



In Conversation with… Amy Rich, Coalition for Racial Equality and Rights

Pedro: To get started, could you briefly introduce yourself and also the Coalition for Racial Equality and Rights and the work that the organisation does and that you do? 

Amy: So, I'm Amy and I am the Communities and Campaigns Officer at CRER which is the Coalition for Racial Equality and Rights. We are a Scottish strategic, anti-racist organisation. We are based in Glasgow and we advocate for anti-racism, for race equality, and human rights. And we work to eliminate racial discrimination and harassment and to promote racial justice across Scotland.
Most of our work is to do with conducting research around the structural inequalities that Black and minority ethnic people in Scotland face. We also undertake policy development and network building work, and we engage with different public sector organisations to mainstream race equality in all aspects of things like their policy development, their strategic planning, employment and service provision functions as well. 
My work specifically as Communities and Campaigns Officer, is more around our community side of things. So, we have a network of third sector groups that work with Black/minority ethnic people in Glasgow and we coordinate that network. We also coordinate a program of events for Black History Month, which we have done every year since 2001. Alongside this we campaign for Black history to be made available and accessible all year round as well.

Pedro: Great, thanks for that.  So just to kick off the conversation proper, could you set the scene a little for us? Just give us a little bit of a sense of the extent of racial inequalities in Scotland, particularly around housing and homelessness, but even more in general. I realise that's a big question, but it's just to give us a little bit of context. 

Amy: Yeah, so our report, which we published, I think it was a few months ago now, it was titled Ethnicity and Homelessness in Scotland, which you can find on our website. It looks firstly at the statutory data around homelessness in Scotland. So, the most recent years data published by the Scottish Government. And when we're looking at, for example, applications for homelessness, we see there's been an increase in applications for people from Black/minority ethnic backgrounds in the last three years. This is compared to a decrease in applications from the white ethnic categories. We also see this trend mirrored as well in those that are assessed as homeless. So where white applicants passing assessments has fractionally declined, Black/minority ethnic applicants passing assessments has actually risen. So, what our report shows is that there are rising levels of BME homelessness, in comparison to a decrease from white groups. 
We also look at some of the reasons that this might be and some of the reasons why BME people are becoming homeless in the report.  We consider the impacts of poverty, overcrowding, and also domestic abuse as well. So, when we're looking at poverty specifically, Scottish Government statistics say that in Scotland, Black and minority ethnic people are over twice as likely to fall into poverty as their white counterparts, and they have the highest risk of being in very deep poverty. Some of the reasons for this include issues such as structural discrimination, disadvantages in the labour market, and for various reasons, a tendency to reside in the private rented sector, where we all know that housing costs are higher, and there's also more of an exposure to homelessness due to this lack of stability that you associate with private renting. And poverty means, I guess, that many BME people have fewer resources that they can draw upon, should they experience more financial difficulties or also personal difficulties as well.
Then, when we're considering housing, there's also research that's said that structural racism in the housing market has been exacerbated by COVID19. So, BME workers are more likely to be spending more of their income on housing compared to white workers. And there's just a huge lack of a financial safety net, which really compounds these issues, it makes them quite severe.
Then another issue that we talk about in the report and which we consider is the issue of overcrowding. So, minority ethnic people are more likely to be in poverty, as we said, and this is a huge factor that leads to minority ethnic households disproportionately experiencing overcrowding. Some of the key reasons for this I'd say are more systemic. So, they're related to the availability of suitable and, I guess, affordable housing.
So in summary, you could say that across most areas of housing and homelessness, and poverty, which is quite closely interrelated with these two, we can see that minority ethnic people are dealing with poorer outcomes and greater challenges to securing safe housing and to escaping or avoiding, in general, homelessness.

Pedro: Thanks for that. That's quite sobering listening. 

Gareth: Yeah, it really is. Thank you for that. And, actually, this question was going to sort of ask something quite similar, but actually we can slightly rephrase it, because something that's been a key theme throughout the podcast so far is the extent to which we fully understand some of the problems and challenges due to gaps in data around different aspects of different people's identities. So, just from a minority ethnic people’s sort of background and experience or from your experience with these populations, would you say there are significant gaps in data or do we fully understand the problems that we dealing with? And this came from a number of different podcasts that we've covered so far? 

