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Pedro: Hi, welcome to Equality in Housing, this is our second live podcast, after we did one at SCVO's The Gathering, back in November, I believe. So yeah, this is live episode number two, overall episode number eighteen. And yeah, thank you for coming down. 
So, Equality in Housing is a podcast which does exactly what it says on the tin. It is about equality and it is about housing and that is in Scotland, but also in the wider, in the UK and even beyond that as well. And this podcast is about sharing practice, about asking questions and about just really talking about issues that many people face and many disadvantaged groups face within the housing sphere. 
My name is Pedro Cameron. I am Head of Engagement for Housing Options Scotland. Housing Options Scotland is a charity which provides housing advice, information and support to people with disabilities, to anyone over the age of 55 and to armed forces veterans.
So, I come at this podcast from a very frontline perspective, from a service delivery perspective, and I'm going to introduce my colleague Gareth to talk about himself. 
Gareth: Yeah. Thank you. Nice to see everyone. My name is Gareth Young. I'm from the UK Collaborative Centre for Housing Evidence, who some of you may know. I'm probably not the Gareth you know, because there is another Gareth in Scotland, but I'm based at the University of Sheffield. So, basically, Pedro and I, we kind of got introduced to each other because we were both working on issues of housing inequalities or wanting to find ways of working. And that's how we partnered together for the podcast. I come in from a slightly different angle, looking at where there might be the gaps in the research or where we could inspire future generations of researchers to do some work in this space. 
And so, over to our guest. So, Rhiannon, welcome to Equalities in Housing podcast. Could you just introduce yourself for those who don't know you? 
Rhiannon: Yes absolutely, so I'm Rhiannon Sims, I'm a Senior Policy Officer at Crisis, and it's my last week at Crisis. I finish up on Friday and then I'm going to be moving to a role at Heriot-Watt University in the I-SPHERE Research Institute. So, it's nice to do this during my last week.
Gareth: Yeah, absolutely. Well, welcome along. Thanks. And thank you for fitting us in at such a busy time. But just to begin with, could you just give us some sense of how the housing emergency is impacting on housing needs in relation to equalities? 
Rhiannon: Yeah, absolutely. So, I think, I mean, I'm sure over the last couple of days, this term housing emergency has come up lots and lots of times.
I think that it's a term that is used to describe a situation where housing need is outstripping supply in pressurised local housing markets. But I think it's important in these discussions for us not to forget that that doesn't affect everybody equally, you know, it's not going to affect the whole population in the same way. Low-income households and people in already precarious living arrangements are currently locked out of housing, currently don't have access to housing. And that's just going to become more acute as we see more housing pressures. And I think we need to see this in the context of ways that certain groups have historically been marginalised in terms of access to housing. So, I see my colleagues from Shelter in the audience, there's been some really important research on race and access to social housing. And that research acknowledges that there's a legacy of racialised and discriminatory housing practices that have meant that minoritised ethnic communities have, for decades and generations, struggled to access housing in different ways. So, for example, if we look at needs-based allocations policies, dating back to the fifties, people have, both intentionally and unintentionally, been kind of locked out of those kinds of access to social homes.
And we can see that today playing out in the ways in which people from minoritised ethnic groups are disproportionately more likely to experience homelessness and when they do experience homelessness, they're more likely to spend longer in temporary accommodation before they are able to move on to a settled home. So, I guess it's about recognising that, as things get more pressurised and there's going to be acute ways in which people experience that now, that's coming on top of decades and generations of different ways in which groups have been excluded. And we kind of need to, we need to recognise that situation really.
Pedro: Yeah. Yeah. I think there's a myriad of ways, even within the current, like before we started declaring housing emergencies, that people were being excluded or have had additional barriers to accessing housing. So those barriers are only going to get worse, with that in mind.
Rhiannon: Sorry, just on that point, in terms of, I think even in terms of how we estimate current housing need in Scotland, I think that there's even ways in which our methodologies kind of exclude certain groups in those estimations.
So, I'm thinking of the recent report by Homes for Scotland, which, you know, provided an estimate of housing need, which kind of went beyond the usual definitions that are included in housing needs and demands assessments. And it included things like, you know, households who are living, who need adaptations and haven't been able to make those adaptations, or have support needs that aren't being met. And they found, I mean, it was a, you know, shocking figure that 28 percent of households in Scotland might be experiencing some kind of housing need. But of that group, there were 85,000 households who might be living in housing where they need adaptations, which they're not seeing met, or you know, aren't being provided with the support that they need to live there.
So, I guess the point is, you know, even when we're looking at housing need and demands assessments locally, are the ways that we're assessing that need including all groups that need to be included in that. 
