
‘Everyone In ‘ measures commence in mid-March  – directive from government: all rough sleepers and those 

at risk of rough sleeping must be accommodated to facilitate social distancing/ self-isolation, regardless of 

priority need, local connection, or recourse to public funds.

Over 200 individuals either rough sleeping on the streets or at imminent risk of rough sleeping have been 

found emergency accommodation by the Council.  Most are from Tower Hamlets. Over 40 have no recourse to 

public funds.

Rough sleeping in the borough has reduced dramatically during the lockdown.

Entrenched rough sleepers  have been accommodated in commercial hotels. 

Ad hocs bookings in the portfolio of emergency B&B accommodation  was increased to provide 

accommodation to those judged to be at risk of rough sleeping or who claim to be rough sleeping. 

A large supply of hotel accommodation was also procured for rough sleepers by the GLA at the start of the 

pandemic. There are 350 rough sleepers in GLA hotels in Tower Hamlets.

Individuals have been accommodated  under Housing Act 1996 s.188(1) duty and   Housing Act 1996 s.205(3) 

statutory powers, and Localism Act 2011.

A Homelessness Bronze Group oversees and manages the Council’s response to homelessness and rough 

sleeping. The Bronze Group reports into Silver Health and Care Operational Group.

Responding to rough sleeping during the corona virus – Everyone In  



The Council commissioned 24/7 on-site support and floating support at the commercial hotels as most 

rough sleepers brought in directly off the streets have complex needs. 

The value of these arrangements is shown by the relatively low number of evictions and abandonments 

from the hotels and the low rough sleeping numbers during the 3 months of the lockdown.

Public Health have led on implementing an operational plan to minimise the risk of an outbreak and spread 

of infection. To date there have been no reported outbreaks in any of the hotels used by the Council or in 

the Council’s commissioned hostel sector.

Given the high levels of substance misuse among the rough sleepers in commercial hotels a priority has 

been to assess individuals  and help them access substance dependance treatment.

.

The physical health of most rough sleepers in the commercial hotels had been assessed by a nurse. Most 

have been assessed as having a ‘mental health’ support need, and a number have been referred to mental 

health services.

Full board has been included in the block-booking contract with a number of hotels and a meal delivery of 3 

meals per day has been provided to complex needs  rough sleepers at other hotels. 

Within the wider range of emergency B&B accommodation used by the Council, fridges and microwaves 

have been provided for people in their rooms to enable social distancing and support with self-isolation.

Responding to rough sleeping during the corona virus

– Health and Welfare  



Monthly accommodation and support costs are estimated to be in the region of  £200k net of housing benefit

Government has committed funding to the Council for dealing with the impacts of corona virus  

• ‘Rough Sleeping Contingency Fund’  (17th March)  £12,750

• Coronavirus (COVID-19) Funding to relieve coronavirus pressures across all services, including adult 

social care and services helping the most vulnerable, (19th March 2020), £10,448,682 

• Funding to help with managing the new responsibilities across all services, (18th April 2020). £8,999,802 

The Government has also committed capital funding for supported housing and funding for substance misuse.

There is a common objective amongst MHCLG, boroughs and the GLA that nobody accommodated should be 

asked to leave accommodation without an offer of somewhere to go and other appropriate support 

No change in law on NRPF. Council is expected to take into account needs and circumstances and make 

judgements on basis of risk to life.

.

Officers will work closely with MHCLG on a co-produced bid for funding in the coming weeks. Funding 

decisions anticipated in late Summer/ early Autumn.

Costs, Funding and Moving onto the next phase 

of accommodating rough sleepers 



• The public and staff need to be kept safe during the period of the corona virus and beyond.

• The Housing Options service has  historically  managed demand reactively through the  crisis-

oriented  daily drop-in  at Albert Jacobs House. Recovery of the service post COVID, provides 

the opportunity for a different customer experience ready to relocate to the  new Town Hall. 

• The service wants to achieve a higher rate of prevention  and reduce temporary 

accommodation  placements and  associated costs. To do this the Housing Options  service  

will need to intervene earlier and in a more planned  and  proactive way with those at risk of 

homelessness. 

• Those seeking help should be able to understand the help on offer and access help through a 

range of channels, including to self-help, whether on the web or over the phone or from 

alternative service settings, e.g. Job Centre Plus reducing the need to visit busy offices.

