
Australian Journal of Community Work 

a publication of Australian Community Workers Association 
Volume 1, 2019/2020 

ISSN: 2652-3094 
Journal homepage: http://www.acwa.org.au/resources/Journal 

 
 

Homeless in Bath: Issues and Opportunities 
 

TAYLOR, C. AND DONOGHUE, J.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Community work covers a diverse range of activities from Alcohol and Drug rehabilitation, Emergency 
Relief. to Social Housing and Youth work. Working with people experiencing homelessness is an 
important part of community work. There is an increased community awareness of those in serious 
economic and social need, for example more people are experiencing primary homelessness and rough 
sleeping in Australian and UK cities. There are also more people with untreated mental health issues 
due to the shortage of appropriate mental health services, which effectively increases social isolation 
and alienation.  It would be fair to say that a lack of affordable social housing does not make for a better 
city. 
 
The city of Bath is recognised as an affluent city and is designated an official world heritage area. It has 
two universities that ensures the students population is over 20,000. With Roman baths and its planned 
Georgian city, it is in the UK top ten tourist destinations outside London attracting 1.2 million visitors 
in 2016. It is therefore not surprising that the cost of housing with regards to purchase and rentals is 
high. Recently the Guardian newspaper named it one of the least affordable cities in the UK with house 
prices over ten times higher than average annual earnings (Guardian 2018). In terms of housing 
affordability in Bath the information published by Lloyds Bank indicates that the ratio between house 
prices and average earnings has increased from 5.6 in 2012 to 7.0 in 2017 (Lloyds 2018). The numbers 
show that with a ratio of 10.1 Bath is now the fifth least affordable city behind Oxford, Cambridge, 
Greater London and Brighton and Hove. The average ratio for UK cities was found to be 7.0, but there 
are six cities where average house prices are least ten times average annual earnings. In real terms the 
cost of rental property in Bath city centre is on average over £800 for one-bedroom apartment to £1500 
for three-bedroom apartment (Lloyds 2018).   
 
Like many affluent cities with a high tourist profile Bath has significant numbers of people living on 
the streets. According to its annual rough sleeper count there were 25 people living on the streets higher 
than comparable cities of York or Poole (B&NES 2018). This may not include some homeless people 
living on the fringes of the city who by choice are difficult to contact or locate.  
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This paper provides an overview of a very important aspect of community work. It does so by defining 
homelessness and assessing how organisations in Bath respond and provide community services to 
people who are homeless. It will identify areas where new homeless services or different community  
responses are required. Finally, it will forward recommendations to assist with the reduction and support 
for people who are experiencing primary homeless. 
 

DEFINING HOMELESSNESS 

The term homelessness broadly refers to people without conventional accommodation. There are a 
number of ways of defining ‘homelessness’. A common definition, (Chamberlain and McKenzie 2003) 
divides it into Primary, Secondary and Tertiary. These definitions are based on the complete lack of or 
type of inadequate accommodation. Primary homelessness - people who have no shelter (egg. living in 
cars, sleeping rough); Secondary homelessness - people who move between various forms of temporary 
shelter (egg crisis accommodation or staying with friends or relatives); and Tertiary homelessness - 
people who live in accommodation which is without security of tenure, unsafe or inappropriate to their 
needs (Chamberlin & McKenzie 2003). 
 
It is important to be clear on how the authorities define rough sleepers as these statistics are used to 
justify policy and allocate funding to front line agencies. The UK Government defines ‘rough sleepers’ 
for the purposes of rough sleeping counts and estimates as:  

people sleeping, about to bed down (sitting on/in or standing next to their bedding) or actually 
bedded down in the open air (such as on the streets, in tents, doorways, parks, bus shelters or 
encampments) people in buildings or other places not designed for habitation (such as 
stairwells, barns, sheds, car parks, cars, derelict boats, stations, or ‘bushes’).  
(Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 2018, 1). 
 

