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European Federation of National Organisations Working With the Homeless  

Press release 
For Immediate Release

European Consensus Conference on Homelessness: Striving for Progress in the Fight Against Homelessness in Europe!

With its cold temperatures, and proximity to Christmas, December is often a time when the issue of homelessness receives more visibility than usual in Europe.  2010 is the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion, a particularly important moment in relation to homelessness.  On the 9th and 10th of December, in the framework of the Belgian Presidency of the Council of the European Union, a European Consensus Conference on Homelessness will take place in Brussels. 

Homelessness continues to affect people in all EU Member States and has far-reaching and damaging implications - both for the individuals who experience it and at the societal level. However, it’s an issue that can be tackled - a growing number of Member States are making real progress by developing strategies to combat homelessness. Despite considerable progress at both national and European level in recent years, more clearly still needs to be done.

Originating from the health and technology sectors, consensus conferences help move forward on issues where a lack of shared understandings blocks policy progress. Homelessness is such an issue. The broad range of perspectives, realities and understandings of homelessness and homeless policies within the EU plus the current lack of a sufficient framework makes policy support and co-ordination at European level a real challenge. There is therefore a need to establish a consensual basis from which to move forward. 

Tackling homelessness is already a priority in the EU’s anti-poverty strategy and a number of important developments have taken place recently. The 2010 Joint Report of the Council and the Commission on Social Protection and Social Inclusion, a central instrument within the EU’s anti-poverty work actually calls on Member States to develop strategies to tackle homelessness.  The European Parliament has also taken a number of important initiatives on homelessness, including a Written Declaration adopted in 2008 which calls for the Council to agree an EU-wide commitment to end street homelessness by 2015. This October, the Committee of the Regions published an own initiative opinion, putting forward their view that combating homelessness should be a priority for the EU's social inclusion policy, and in particular for the new the post-Lisbon Europe 2020 strategy. 

Despite these developments, we still do not know how many people in Europe are homeless; there is no common definition of homelessness at EU level; and there is no common EU framework to support and monitor Member States in the development of strategies to tackle homelessness. The European Consensus Conference on Homelessness therefore aims to build a shared starting point from which to make progress towards proper monitoring and support at EU level in the fight against homelessness.  The Consensus Conference is an initiative of the Belgian Presidency of the EU Council, co-organised with the European Commission and FEANTSA (the European Federation of Organisations Working with the Homeless). Homelessness is a key priority for the Belgian Presidency within its social domain. 

The consensus conference will address six key questions about homelessness. These questions have been selected by a Preparatory Committee comprised of diverse stakeholders in the fight against homelessness, including homeless people; public authorities; NGO service providers; academics and others. During the conference, experts in homelessness will present evidence relating to each key question. Based on this evidence, an independent jury is charged with establishing conclusions. The jury meet behind closed doors immediately after the conference to do this, and their conclusions will be published as a report. Frank Vandenbroucke, Member of the Belgian Senate is the Chair of the jury and Human Rights lawyer Álvaro Gil Robles, former Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe is the Vice Chair.

This unique process and its outcomes will lay a foundation for more effective EU-level action to support the fight against homelessness in Member States. It could provide a real starting point for ending homelessness in Europe. This will depend on sufficient political commitment to providing follow-up on the results.  

For more details, please contact Ruth Owen, ruth.owen@feantsa.org  
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