Pedro: Yeah. I think that's quite stark really. And I think that, you know, even we look at, recently it was announced that there's 40,000 people waiting, like disabled people currently on housing waiting lists, so I think there's been a theme consistent running through all the conversations that we've been having on the podcast, and this is around the barriers that people are facing when accessing appropriate housing that's for their needs and there can be many reasons for this.
So just from your work and experience, how would you say that the housing emergency is impacting on housing for those groups? I know you've kind of covered some of that already. 
Rhiannon: No, it's, I mean, if we just can continue to sort of think about disability, our legal definition of homelessness in Scotland is quite broad and it's rightly broad because it recognises lots of different circumstances in which someone should be legally deemed homeless. But if you have accommodation that's not reasonable for you to continue to occupy. Or if you've got accommodation which is a danger to your health, then you meet the legal definition of homelessness. So, if we imagine someone with mobility needs or someone with a COPD, who can no longer manage the stairs or something, they might meet that definition, but whether they're able to access support from the homelessness system at a time when, you know, the services are so overwhelmed is another question.
And, in all of our conversations about the budget recently, it's true that the homelessness funding has largely been maintained, but there's one aspect of the budget which has been cut, which is the 2 million has been taken out of the housing support funding as part of the homelessness budget. And, so it actually says, if you go and, nerds like me go and look in the level four tables and it says things like, funding for adaptations has been reduced to reflect overall capital pressures, this is likely to lead to a reduction in the number of adaptations that can be take taken forward. However, some registered social landlords may fund adaptations from their own resources. So, you know, it's like when we face these kinds of pressurised situations in terms of budgets, it's those kinds of fringe things that end up getting cut, and then that just exacerbates the kind of problems.
Pedro: And it's also, that wording, it can be, I mean, it could be before, like, you can sort of deal with that from your own budgets, but you could have done that before. And it's like, but yeah, the sort of impact on the scheme of assistance is really, you know, quite large.
And I think also, you were touching on this earlier, like this idea of reasonableness, I think it's who decides what's reasonable, I guess, is like a bigger question to be asking. And then also thinking about, in terms of, for example, the homelessness statistics that came out last week. If disabled people aren't able to access homelessness services or are being turned away from homelessness service because, but they are effectively homeless, so under the broad sort of general, you know, definition of homelessness, like what it's, I mean, this isn't a question for you, it's just sort of a broader sort of wondering, it's sort of like, where does that leave disabled people? 
Rhiannon: And you were asking about access to housing. How does the housing emergency impact on access to housing? And we can think about that in terms of, as we've been discussing, you know, physical access and accessibility requirements, but we can also think about it in other ways, just broader, you know, access, which some groups are locked out of more so than others at the moment. So, I was going to mention, in particular, young people, in terms of all of the barriers that they might face in accessing kind of settled housing options. So those include, for example, having the skills to manage their own tenancies, and you know, perhaps not having the sort of life experience accumulated to have those skills. But also, being kind of disadvantaged financially in terms of either still being in education and training or being at the very start of their working lives, so more likely to be in kind of low paid part time and insecure sorts of work.
But there's also quite specific ways that young people are kind of disadvantaged in accessing housing. So the shared accommodation rates, which is part of the local housing allowance, basically, it places a cap on the amount that can be awarded for housing costs for claimants between 18 and 35, and that means that young people are forced to look for a room in a shared house or maybe a bedsit at best, and at a time when high pressure sort of housing markets will have, they'll have very few options that kind of meet that definition, so I think that there's, yeah, there's very specific kind of effects that can play out for lots of different groups. 
Pedro: It sort of leads it just to bring it back to the housing emergency at large and, you know, the systemic failure like that the housing regulators sort of highlighted, or this seems to be a growing consensus, but there's, I think that also speaks to a broader sort of a lot of these are like the links between housing and other areas as well that there seems to be a bit of a disconnect from, and that there really seems to be having a big impact on housing. It's not just necessarily the availability of housing, it's the ability to maintain it. It's the ability to look after it or the ability to access it. 
Gareth: Just moving on ever so slightly. So, within housing and we're talking kind of policy practice and research, we often talk in numbers and, you know, that's really important, but what we know from conversations across the sector is that we need to be thinking about solutions to kind of housing challenges in a person-centred way, and that people should have choice and autonomy over their housing futures. So, could you just reflect a little bit on sort of the meaning of home and how thinking about this could impact the way that we approach housing solutions for sort of different groups of people?