The definition does not include people in hostels or shelters, people in campsites or other sites used for 
recreational purposes or organised protest, squatters or travellers. Bedded down is taken to mean either 
lying down or sleeping. About to bed down includes those who are sitting in/on or near a sleeping bag 
or other bedding.  
 

EXISTING LEGISLATION 

There are three major UK Government Acts that shape the local council response to homelessness. 
Briefly summarised they are the Housing Act 1996 that provide the statutory requirement for action to 
prevent homelessness, the 2002 Homelessness Act requires a response from Housing Authorities in the 
form of a strategic plan to tackle homelessness. It also requires extra assistance for younger people 
leaving care or institutions or have become homeless or have become homeless because of violence. 
The Homeless Reduction Act (2017) requires housing authorities to provide some assistance or services 
to all people defined as homeless or threatened with homeless. However, if the person is deemed not to 
have a local connection by residence, family ties or work they can be referred to another local authority 
(Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 2018). In 2018 the Homeless Reduction 
Act reported that 10,000 people have been prevented from rough sleeping. However, local councils also 
report that the legislated £72 million fund for three years support falls short of what was required to 
significantly reduce the numbers of people becoming long term rough sleepers (Geraghty 2019). 
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OVERVIEW OF BATH HOMELESSNESS STRATEGY 

As a smaller unitary authority Bath and North Somerset council has a population of less than 200,000 
made up of the City of Bath and surrounding towns and villages. The unitary authority has a 
homelessness strategy that is endorsed by the Council and renewed every four years. During this period 
the homeless strategy is reported to council on an annual basis and actions relating to it are guided by 
the Homeless Partnership made up of Local Government officers and members of community and 
voluntary organisations. 
 
The Council Delivery Plan is focused on making an impact on the ten local priorities:  

1. To adopt a corporate commitment to prevent homelessness which has buy in across all local 
authority services  
2. To actively work in partnership with voluntary sector and other local partners to address 
support, education, employment, and training needs  
3. To offer a Housing Options prevention service to all clients including written advice  
4. To adopt a No Second Night Out model or an effective local alternative  
5. To have housing pathways agreed or in development with each key partner and client group 
that include appropriate accommodation and support  
6. To develop a suitable private rented sector offer for all client groups, including advice and 
support to both client and property owner  
7. To actively engage in preventing mortgage repossessions including through the Mortgage 
Rescue Scheme. 
8. To have a homelessness strategy which sets out a proactive approach to preventing 
homelessness, reviewed annually to be responsive to emerging needs  
9. To not place any young person aged 16 or 17 in Bed and Breakfast accommodation  
10. To not place any families in Bed and Breakfast accommodation unless in an emergency and 
for no longer than 6 weeks.  

 
According to the Rough Sleeping Initiative year 1 Report (B&NES 2019) the numbers of people 
sleeping on the street had been reduced since (year) but is now on the increase once again. According 
to the May 2019 count there were 29 people living on the street of Bath. It is important to note that the 
report does not mention the number of people living on the streets or in hostels who have died. In the 
last 12 months estimates suggest that this number could be between 7-10 people (Big Issue 2019). This 
report also does not report the number of homeless people who refuse services and some of the reasons 
why this occurs. 
 

EXISTING SERVICES  

Services for homeless people in Bath are based in several locations around the city. For example, Julian 
House provides a range of services to homeless people including a night shelter, traveller service, bike 
repair workshop and some semi supported transitional accommodation, they also provide 
accommodation pods and a good website. In conjunction with DHI (Developing Health and 
Independence) and B&NES (Bath and North Somerset Council) Julian House provides a rough sleeper 
outreach service. B&NES provide information and referral for people who are homeless under the 
homeless person Act. This service is normally provided at the one stop shop in Manvers street Most of 
their former council housing stock is managed by CURO housing. CURO are also are involved in the 
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development of new social housing on former defence sites. B&NES Council also provide a travellers 
site based on the located on the western outskirts of the city.  
 