Amy: Yeah, I think that gaps in data is definitely an issue that we can see. I think data gaps is something we struggle with generally quite a lot in the work that we do. But it's something, when you're looking at homelessness specifically, when you're looking at this report there are definitely some issues.
So, for example, homelessness data, Scottish Government homelessness data doesn't take into account immigration status, which can have a huge effect on the way that we kind of understand the issues around BME homelessness. Because obviously the risk of destitution and of homelessness will vary quite significantly depending on someone's immigration status.
And quite often I think when we think about BME groups that are experiencing homelessness there's a kind of a conflation or focus mostly on recent migrants rather than considering maybe UK born and long-term resident BME populations in Scotland. And so, without kind of differentiating these two groups, we can't really understand the different ways that they experience homelessness and the different ways they experience destitution and some of the reasons for this that are going to vary quite a lot between these two groups. Having said this though, I think that homelessness data is actually one of the few areas in Scotland where we do have data that's broken down by the census categories for ethnicity, which we talk about quite a lot in our report and the different groups. So, for example, there's a breakdown between Black, African and Caribbean people or South Asian people and the different ways that they're experiencing housing issues and experiencing these homelessness issues. So, while there is some detail missing around immigration status, for example, we do have this ability to understand maybe the scale of the problem in this area. And so, from there, I think, making sure that we differentiate between these different BME groups and don't lump them all together into one homogenous community means that we can address these issues in a more meaningful way, that's actually looking at what these groups are experiencing and maybe some of the unique ways that we need to tackle these problems.

Pedro: That's really interesting and, just on a sort of side note, is that I know that the Scottish Government is looking at further disaggregating the way that they gather homelessness data at the moment. They're doing a big consultation about it just now and getting input from various organisations and local authorities and things like that. So, I think there is further work being done to ensure that that data is as comprehensive as possible. 
I'm going to ask like a bit of an additional question that we haven't pre-prepared you for. I'm wondering if you have any thoughts about the ways that black and minority ethnic communities access services, like housing services? You know, when we talk about gaps and data, is there any sort of consensus or sort of even hypothesis that is around that in terms of how or whether services are being accessed at all?  

Amy: I think it is tricky, we don't, I'm not sure if we know how many minority ethnic people are accessing, for example, mainstream services, so services that are more widely available, but it's definitely a big issue. I think there's some quite unique barriers that minority ethnic communities face to accessing services. And there's something, hidden homelessness is actually very prevalent amongst minority ethnic communities, because quite a lot of the time, people don't even realise that they're actually experiencing homelessness, especially around issues, for example, overcrowding, if you're living in a household with too many people and not enough bedrooms, people don't even realise this is actually an issue or this is something that is legally considered homelessness. So, people don't really know that they have the ability to seek help with this or to access these services.
And yeah, I think that there are definitely some quite stark barriers that BME people face. Obviously, there are language barriers as well. And just kind of not really knowing about what the availability of services are and who they can turn to and approach in this situation. So, I think it is definitely a really big issue and I think that's something that should be considered a bit more widely amongst mainstream services, is how to make themselves more accessible to different minority ethnic groups. 

Pedro: Yeah, we've spoken about that to other people during the podcast, where they've said, you know, there can be sort of even cultural things around like kinship care and that sort of thing, which, you know, people don't consider themselves to be homeless or they don't have an understanding of it.
I mean, I see it in my work. So, I think that can be a relatively universal problem. But yeah, definitely, I would imagine, maybe even more so for groups that are more disadvantaged and don't have access to even the comms around what services are available and the accessibility of those.
So, from a housing and homelessness perspective, what do you think that the Scottish Government could do right away that could help to address some of the issues that we've been talking about today?