• An improved telephone service with enough staff with the right skills set coupled with 

automated call distribution (press button options when people phone) can enable more people 

to get assistance over the phone (for Lettings and Homelessness enquiries) and avoid people  

needing to visit the office because they cannot get through on the telephone.

Improving the Customer Journey to prevent and relieve

homelessness in the light of Covid 19



• Content on the Council’s website should be relevant and easy to navigate.

• Interactive  sections on the website  could filter the customers enquiry, directing 

customers to web resources where relevant and directing others who are homeless 

or threatened with homelessness to book appointments with the service online. 

This gives customers flexibility.

• Triaging  those into the service who need casework through an online appointment 

booking system would enable the demand to be dealt with in a more planned way 

and for customers to pre-book an appointment that suits them. Prompts and alerts 

on what documents to bring will aid the interview process. 

• Minimising unplanned office presentations and undertaking appointments either 

virtually or in person upstream in partner service settings  will entail more efficient 

use of casework time and  increase time that can be spent to successfully prevent 

and relieve homelessness. 

• There will continue to be those for whom an emergency office presentations will 

continue to be appropriate, e.g. DV. These groups will need a safe welcoming 

environment at AJH  with appropriate social distancing. Those with language needs 

will also need to be considered in any new arrangements. 

Scoping out areas for change



Scope of project

In Scope

• Telephony 

Improvements

• Web content and self-

service 

• Appointments

• Online offer

6

Workstreams that can be 

pursued concurrently
• IT Systems and data collection

• Increasing prevention and 

accommodation options 

• B&B and TA reduction

• Service design improvements   

• Casework admin and clearing backlog

• H&RSS

Benefits and savings:
Customers will have a better experience and will be better informed from the 

beginning and will be better able to plan their interaction with the service. 

Staff workloads will be more manageable and work will be done in more 

planned and methodical way. 

Cashable savings are likely to be generated through the use of telephony, 

website and automated booking system. 



Staff Engagement 
Inform, Involve, Listen

Steps to developing a Staff Engagement Strategy using Inform, Involve, Listen

1. Recognition of current state (i.e. energy, motivation) of staff
2. Create a convincing case and shared purpose

Leaders reflect and agree on message, language and communication methods, 
when to communicate this message and how it will be communicated

3. Select champions for the case aligned to each workstream
4. Identify staff groups affected and the degree to which they will be 

affected
5. Hold sessions with affected staff groups tailored depending on the degree 

to which they are affected - i.e. inform those around the change, involve
experts, and listen to those concerned)

6. Outline ‘touch points’ for continued engagement and create shared 
commitment to this plan:
- Updates on progress - inform
- Consulting experts - involve
- avenues for concerns and fears to be raised - listen

Note – ‘involve’ is largely covered in the previous slide showing the 3 
workstreams. ‘Inform’ and ‘Listen’ need to be developed and planned



Tower Hamlets’ private rented sector: 

• Around 40% of the total housing stock in Tower Hamlets is privately rented – at least 32,000 

households. 

• Average private rents in Tower Hamlets are high – £1,647 compared to £695 nationally. 

• Four in ten households in Tower Hamlets live below the poverty line.

• Landlords ending private tenancies is the second biggest cause of homelessness in the 

borough.

Emergency measures to protect renters, landlords and homeowners: 

• Evictions ban: all eviction proceedings suspended from 27th March until 23rd August.

• Notice period for possession extended to three months: new notice period in place to 30th

September. 

• Private tenants are encouraged to speak to their landlord if they are having difficulty paying rent 

and where possible, come to an arrangement to repay rent or clear arrears. 

• A new pre-action protocol applies for private landlords seeking possession of their property.

• A three month ‘mortgage holiday’ for homeowners and buy-to-let landlords.

Private Rented Sector – impact of Covid-19



• As unemployment rises and incomes fall, private renters are finding themselves unable to afford rent and 

vulnerable to eviction and homelessness. Many private renters have little or no savings.

• Local Housing Allowance (LHA) is out of step with median rents. The new LHA rates to median rents in Tower 

Hamlets still show shortfalls ranging from £57 a month for someone in 1 bedroom in a shared property - up to a 

£163 shortfall a month for a 4-bedroom property. 