There are a number of other services for people experiencing homelessness in Bath such as the Big 
Issue Foundation and the Genesis Trust. The Big Issue has contact with homeless people in Bath and 
supports them to engage with services and ongoing support. The Genesis Trust based provides access 
to food and clothing and can also assist people to gain identity documents.  Bath housing and community 
services meet on a monthly meeting to coordinated responses to homeless people who are becoming 
long term street homeless or have been reported to be in vulnerable or in poor health. The Task and 
Targeting Meeting, which is attended by several community-based support services and the local police 
exchanges information and coordinates service delivery where necessary.  
 
As the only hostel in the city that provides crisis short term accommodation, for people who break the 
rules or are excluded from Julian House there are very limited options to go elsewhere.  Bath has one 
generic hostel that provides a bed for homeless people living on the streets. The Julian House hostel has 
accommodation for about thirty people of both genders and all ages between 18-70. The hostel also 
provides meals and showers to people who are not staying at the hostel. At the time of writing the hostel 
does permit homeless people to bring their dogs with them.  However, there are several rules in the 
hostel concerning times of entry and behaviour.   
 
ISSUES AND GAPS IN SERVICE DELIVERY 

Despite having a comprehensive range of services for homeless people the question remains why are 
there such high numbers of people (see Figure1) experiencing street homelessness in Bath? At a 2018 
housing conference in Bath hosted by the local MP Vera Hobhouse it was argued by more than one 
organisation that homelessness was a result of system failure caused by austerity, welfare reform and a 
chronic housing shortage (Hobhouse 2018). The health of people street sleeping also needs additional 
resourcing if the number of homeless deaths is to be reduced. In order to eradicate such structural issues 
would take additional resources and goodwill by all levels of government and the community.  
 
The one size fits all policy while cost effective does not allow the flexibility or expertise required for 
people with complex needs who are homeless. It is becoming more evident that the individual pods that 
the hostel provides are not suitable for many people looking for emergency accommodation. The pods 
that consist of a windowless room with a single bed and a shelf for baggage and belongings do not have 
means of external communication. In recent years this has resulted in several deaths of people while 
intoxicated or in poor health. 
 
On a positive note, there can be several benefits if a homeless person stays in the hostel. For many it 
can be the gateway to further services as they can be offered more independent short-term 
accommodation as a step to securing social housing and further support. However due to shortages of 
appropriate ‘exit points’ into affordable, secure accommodation in the public and private rental housing 
sectors, there are frequent blockages in the homelessness system. The length of time people stays in the 
hostel and the short-term accommodation can be considerable and sometimes results in rules being 
broken and the cycle of street homelessness starting again. This situation is further aggravated by ‘local 
connection’ policies that support and prioritise the provision of resources to local people experiencing 
homelessness, rather than people who come to Bath and are forced to sleep rough due to the lack of 
affordable accommodation. In some instances, people who are homeless and do not have a local 
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connection with Bath are excluded from basic services and offered train tickets to leave the area. In an 
affluent tourist area like Bath, it should be recognised that people will always come to the city looking 
for work or assistance from other areas. 
 
Universal Credit is a payment to help with your living costs. It's paid monthly - or twice a month for 
some people in Scotland. You may be able to get it if you're on a low income, out of work or you cannot 
work. The storage of personal belonging and blankets is another issue in Bath. With shop doorways or 
carparks being a major source of shelter, personal belongings are often left or stored in these places. In 
such cases the belongings are removed by rubbish collection agencies or stolen. Bath being a major 
tourist destination with a night time entertainment centre visible reminders of homelessness and poverty 
are quickly removed. In many cases people have lost not just physical belongings but also valuable ID 
documents. 
 
In Bath it is not easy for people who are homeless to participate in community activities or use local 
facilities. The major blockage is a lack of appropriate identification or an address so they can join the 
library or obtain a resident’s discovery card to access local museums gyms and other cultural centres. 
Living on the street also blocks access to further education and courses to assist gaining employment.  
 
