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The peer-to-peer training aimed at supporting the Community of Practice (CoP) 

Social Inclusion members to programme housing-led projects, in particular 

projects based on the Housing First approach, in the European Social Fund Plus 

(ESF +).  

The peer-to-peer training, organised by the ICF Transnationality Team on behalf of the 

European Commission, in cooperation with the European Federation of National 

Organisations Working with the Homeless, FEANTSA, was attended by 32 participants who 

represented managing authorities (MA), intermediate bodies (IB) as well as national and 

EU-level stakeholders. 

MAs and IBs from Czechia, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Poland, 

Slovakia, and Spain joined the meeting. The aim of the peer-to-peer training was to build 

knowledge and competencies for ESF+ programming, drawing on the knowledge of 

countries with substantial experience in using the ESF to fight homelessness, more 

specifically by funding projects based on the Housing First Model/approach. Housing First 

is based on the principle that any person in a situation of homelessness first needs to be 

rehoused, ensuring access to permanent housing without precondition, and then provide 

social and any further support in a user-centred way.   

The first day of the peer-to-peer training was opened by the Chair of this CoP Social 

Inclusion, Ruth Pritchard from Pobal in Ireland, who introduced the objectives of the CoP, 

as well as the format and aims of the peer-to-peer training.  

Maria-Anna Paraskeva from the European Commission outlined that homelessness and 

housing exclusion have been among the EU’s priorities in the past 15 years. She noted a 

new emphasis on the need for a comprehensive housing strategy with a focus on 

homelessness under Commissioner Schmit since early 2020. The EU’s commitment to 

social justice and protection is also materialised in Principle 19 of the European Pillar of 

Social Rights ‘Housing and assistance for the homeless’ which foresees access to social 

housing and housing assistance for those in need, the right to assistance and protection 

against forced eviction and the provision of adequate shelter and services to people in 

situation of homelessness to promote social inclusion. 

The ESF and the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD) have been funding 

initiatives and measures against social exclusion which will continue during the next 

multiannual financial framework under the ESF+, alongside other funds (e.g. the transition 

fund). A diversity of projects has been implemented in most Member States. However, 

programmes addressing homelessness were not always part of a single (comprehensive) 

strategy and were not always in line with the Housing First (HF) approach which, due to 

the vast evidence for its excellent outcomes, is favoured by the European Commission.  
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Another important initiative by the Commission was the establishment of the Interservice 

Group in 2019 and the Transnational Cooperation Framework (together with FEANTSA) 

within which MAs were provided with support to launch a call to tackle homelessness. The 

ESF+ will take these initiatives further. Commissioner Schmit announced the launch of the 

European Collaboration Platform on Ending Homelessness under the Portuguese 

Presidency in June, with the support of FEANTSA. The current Covid-19 pandemic led to 

new cases of homelessness and showed the need and urgency to end homelessness. 

In order to learn from programming the ESF, CoP members presented how they used the 

funds in the ending programming period. Iveta Marcinová from the Ministry of Labour and 

Social Affairs in Czechia shared their experiences from the first HF project in Brno which 

was implemented by the local Roma-specialist NGO IQ Roma, who was trained by the 

Dutch HF pioneer HVO Querido. The flats were provided by the municipality (which 

manages 29,000 flats) and the rehoused families were offered with intensive social 

support. Flats were assigned according to a ‘needs score’ – the higher the support needs, 

the quicker a person/family could access a flat. As landlords are often reluctant to rent out 

to Roma families, IQ Roma provided a middleman, i.e. a staff member who was the main 

contact person for the landlord. Rent and other costs are paid from social benefits.   

Edyta Smolarska-Nesbitt, Deputy Head of the ESF Projects Department of the Centre of 

European Projects in Poland, explained that for the Polish context, HF was selected as 

approach because of the positive evidence from other countries. The project ‘First Housing 

– Innovative Methods of Sustainable Solution of Chronic Homelessness’ addresses persons 

who were long-term homeless, including people with mental health or substance use 

issues. Permanent housing and support by an interdisciplinary team, including therapists, 

lawyers, social workers, nurses, psychiatrists, and career counsellors, was provided. 

Overall, 20 apartments have been made available in Warsaw. In terms of lessons learned, 

the ETHOS Typology on Homelessness and Housing Exclusion proved to be very useful to 

consider all vulnerable groups. Edyta further recommended to involve local authorities in 

the programming process as well as actors from the healthcare, social and economic 

sectors. 

