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MEETING REPORT 

DISCUSSION ON THE ROLE OF SOCIAL INNOVATION AND 

INVESTMENT IN THE HOMELESSNESS SECTOR 
      14 June 2016 
 

On the 14th of June, Eurodiaconia held a discussion on the role of social innovation and investment in the 
homelessness sector in the European Parliament. MEP Enrique Calvet Chambon (ALDE), member of the 
Intergroup on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, hosted the meeting. The debate was joined by other MEPs, 
Eurodiaconia members and civil society representatives.  
 
Presentation of the host MEP 
 

MEP Enrique Calvet Chambon (ALDE) opened the meeting 
and welcomed the guests to the discussion. He thanked 
Eurodiaconia for its cooperation on the topic, especially for 
working together with the Intergroup on Extreme Poverty and 
Human Rights. He stated that it is absolutely unacceptable that 
people have to sleep in streets in Europe or in the USA. 
Municipalities and regional centres should have social facilities 
for the homeless, although this solution does not address the root 
of the problem. After having spoken to people suffering from 
homelessness, he learned that many had mental problems as 
well and lack the money to rebuild their life. Thus, he stressed the 
need for considering the psychological and human factor when 

talking about homelessness. On a last note, he stressed that help for people without basic necessities is an 
urgent issue which should be addressed in the most immediate future.  

Heather Roy, Secretary General of Eurodiaconia, took the floor to thank MEP Enrique Calvet Chambon for 
opening the discussion. She stated that Eurodiaconia is aware of the different realities of social risks and 
challenges: Europe is not all the same, as there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution for homelessness. She reiterated 
that it is very important to better explore economic and social investments in order to fight homelessness 
effectively. Heather then gave the floor to Eurodiaconia members in order to present their work and views on 
the topic.  

Statements of speakers 

Major Mike Stannett from the Salvation Army Europe started off with the Parable of the Talents and Minas 
in the context of addressing homelessness, stating that where there has been an investment of recognizing 
an individual’s worth, inclusion takes place. He concluded from the parable that this is not a matter of money, 
but a matter of attitude. Society sees a changing in attitude, starting to look at people as investments and not 
as burdens. Major Stannett continued to mention different good practices with regard to investment and 
innovation of the Salvation Army’s work:  
 

 He mentioned an example of community centres in Romania which are provided for by parts of the 
community itself. Thereby, solutions can be found from within the community and help people in a 
familiar environment which increases the chances of preventing homelessness. 
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 Another example presented was a special hospital in Oslo for drug addicts and homeless people living 
in the streets. There, they receive support from the Salvation Army to come to rehabilitation centres 
and other projects that can help them; it works as a first hotspot as well as a real street hospital. 

 In the Czech Republic, the Salvation Army is active in addressing families which have been ejected 
from their houses: The oranisation pays a social rent for flats for these people and help them with 
training and education to enable the families to get back into housing and work. 

 Another project is the attempt in Slovakia to provide a bridge between social authorities and the Roma 
community, where there is a high distrust between both sides. People are brought together in 
community centres or in projects enabling the provision of basic needs such as water and electricity.  

 In Germany, the Salvation Army provides low level and low cost support for immigrants. Major Stannett 
stressed that there are problematic areas with illegal, irregular or invisible migrants. They cannot return 
home and often disappear in the darkest recesses of society where they are marginalised and 
exploited. The most marginalized are squeezed out from the services and require targeted social 
services to avoid becoming homeless. 

 
Major Stannett concluded his presentation with describing the effects of austerity measures on people in 
poverty, stating that the lack of investments into affordable housing for example can prevent the flow of people 
who usually would have integrated back into society.  
 
Timo Stascheit from Diakonie Dusseldorf presented his work and view on social innovation and investment 
in the homelessness sector. Dusseldorf has several shelters for homeless people. Many of them are managed 
by social workers and respond to the basic needs of these people through for example restaurants, bathroom 
facilities, washing machines and cultural opportunities. Next to basic support, Diakonie Dusseldorf makes use 
of innovative approaches by offering specialized support for specific groups such as women, youth and 
migrants, often in form of transitional housing and advice services.  
 