Rhiannon: Yeah, so I did have these questions beforehand, you might have guessed. And actually when, you know, when I saw this part about the meaning of home and how that might, you know, what that might mean for different people, I actually wondered if I could read an extract from a book just to change things up a little bit.
So, this is a, it's called In the Dream House, and this is a memoir by Carmen Maria Mercado, and it's about experiences of domestic abuse in a lesbian relationship. And given that the focus of the podcast today was on equalities, but also intersectionality, I thought it made sense to bring this because, you know, whilst the vast majority of perpetrators of domestic abuse will be men, it also challenges our preconceptions about, you know, different groups who might experience abuse as well. But also, what she does in this book is she sort of interrogates the meanings that can be attached to the idea of home, culturally at large and for different people. So, it's just a short extract, story time.
She says: 
“I always thought the expression safe as houses meant that houses were safe places. It's a beautiful idea, like running home with a late summer thunderstorm huffing down your neck. There's the house, waiting for you. A barrier from nature, from scrutiny, from other people, standing on the other side of the glass, watching the sky playfully pummel the earth like a sibling. But house idioms and their variants, in fact, often signify the opposite of safety and security. If something is a house of cards, it is precarious, easily disrupted. If the writing is on the wall, we can see the end of something long before it arrives. If we do not throw stones in glass houses, it is because the house is constructed of hypocrisy, readily shattered. All expressions of weakness, of the inevitability of failure. Safe as houses is sometimes closer to the house always wins. Instead of a shared structure providing shelter, it means that the person in charge is secure, and everyone else should feel afraid.”
And I think I wanted to share that really today because I think it demonstrates beautifully how different people experience the concept of home quite differently, depending on what that's come to represent for them. And hopefully for most of us, home will be a place of safety, a place of security and comfort and family. But if home has been, or has become a site of trauma and violence and abuse, sometimes since childhood, then it's hardly surprising that sustaining a tenancy becomes difficult and that people might feel ambivalent about the very idea of home. And that can remain the case, even when the immediate threat of violence is no longer there. It's like the concept of home, the idea of home kind of carries with it these associations of trauma and violence, for some people. And that really came home to me, that message, recently when I was doing some work with Professor Sarah Johnsen at Edinburgh University who published some research on the reality for women affected by severe and multiple disadvantages. So that's experiences of homelessness, substance use, and interactions with the criminal justice system. Yeah. And yeah, I mean, the majority, actually all the women who contributed to that research, who participated in those interviews, had experienced sexual violence and most of them traumatic relationships with home since childhood.
So, yeah, I think this just reminds us of the importance of trauma informed services who can recognise that people's concept of home might be ambivalent for these different reasons and that their interactions with services are likely to be sort of shaped by those previous experiences as well.
So, your question was about meanings of home, but also person-centred approaches, and I think, yeah, I think it's about recognising, about services really being trained and understanding what all of that can mean. And yeah, I think it's a life's work, right? Like I'm on that journey, you're on that journey. Everyone in this room is on that journey. So yeah. 
Gareth: I think it probably generates more questions actually than it answers because it's about who should be responsible for providing these services. And I don't know how it works in Scotland, but I know sort of in England, particularly kind of women and children who've fled domestic abuse. If they've kind of been rehomed, they can often be rehomed without any furniture, any floor coverings, those sorts of things. And I've been sort of chatting to a founder of a charity called Furnishing Futures and they're London based at the moment, but kind of looking to work further. And then, you know, the work they're doing is to provide, and it's kind of trauma informed, and it's to provide people with, you know, white goods so they can kind of store food and eat healthily and all of these sorts of things, beds so that children can get a proper night's rest and therefore it's not impacting on their education and all of these sorts of things. But felt like there was a real gap though, it's who should be sort of stepping in and doing all this and at the moment it's the reliance on sort of charities like this doing the work. It's not particularly a question, but it's kind of linked with what you were saying. And we can sort of send links to that work.
Pedro: I think there's, in Scotland I mean, there is work being done to sort of, to think about that, at a sort of policy level and on a sort of a service delivery level. So, there's the domestic violence, sort of a domestic abuse pathway that the Scottish government's working on. And also, there is the Fund to Leave, which has been piloted by Scottish Women's Aid and is, I think, finishing up at the end of March, maybe. I think it's probably almost run out of money.
Yeah. But I'm hoping that something like that will carry on. For those who don't know, the Fund to Leave is a sort of a grant. Sort of an almost no questions asked grant for women who are fleeing domestic abuse and domestic violence. And so that they can, you know, that they can move on or start a new life or get a new place or just to cover costs that come with sort of fleeing.