For a person who is in their 50s and living on the streets there are additional issues and concerns re 
safety and health. Bath does not have a service that specialises in working with the older people who 
have been sleeping rough for several years. For older people living on the streets there is limited access 
to essential dental, podiatry, and nutritional care services. The over 50 age group is over represented in 
the number of sudden deaths in hostels and other forms of supported accommodation (see Table 1). In 
seven deaths of homeless vendors who sold the Big issue between 2016 and 2019 three were aged over 
50 and two were aged over 40. (Big Issue Bath 2019). It is notable that only one of these vendors had 
access to end-of-life services in a hospice. Even in death there is limited support for homeless people 
to be buried or cremated with dignity. 
 

Table 1. Cause of death by gender and age (Taylor 2019) 

Gender and Age  Cause of Death  

Male 50+ Cancer  

Male 50+ Cancer/Alcohol Drug abuse  

Male 50+ Heart attack  

Male 50+ Drug abuse  

Female40+ Alcohol/drug abuse  

Male 30+ Fall/Alcohol/drug abuse  

Male 20+ Suicide  

 
ALTERNATIVES TO ‘ONE SIZE FITS ALL’ 

While Bath has several services and organisations that are active in reducing homelessness, numbers of 
people living on the streets have not been significantly reduced (B&NES 2018). There may be several 
reasons why this has occurred as previously suggested. It could be argued that homeless services in 
Bath are largely designed and operated with a ‘one size fits all’ mentality, and there is no alternative 
hostel option to provide diversity or choice. Therefore, some people who are living on the streets in the 
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Bath clearly do not fully engage with existing services. Despite a limited funding source there is a 
recognised need for some specialist supports to address the needs of different groups. Notably there are 
strong arguments to separate and meet the needs of different age and social groups. For example, St 
Mungo’s runs a hostel, London, specifically for people over the age of 50 years who have a recent 
history of rough sleeping. Many of such people would not access mainstream hostel provision for fear 
of intimidation and violence. This hostel caters for drinkers and non-drinkers. It has a night centre on 
the ground floor, which is free and open access and encourages more withdrawn rough sleepers inside 
without formally being assessed. There is an emphasis on resettlement and life skills within the hostel 
and the average length of stay is 2 years. Residents move to the upper floor of the hostel to try out 
independent living skills (New Policy institute 2019). In Trowbridge Wiltshire the Amber foundation 
provides more specialist accommodation for younger people aged up to 30, where accommodation can 
be for two years and an individual program is devised for each person so they can work on their goals 
and aspirations. 
 
From an organisational perspective the structure and delivery of Bath homelessness services are very 
top down and do not allow or recognise a role or opportunity for homeless people to resolve their 
situation through innovative ideas or alternative living arrangements. There are some interesting 
examples of such initiatives such as short lease housing, self-build and container accommodation. In 
Bath many people have resolved their homelessness by buying or building boats on the canal l between 
Bath and Bradford on Avon. Another alternative is in nearby Bristol where affordable accommodation 
is offered in former shipping containers. This project based in Bedminster South Bristol involves 
homeless people in the building and refurbishment of the shipping containers (Help Bristol’s Homeless 
2019). 
 
The short lease housing projects set up in the 1970s and 1980s should be reconsidered. At that time, 
properties that had been left empty and falling into disrepair were leased as short lease housing and 
provided people who were homeless accommodation for up to two years. Currently in England there is 
a shortage of about 300,000 homes while at the same time there are over 200,000 empty homes (Empty 
Homes 2018). According to the charity Empty Homes some of these properties could be sustainably 
converted for use as affordable housing. Given the numbers of homeless people who are based around 
Bath the recycling of twenty empty properties could have a significant impact on reducing the numbers 
of people who are street homeless.  
 
In East London there is a proposal to turn disused parking garages into ‘pop-up’ homes. This proposal 
has won funding and is in the process of planning. Levitt Bernstein’s design, entitled HAWSE (Homes 
through Apprenticeships with Skills for Employment, 2012) won a building design competition run by 
the Building Trust, a charity dedicated to providing homes. 
 