Concerning social investment and innovation, Timo Stascheit stressed the need for more possibilities for 
housing, especially for youth and elderly people with mental illness and addiction problems. Finding housing 
for homeless people is difficult in Dusseldorf as there are many prejudices and because the number of 
homeless people are increasing whereas the availability of social housing is decreasing. In order to address 
this shortcoming, Diakonie Dusseldorf originated an innovative approach by hiring nine volunteers who helped 
to look for apartments through newspaper investigations, contacting landlords, looking at credit reports and 
coaching homeless in applying for housing. This resulted in 175 additional contracts for homelessness housing 
in 2015 and 104 in 2014. Other innovative approaches include a municipal employment promotion where 
people who need help to be integrated into employment can work in homelessness cafes and day centres, 
and a special shelter for homeless women with children. In summary, Timo Stascheit reiterated the importance 
of innovation in responding to new challenges, and the need for more investments into social housing. 
 
MEP Alfred Sant (S&D) is a key signatory of the current Written Declaration on an EU Homelessness 
Strategy. He raised the question of why there are so many homeless people in Europe. According to him, there 
are different causes and approaches. In the EU, people can travel to other places thanks to labour mobility, 
but if they do not get a job, people who seek chances abroad risk to fall into destitution and then into 
homelessness easily. Alfred Sant also drew attention to the lacking data available on the number and causes 
of people falling into homelessness. Therefore, he stressed the need to invest into better studies at an EU 
level and count on these in order to coordinate wok at the national level. In this context he highlighted the 
value of Eurodiaconia members in helping decision-makers to track data and in making the Parliament 
acknowledge the importance of this issue.  
 
Towards the European Commission, Alfred Sant asked about the progress of work on homelessness in 2016, 
stating that he requires more information on projects and exercises at stake. He finished his presentation by 
stressing that homelessness can be reversed, and that this reversibility needs to be triggered by looking deeply 
into the most cost-effective practices.  
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Heather Roy took over the floor again to thank Alfred Sant for his presentation and reiterated the need for 
more data on the topic. She pointed to the work Eurodiaconia members are pursuing in the field of social 
services addressing homelessness and in contributing to the collection of data, as for example presented in a 
recent report on the role of social innovation and investment in the homelessness sector.  
 
MEP Gabriele Zimmer (GUE/NGL), is a key signatory of the Written Declaration on an EU Homelessness 
Strategy as well. She stated that one reason for increasing poverty and homelessness in the last years were 
some measures of the austerity strategy of the EU, reciting data from Greece and Spain. She stressed the 
need for a common base of definitions, data and criteria in order to know which indicators to use for 
measurement. She furthermore mentioned that there is a lack of a common commitment on a base of a 
common anti-poverty and anti-homelessness society. Therefore, Gabriele Zimmer reiterated the need for 
solidarity and understanding among countries and societies and called on the strongest economic states to 
create an investment strategy in order to have concrete tools for local, regional and national authorities as well 
as NGOS and other actors in the social field to support people in need. 
 
Gabriele Zimmer continued by linking homelessness to the issue of energy poverty, supporting the idea that 
anybody has access to affordable energy to make them able to receive electricity and water. In order to achieve 
this, she mentioned different examples, such as the policy of the British government that not more than a 
certain percentage of income should be used to pay energy bills. Another way is the prevention of evictions, 
for example through alarm mechanisms to show when there is a high number of evictions in a certain area. 
Gabriele Zimmer also stressed the need for more hostels and social care for homeless people. For this reason, 
she called for a pier project and concrete money from EU funds to support this. Towards the European 
Commission, she acknowledged the efforts of the last years which have brought a number of good ideas; 
nevertheless, she stressed the need for a common strategy and attitude in the fight against homelessness so 
that no one is left behind.  
 
Heather Roy recalled the differing causes for homelessness mentioned, stressing that problems which lead to 
homelessness need to be prevented. She then opened the floor to questions from participants. A question was 
raised about the possibility of making investments into human capital more appealing. Major Stannett from the 
Salvation Army shared his concern that seeing people in need as human capital harms their dignity and 
excludes vulnerable people who are not productive, such as children or retired people.  
 
Ruth Owen from FEANTSA, the European Federation of National Organisations working with the Homeless, 
introduced her work on the topic. She addressed the issue of lacking a common definition and understanding 
of homelessness and presented FEANTSA’s efforts on this by having developed a European typology of 
homelessness definitions. She continued by presenting the situation of homelessness in Europe: 
Approximately 410,000 people are sleeping rough in Europe on any given night, with increasing numbers of 
vulnerable groups such as women, children and migrants. In this context, the importance of innovative 
approaches in addressing emerging needs of specific groups such as youth and migrants was highlighted, 
and in shifting the focus from managing to ending homelessness.  
 