Rhiannon: Yeah. I mean, that's a fantastic initiative and it's, you know, definitely an important part of the picture, but yeah, half a million over a short period of time 
Pedro: I know it's nothing really, it's a drop in the ocean.
Rhiannon: especially when, as I was saying earlier, seen, you know, two million taken out of the housing support budget. I guess it's, yeah, I think what we need is a real focus on, we need to focus on every level of government, right? And I think, yeah. When you think that it's been three years since the Domestic Abuse Protection Act was passed and it still hasn't been implemented, and, I know there was a session at the conference yesterday on policies not promises, you know, the role that social landlords have in responding to people when they're experiencing domestic abuse, I think, yeah, we need to do more and we need to do more faster, basically, I think. But yeah, the Fund to Leave is absolutely a really good initiative and if you haven't heard about it, you should, you should absolutely go and find out. 
Pedro: Yeah, you should. Yeah, definitely look it up.
I just want to go back a little bit and just on that meaning of what home is and that around delivering person centred sort of services. And I think that, what I, my interpretation of, of much of what's going on in the sector is that there are assumptions about, or the services are being sort of designed around Joe Bloggs, like the average person, who doesn't exist, really. So, somebody's always going to have some sort of, you know, characteristic that marks them out, or that can make things more difficult. Whether it's, you know, whether it's something that's covered by the Equality Act, or it's, you know, addiction, or whether it's sort of trauma, or all sorts of things. And this idea of home as, generally when, you know, whenever you go to a workshop or something like that and you're like, what does home mean to you? And people are always saying safety and security and comfort and, you know, somewhere to live your life and all that sort of thing. But as you say, and as that extract kind of demonstrates, is that that is not what it means for everyone. And sometimes home comes later, I think I would say, sometimes shelter comes first and then you make a home from that. 
Rhiannon: Which speaks to the importance of housing first. Absolutely. Especially for people with complex needs. But I guess, yeah, just on that point of like, there's no designing a homelessness system and a housing system with just, I don't know, 
Pedro: the average person, 
Rhiannon: just the average person, which is, you know, the straight white man, probably, in mind, I think, yeah, I think it doesn't work. And actually, we need to understand, I think what needs more focus is properly designing prevention pathways for different at-risk groups, because we actually, we know what the triggers look like into homelessness. There's a lot of research that's been done, like we understand that, you know, the triggers for a young person who's been asked to leave the family home, when they've come out, for example, are very different from the triggers for someone who's got problems of substance use and experience of the criminal justice system. So, you know, I think what we need to do is really think about, you know, when you look at the prevention pathways documents, a lot of good thinking has gone into those, but what it is another long list of recommendations. And I think we really need to shift focus towards action and implementation and practice change. And so how are we identifying those people who might be at risk? For example, the Rock Trust, they're piloting a new approach called Upstream, which is a kind of universal screening tool, which is used in schools to try and identify young people who might be at risk of, you know, either them or their families who might be at risk of homelessness. Those kinds of approaches are really helpful and should be more widespread. But if you've got a situation where housing options are incredibly limited, even if you do identify that somebody's at risk, then, you know, it goes back to this point about we need proper investment in homes and in social housing. And, yeah, at a time when 196 thousand, sorry million is being stripped from the housing budget, then it just adds additional challenges, I think, particularly for these at-risk groups. And, yeah, I think, in terms of the equality impact of cuts like that, I'm not sure that it enters into the conversation as much as it should, actually.
Pedro: Yeah. Yeah, there's definitely a disconnect between the discussions that we're having around awareness of sort of people's, and I guess that's the crux of it, is what we're trying to talk about here is that there is a disconnect between the conversations that we're having around, you know, the consideration for different groups and service design around different groups, but the actual, while we're in an emergency and we're sort of fighting fires or fighting a wildfire, some may say, is that, you know, how do we sort of connect that together? And again, that's not necessarily a question aimed at you, but it's like, how do we make sure that we're still having these conversations, and we're still building that into our responses and into action and into implementation. 
And I think there's something in the link between implementation, you know, these recommendations and putting things into action. But there's sort of, where does it, you know, where is it the responsibility of government and where is it the responsibility of RSLs or, you know planners or you know, all these sorts of things. 
Rhiannon: And where is it the responsibility of us as individuals actually, you know, just it's kind of like I said earlier, it's a life's work and educating yourself on all of the different ways in which people experience structural oppression basically and discrimination you know in a direct way, but also in an indirect way, and I think if we start with ourselves and, you know, what we can do in our own roles, I think that that does lead to change at a kind of national level and the local government level and, you know, just shifts society's priorities, right? So, yeah. 