Amy: So, we have a number of recommendations that we make in the report. Some that we've already discussed to do with data and disaggregating data. But also, something I think that's worth kind of bringing to the forefront is around the issue of domestic abuse as well and how this often leads to more women falling into homelessness.
So, we saw in some of the data that women from minority ethnic communities are disproportionately becoming homeless as a result of domestic abuse. So, they're kind of disproportionately putting down in the data that the reasons for them becoming homelessness is to do with violent or abusive disputes. So, I think that this is something that should be addressed and can be addressed quite easily. And we know that BME women face, as we kind of talked about these unique barriers, I think this is especially the case where BME women facing abuse, they have some very difficult barriers and very specific barriers to reporting this abuse and to escaping it. This includes around obviously language and then not knowing what services and housing options are available to them as well. Not really knowing that these are things that they can access to get help. So I would say if we need to think about something that we can do right away, it would be to support and resource these kind of services that work with BME women specifically. There are services out there that are specialised, especially in places like Glasgow, for example, and Edinburgh as well, and these need to be better resourced. These services need to be listened to and also just to be made more widely known. Because I think a lot of the time people actually don't know they exist.
I'd also say that kind of the more national strategy for tackling homelessness as well needs to look specifically at how BME women and especially South Asian women are affected by domestic abuse and how this often leads to homelessness. And from there they need to ensure that more mainstream services can actually cater to these women and understand how to remove these barriers to them accessing help. 

Pedro: Thanks for that. I think that could probably also be applied to other sorts of intersectionalities as well, I think, you know, protected characteristics. We've talked about this in other episodes of the podcast where protected characteristics can sometimes be sort of siloed, if that makes sense. Intersectionality doesn't seem to be considered quite so much in terms of beyond they get lumped into one or the other rather than considering that many can be true at once. So yeah, I think there's a lot of work to do around that sort of thing.

Gareth: Yeah, I agree. Just to, before we move on to the next question, just to keep talking about the domestic abuse topic for a little bit longer, because we did a podcast late last year with Kelly Henderson from Addressing Domestic Abuse, and she raised some of these issues. And one of the things that Kelly was talking about is where they have the role of an independent domestic abuse advocate sort of step in to support local authorities, and that can be a really good way. Because, these were sort of topics, I think Pedro, we picked out in earlier podcasts more was asking the questions around are local authorities or housing providers doing enough in this space? Do they have enough support and training? And Kelly raised those, so we can link to that. But it's, I guess, it's just a minor follow up question, do you think that enough being done to support people working on the frontline to be able to cope with these kind of issues?

Amy: I would probably say that there's always more that could be done to support people who are working in these kind of environments with these issues, and obviously these are very like, quite traumatic issues that people are dealing with and they need to be handled in specifically a very sensitive way and I think that that requires a lot of support for the people involved in working with women who are fleeing from domestic abuse and also ensuring that these women are getting the support that they need. So, I would say that there's always more that needs to be done and that can be done.
And we can see that, obviously, BME women don't know about how to access these services. That says enough, I think, in saying that maybe these services aren't resourced in the way that they should be. And yeah, that says everything to me. 

Pedro: Yeah, I think as well, so there's the resourcing part, but there's also the representation on the workforce as well, I think. We've talked about that when we've been talking about, particularly LGBTQ+ people, and things like that, and it's seeing yourself represented or seeing how the people that are offering you service that are meant to be helping you understanding your situation, or what your life experience is likely to be like or having some sort of shared life experience whereby you don't have to explain yourself quite so much. So yeah, I think beyond domestic abuse advocates or people on staff that can deal with that. But I think just in general, a more diverse understanding of people's experiences I guess is probably pretty important as well.

Amy: Yeah, definitely.

Gareth: And you know, another thing that we're looking at here is research going forward and what we can do. So, in your report, ethnicity and homelessness in Scotland, which we talked a lot about today, you've acknowledged there's little contemporary research into Black/minority ethnic people's experiences of homelessness in Scotland. So, what would you say to researchers who were perhaps wanting to undertake work in this space, but either don't feel confident in doing so because they're not from a Black/minority ethnic background themselves, or perhaps that it's just a new topic to them that they're wanting to explore?