• Universal Credit claimants often take up advance loans to see them through the five-week wait. Recipients must 

pay back loans back at a rate of 25% of their standard Universal Credit allowance until the debt is cleared. 

• Those on furlough or only entitled to statutory sick pay have also seen their income drop. The overall Benefit Cap 

penalises those in large families. 

• Our private housing advice team have seen a significant increase in private tenants approaching them for 

advice and mediation: from 25th March to 24th April the team had over 100 new approaches. A similar increase 

has been seen in subsequent months. Key issues presented by private tenants approaching our service include: 

• Private tenants unable to pay rent due to loss of income 

• A marked increase in queries linked to security of tenure including around 30 cases where tenants have 

experienced harassment or threats of eviction, sometimes in response to a request for a rent deferment. 

• There are two known cases of unlawful eviction which the team are moving to prosecution. 

• Our Private Renters Charter’ partners have seen a significant increase in queries from private tenants related to 

security of tenure and loss of income, including many requests from migrant renters unsure of their rights. Partners 

working on the rogue landlord market say they have seen no let-up in cases of unlawful eviction and harassment.

• The market has seen a drop in tenant demand due to lack of home moves, students moving home, loss of jobs. 

Private rents have gone down but still unclear what the long term impact on the market might be. 

Private Rented Sector – impact of Covid-19



Communications 

• Dedicated information on the Council’s coronavirus housing and private housing webpages.

• Online and video updates via e-newsletters, corporate communications channels and Mayor’s office. 

• Letter to private tenants claiming Housing Benefit and CTR on new measures and support available. 

• Letter to licensed landlords on emergency measures and prosecutions for unlawful evictions.

• Working with Private Renters’ Charter partners on joint communications including cascading information to 

voluntary and community groups i.e. via WhatsApp. 

• Working with Registered Providers on joint communications (in development).

Unlawful evictions 

• Borough commander has issued updated Guidance for responding to unlawful evictions. 

• Private housing advice team have no capacity to support with injunctions, however where tenants are eligible for 

legal aid they are referred as appropriate. The team refer private tenants eligible for rent repayment orders to our 

own Civil Enforcement Officer and to our partner Justice for Tenants. 

Financial hardship / rent arrears 

• Private housing advice team are now working closely with benefits team on Discretionary Housing Payment 

(DHP) applications to clear rent arrears where needed. Initial period for DHP award will be three months.

• Tackling Poverty are making DHP applications and providing holistic support to private tenants where needed. 

Lobbying 

• Key asks are long-term protections for renters are needed to prevent homelessness; uprating Local Housing 

Allowance (LHA) to reflect local circumstances and suspension of total Benefit Cap; preventing evictions for 

arrears under section 8 through debt relief or grace period for repaying debts; increasing funds available for 

DHP; legislation brought forward to end evictions under section 21. 

• Tower Hamlets submitted evidence to HCLG Inquiry: Impact of Covid-19 on PRS and homelessness

• Letter from Mayor John Biggs to Robert Jenrick MP on LHA shortfall. 

Response to Date 



Evictions  

• The financial impact of the crisis on could see a surge in evictions and homelessness once emergency 

protections come to an end.

• Court proceedings for possession cases under s21 and s8 resume (remotely) on August 23rd. Unclear how 

quickly cases will move - may create a bottle neck that will take the next year to untangle. 

• Delays in court proceedings could lead to an increase in unlawful evictions. Prosecuting for unlawful evictions 

could act as a deterrent. The borough has limited capacity to support injunctions (to reinstate a tenant subject to 

unlawful eviction) or offer legal services, but we can refer tenants eligible for legal aid to appropriate solicitors 

and/or pursue rent repayment orders. 

• Rising evictions in the private rented sector could lead to increased demand on homelessness services. 

Rent arrears

• The shortfall between median rents and average incomes alongside rising unemployment means many private 

tenants are unable to afford their rent leading to increased demand for financial support.

• Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP) may help.  Where tenancies remain unaffordable tenants will need to 

move.

Private tenants don’t know their rights 

Our partners say that many renters are unclear of their rights and the support available to them, particularly migrant 

renters and those for whom English is not their first language. 

Private rental market 

Drop in tenant demand and collapse of short lets industry appears to have led to short-term drop in rents. However 

over long term house sales are likely to slow, potentially increasing demand for private rented housing.

Key Issues for Recovery Phase 