Pedro: It's kind of leads me neatly onto the last question, which is just to think about what we can and should be doing to promote more equitable housing futures, and what do you think the national governments, local authorities, and the sector more broadly, and us, as individuals, as you say could and should be doing? 
Rhiannon: Yeah, I should have saved all of that chat for this question, shouldn't I? Because I think I've touched on it already, really. I think that we need proper equality impact assessments in our budget decisions. And, I think, yeah, I think it's this thing of like, really, we actually know what the answers are when it comes to the policy change. I think that there's been a huge amount of work done since the publication of Housing to 2040, around how we actually change our housing policy, you know, in ways that responds effectively to, for example, women and children experiencing domestic abuse or, young people, care leavers, you know, we've got lots of that work that's already been carried out, we just need to implement it, you know, we just really need a focus on, and that, you know it does cost money, but also I think there are things that we can do within the current systems that we've got as well. And I think it goes back to just starting with ourselves and thinking what is it in terms of my own, you know, service that you offer or just your own work that can improve access for those different groups and improve the responses that you're bringing. So, I don't know. Do you have any ideas? What are your thoughts on this? 
Pedro: I think, for me, I think, and we spoke about, I was on a different panel yesterday about diversity and inclusion and I think it's about, when we're thinking about equality, when we're thinking about EDI in general and intersectionality, I think people still think of it as not them, like it doesn't include them, it includes everyone else, it includes other people, but actually, we need to think about equalities as everyone, not just sort of, I think we have an idea in our head about what a diverse person is, but we're all sort of diverse people in all sorts of different ways. And some of those ways may not be covered by the Equalities Act, but we are all diverse in different ways and none of us are the sort of the average person, as I kind of touched on earlier. And I think like, we really need to, my feeling is that we really need to embed, or we need to stop thinking about it as an extra thing and as about another thing, or about a thing for other people, and it's about for all of us.
Rhiannon: Yeah, and I think that we had a bit of a chat about intersectionality, just before recording, and I think that there's a tendency to think of that as some kind of equation, like you take this protected characteristic and you add this one and it equals this amount of, you know, discrimination that somebody experiences in their life. You know, you just add racism to sexism and you get the experience of, you know, a black woman. But that's not what intersectionality really means. You know, what it's getting to is that there's very specific kinds of ways in which people experience oppression and discrimination depending on their, you know, on those characteristics, but also on their life circumstances and their life histories as well. And I think it's understanding that, it goes back to that point about person centred, that actually you just have to take that individual as your starting point. And, if we can school ourselves a little bit and train ourselves in terms of understanding all of those different types of discrimination, then we'll respond better, but we need to understand that that person will have specific ways in which they are excluded, and have experienced kind of structural oppression. 
Pedro: And a particular sort of personhood as well, that sort of also can be, exists outside of like outside of the things that we can see or that we're aware of, you know. I don't know if you've got any thoughts? 
Gareth: I mean, not ground-breaking thoughts at all, but I mean, I think one of the things that, when I started doing sort of the EDI work within our research centre, one of my biggest fears was who am I to be doing this? You know, I've not experienced discrimination in housing and we start to look around at people within our sector. So, there's great work happening, I'm not saying that, but we aren't a particularly diverse group of people, within sort of UK housing studies I'm referring to particularly. But actually, as you start to do this work and you find that lots of other people are trying to do things as well in this space, is that sort of scaling up through these conversations and these partnerships do help you to sort of navigate the way forward. And I think we've tried to be quite honest that we will make mistakes or that we don't know everything and that we are, I know a lot of it is just conversations at the moment, that these are kind of helping us to build up new relationships and to be sort of challenged on the way that we do everything, even through kind of holding events or how we do our evidence reviews and all of that sort of thing. So, it is a lifetime's work. And, you know, it is a challenge, but hopefully through conversations like this and platforms, we are starting to build that kind of momentum.
Rhiannon: And I think approaching it with humility as well, and just like, yeah, trying to locate yourself in those structures of oppression as well, it's really important. Yeah, absolutely. 
Pedro: Well, I think on that note, just a massive thanks Rhiannon for coming on your last week at Crisis. But yeah, really great to have you. Thanks so much for
Rhiannon: Thanks very much for having me 
Pedro: chatting to us and thank you for those of you who've sat and listened, and for those who are listening at home as well, in hindsight. And thanks to CIH for having us do this and yeah, I guess this is the first CIH event since they awarded us with the Equality in Housing, the aptly named Equality in Housing award. So, thank you for that and, yeah, enjoy the rest of the festival. Thank you. Thank you
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