Amy: Yeah, I think this is quite a nuanced area to think about. The intended aims of research ultimately are to shine light on the issues and their causes as well, and to enable us to solve these issues. And I think that there is, as we say in the report, there is more research that needs to be done into why BME people are experiencing homelessness at such high rates in order to begin to solve these issues.
And so, I would say that researchers who are doing this work or who want to undertake this work should consult with those people that are already working in the field, and also consider whether maybe some of this work is already in the process of being done. I know that we mention in the report there's a few different pieces of research that are currently in the process of being undertaken, and we've actually been contacted since the report about wanting to consult with people about BME homelessness in Scotland as well. So, I know that almost since we've written the report and in recent months, there has been more, I don't want to say press, but more awareness of maybe some of the issues of BME homelessness. And so, I think that while in recent years there's been kind of a drought in research, I'm not sure if that's as much the case as it was before. But I would say that people who do want to do this research should, from the very beginning, consult with people who have lived experience either of homelessness or who are working in the field and understand and know these issues.
Having said that, I would say that there is also a general feeling, I would say, of this kind of consultation fatigue as well that's going on, and this idea that people who are working in this field, we know that there are issues and we know what these issues are, and I think everyone kind of just wants to see them being addressed at this point.
I think quite often people with lived experiences are asked to rehash all of these very traumatic experiences in quite a kind of tokenistic way without seeing any of the actual positive outputs shown to them about what is being done with this research and the ways that the research is actually being shaped by their experiences and then being used in a meaningful way going forward.
So I would say it's  a balancing act between making sure you include people, but making sure you include them in a meaningful way and speaking to these groups that are involved and actually figuring out where the gaps are, rather than just kind of going in to do more of the same research, and making sure that you are contributing to this conversation in a way that's meaningful and also solution orientated as well, considering maybe what are the outcomes of the research going to be? What impact is this research going to have and how are we going to actually change some of these trajectories? Obviously, we looked at the data, we can see that these are issues and we can see that BME people are experiencing homelessness at disproportionate rates and these are rising. So, we know that already and what do we do from there to tackle these issues? 
So yeah, and I think we talk about in the report as well some specific areas where there are gaps in research rather than just a need for more general research. So, for example, we talk about how we don't know much about minority ethnic people who are living in the private rent sector and what their experiences are and things like that. We also talk about overcrowding as being an area that's under researched as well. And so, these areas that need to be investigated further, but I would say there's kind of making sure that it's meaningful and it's contributing in a way that means that we are ultimately trying to, you know, stop the rates of homelessness rising for minority ethnic groups.

Pedro: Yeah, we've had similar conversations with others in the course of the podcast, whereby, they've said, right we know what the issue is, now let's do something about it. Quite often it feels like it's another report, it's another round of research and yeah, it can be re-traumatising bringing up, you know, when you're asking people to share quite traumatic and difficult things that have happened to them in their life and they're sort of dredging it up for no reason. So yeah, I think that's been quite a common theme, I would say, in the people that we've been speaking to.

Amy: Yeah, and I think avoiding that is probably the most crucial part of any research that's being done. But in terms of your own lived experiences, not matching the research, I think it's an important question to make sure you are bringing kind of like a respectful perspective on these issues, but then also I think that people do undertake research that's not from their lived experiences a lot of the time. And so, it's making sure that this research is still done and it's just done in a way that's, as I say, meaningful. 

Pedro: Yeah, thanks for that. Is there anything else that, you know, that you feel like we haven't touched on, particularly from the report or any, you know, aspects of your work that you want to talk about or, just anything else you want to bring up?

Amy: I mean, we do a lot of other work, kind of not specifically to do with homelessness, but more to do with public sector work as well. It's not something that I know too much about, but I would just encourage people to have a look. We do work around employment as well, and BME people's experience of that. And that ties a lot in, I think, with housing issues and things like that. So, I would just say that that's another area of our work, which can be investigated if you're looking to understand these issues through a race perspective and learn more about some of the issues that minority ethnic people are facing.

Pedro: Yeah. Great. Anything you want to add Gareth? 

Gareth: No, no. That was really interesting. I think there's lots there, as we said, that really builds on the podcasts from before that's really encouraging. I think certainly from a research perspective, just some of the things that we as a research community can and should be doing before we start getting involved in projects is incredibly helpful for our audiences. 
So yeah, thank you very much for sharing all that. And obviously we'll, we'll link to your reports and all the other work, especially as you saying like around the other dimensions like employability and employment, which, you know, you can't, disaggregate from housing issues anyway.
So, that's great. Thank you very much, Amy.
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