As an example of an innovative concept in effectively addressing homelessness Ruth Owen mentioned 
Housing First, an approach offering immediate housing and addressing support needs, which is built on a 
growing evidence base internationally. She stressed its value as a case study to show the effectiveness of 
social innovation in relation to homelessness and presented FEANTSA’s Housing First Guide website which 
creates a community of good practices on the topic. She moreover highlighted the role of the European Union 
in addressing homelessness by sticking to its commitment to the poverty target of the Europe 2020 strategy, 
by supporting social innovation and investment through available funds and by making use of the pillar of social 
rights to achieve a Europe social triple A. On a last note, Ruth Owen called for support of the Written 
Declaration on an EU Homelessness Strategy which she hopes to trigger more than a mere strategy on paper 
but a concrete action plan. That would be a huge success in the fight against homelessness.  
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Heather Roy thanked for the presentation and introduced the representatives from the European Commission. 
She stressed the availability of good ideas and practices, asking how they ca be turned into policies, how the 
European Commission can influence that, which instruments are at its disposal and if there is space for a plan 
to address homelessness concretely. 
 
Raquel Cortes-Herrera, Policy Head of Unit in the European Commission, stated that homelessness is a 
multi-dimensional problem which has not been addressed properly until now. She stressed innovation to be 
important, especially regarding homelessness prevention for example through prevention of evictions, 
indebtedness and the introduction of a proper minimum standard of living. She raised the question of how to 
find innovative approaches which go beyond temporary shelter solutions, mentioning the Housing First 
approach as an interesting but difficult example. Based on feedback from other organisations, the problem of 
finding available premises that can be used for housing programs was stressed. In this context, Raquel Cortes-
Herrera mentioned the problem of not using existing premises effectively, reciting the example of Spain where 
there is the largest stock of empty premises coupled still with a high number of people living in homelessness.  
 

Raquel Cortes-Herrera continued by presenting potential 
EU action on this topic, reiterating the strong commitment of 
the European Commission to address this issue, but also 
making clear that the treaty does not give any 
responsibilities and competences to act on the topic 
accordingly. She rejected the need to develop an EU 
strategy on homelessness as she does not see its added 
value, but reiterated that the current strategy already 
addresses homelessness through mainstreaming in other 
policy initiatives and areas by the Commission, such as 
Roma inclusion or child poverty. In this context, she also 
mentioned the pillar of social rights as a main brainstorming 
exercise on poverty-related issues and as a strong proof of 

commitment to these topics by the Juncker Commission. The pillar will draw inputs from civil society 
organisations through an open consultation in order to gain ideas, initiatives and evidences. In addition, Raquel 
Cortes-Herrera stressed the need to make better use of existing funding mechanisms, which enable among 
others project work, research studies and material investments. However, the money must be used well, and 
most importantly, it must be used in general. She stated that some available grants are never taken up to their 
full extent, such as the Youth Guarantee. On a last note, the issue of lacking data was addressed: Raquel 
Cortes-Herrera stressed that having reliable data is the prerequisite for any sensed policy.  
 
The last speaker of the discussion was Xenia Mala, Second Secretary of the Permanent Representation 
of the Slovak Republic to the EU. She stated that the upcoming Slovak Presidency’s social policy priorities 
will include working on women in need, homeless people and the Roma community. In Slovakia, the problem 
of homelessness is increasing, especially within the Roma community, as comprehensive data on unsheltered 
people from Bratislava show. The policy in social inclusion will be an inherited part in the Slovak presidency, 
as well as part of the agenda already on the table in form of the anti-discrimination directive which will continue 
to be discussed. Additionally, the Slovak presidency will have a series of non-legislative initiatives on the topics 
of poverty and women, such a platform for action on women which also includes homeless women and 
children. Xenia Mala furthermore stressed the importance of working with Roma communities and the goal to 
bring Roma integration back to the Council, as well as encouraging the Commission to develop a 
recommendation on this topic. In this regard she mentioned a major event in Bratislava in October.  
 
Heather Roy summarized the key lessons of the day, pointing to the need for supporting innovation and 
investment in the homelessness sector and for collecting comprehensive and comparable data on the topic. 
She thanked the host MEP and speakers for their commitment and closed the discussion. 