People who are homeless also require involvement and inclusion in varied meaningful day time 
activities. While Bath has a bike workshop there could be other activities that allow to produce food. 
Examples might include a community garden or allotment for people who are homeless to grow, sell, 
or, with the use of a kitchen in a community centre cook or learn how to prepare food. 
 
The loss of belongings for people living on the streets of Bath is a common occurrence due to theft or 
removal by cleaning authorities. It can also mean the loss of important documents and valuable items 
such as medicines and clean clothes. In some places lockers or safe storage areas have been provided, 
for people who are street homeless, with some degree of success. For example, The City of Sydney in 
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NSW worked with its cleaning department to provide a safe secure area with lockable wheelie bins for 
people living on the street. The impact of this has reduced the loss of possessions and valuable 
documentation for people.  
 
Like Bath, Sydney is a major tourist destination with many events held in public open space. To prevent 
conflict and promote engagement the City of Sydney encourages staff to directly engage and consult 
with homeless people: 
 

The public space liaison officers (PSLO) provide a compassionate and respectful response to 
address issues arising from the impact of homelessness in public places. The PSLOs work with 
rough sleepers and street drinkers, the City of Sydney, homelessness service providers, 
government agencies such as Transport for NSW, the police as well as residents and businesses 
to broker responses that both address the issues and respond to the needs of vulnerable 
individuals at the same time. (City of Sydney, n.d.) 

 
The public space liaison officers and City of Sydney staff regularly consult with rough sleepers 
regarding policy and actions that will impact upon them. People experiencing homelessness are given 
the opportunity to negotiate outcomes and help find solutions. Street sleepers are encouraged to contact 
the City with any concerns about their interactions with City staff or external stakeholders (City of 
Sydney 2019). 
 
Like Bath, in Basingstoke, Julian House set up lockers for people who are homeless under the Real 
Change (2017) program:  
 

Most homeless people have important possessions like ID, birth certificates, clothes and 
personal items that they need to keep safe daily. If you've got a job interview, health 
appointment or are trying to get help with housing, having to carry all your worldly possessions 
around or worry they will be stolen, damaged or removed is an extra burden for someone in 
already desperate circumstances. (Help Bristol’s Homeless 2019).  

 
The lockers are an important resource for the people experiencing homelessness as well as being good 
for the wider community.  
 

CONCLUSIONS 
Bath like many British cities has a significant number of homeless people living on the streets. While 
the reasons for this are complex, Government and community attempts to resolve rough sleeping in 
Bath must move away from a ‘one size fits all’ approach and provide options for people living and 
sleeping on the street. The numbers of homeless who are not using existing services or refusing to use 
the hostels should be researched and evaluated. At the same time, it is important to support organisations 
who involve homeless people in resolving their accommodation needs.  
 
The health and welfare of people sleeping on the street and in hostels needs resourcing if the number of 
deaths is to be reduced. Improved access and prompt medical intervention is required. A comprehensive 
health risk assessment of all people living on the streets should be undertaken and a register of the 
people at risk should be kept. The homelessness workers who are based at the Royal United hospital is 
clearly a step in the right direction. Health and wellbeing should also focus on offering meaningful 
activities that improve fitness and lead to a person gaining an independent income and or employment. 
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In Bath homeless people should be able to access gyms and be able to apply for a ‘discovery’ card 
which is available to other residents and allows them free access to a range of local attractions and 
restaurants. 
 
There are several examples of affordable and acceptable small-scale housing projects that homeless 
people could be involved in either the construction or refurbishment. In London ‘pop up’ housing has 
been built on unused land and in an old garage. In Bath there are at least 20 empty properties/and 
underused land sites that could be redeveloped in this way.  
 
There is clear evidence that a lack of affordable housing and support services increases the likelihood 
that a person will end up homeless, in hospital or prison. The provision of affordable housing is a 
valuable investment in the lives of all citizens. Community work helps us to address the barriers that 
limit individual participation in society and enables Not for Profit organizations to promote better social 
and economic outcomes for people who are marginalised or homeless. 
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