convictions if squatting were to be criminalised seems disproportionate to the cost of what Thames Reach would see as a more productive approach; that of closer working between enforcement agencies and support providers to identify squats, move vulnerable people on into accommodation and treatment and to close down squats. It would seem unfair to prosecute those people who have stayed there due to desperate circumstances. 