The second presentation on the Polish experience came from Julia Wygnańska, Vice-

President of the Housing First Poland Foundation, and coordinator of the Chronic 

Homelessness Project. The high fidelity of the project to the HF model, including 

comprehensive social and therapeutic support, showed good outcomes for the rehoused 

persons in terms of an improvement of their overall life situation. However, the project 

encountered important challenges in accessing affordable housing. Rents on the private 

housing market are higher than the social benefits beneficiaries receive, even if co-

financed by the ESF, and there is a lack of municipal housing. Renovating municipal 

housing together with beneficiaries proved to be a successful strategy to access some 

municipal housing units.  Both Polish presenters emphasised the great value of 

collaboration with international partners with experience in the HF approach (Y-Foundation 

in Finland and Casas Primeiras, Portugal). 

The second day of the peer-to-peer training was opened by the Co-Chair of this CoP Social 

Inclusion, Matúš Tluščák from the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Family of the 

Slovak Republic. Participants learned from the Italian and Finnish experiences. The day 

started with the presentation by Patrizia De Felici, Ministry of Labour and Social Policies, 

Italy. Based on data collection on homelessness at national level in 2014, Italy developed 

a National Homelessness Strategy. The ESF and the FEAD have been used in a 

complementary way to strengthen local homeless and other services which support people 

in homelessness situations. Priorities included the recruitment of experts such as social 

workers, linguistic mediators, psychologists as well as the identification and establishment 

of ‘paths into independence’, a service-user-centered support approach.  The FEAD was 

mainly used to fund housing equipment, food, tools to accompany training and counselling. 

On a strategic level, the aims were to overcome the fragmentation of support provision at 

local level for an integrated service system, and to move away from the emergency 

approach by permanent housing (which gradually should replace emergency 

https://www.feantsa.org/en/toolkit/2005/04/01/ethos-typology-on-homelessness-and-housing-exclusion
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accommodation). 86 project partners and 29 beneficiaries in smaller and bigger towns and 

cities were involved so far with a total of 100 million EUR (ESF and FEAD) invested to 

support people in severe deprivation.  

The presentation was complimented by the input from Paolo Moreschi, NGO ‘Progetto 

Tenda’, coordinator of the HF project ‘Home Suit Home’ in Turin. The project addresses 

people who had lived on the street for a prolonged period and could not access 

traditional support services. The project succeeded in accessing small flats which many 

owners considered as impossible to rent out. To succeed, landlords were offered a 

guaranteed rent payment for 5 years and a contact person in case of problems. The ESF 

funds were used to pay rent and staff costs, the FEAD provided for equipping the flat.  

The round of presentations on the second day closed with the presentation by Sina 

Rasilainen, Senior Officer of ARA, the Finnish National Organisation for Housing. HF has 

been the main model to address and end homelessness in Finland for 10 years and led to 

a reduction of long-term homelessness. The ESF funds were mainly used for the training 

of social and health workers (2,500 professionals trained) and for ARA’s strategical support 

provided to municipalities for the design and implementation of HF programmes. The 

collaboration between national and local/regional levels, allowing cities/regions to define 

their priorities and develop strategies accordingly has been key for the success of HF in 

Finland. Furthermore, HF projects employed former homeless people as experts by 

experience, which increased the quality of the projects and supported social inclusion. 

ARA’s big housing stock (over 1 million apartments) was, of course, another major success 

factor for implementing HF in Finland. 

 

MAIN MESSAGES FROM THE EVENT 

Programming HF in ESF 

• MA/IB should involve all relevant stakeholders in programming calls for 

projects (public stakeholders, private stakeholders including NGOs, persons with 

lived experience). This can also involve public and private landlords (and respective 

association) to identify housing units which are currently not rented out and which 

could be made available. 

• Involving local support services and other frontline organisations is particularly 

useful regarding the definition of the priority criteria in the call (criteria which allow 

to prioritise particularly vulnerable groups). 

• HF Projects should sit within a wider, comprehensive homelessness (and 

housing) strategy which foresees the continuous establishment of HF to replace 

temporary accommodation on the long-term.   

• Any long-term homelessness strategy should aim for an integrated service 

provision (social and health services, including mental health, substance use 

related and therapeutic services, as well as employment services). 

• The definition of target groups should be based on both the thorough 

assessment of the local context and the ETHOS Typology on Homelessness and 

Housing Exclusion to ensure all vulnerable groups are considered. Homelessness 

does not only refer to persons sleeping on the street or in emergency 

accommodation, but also people sleeping at their friend’s places or with family 

members (women are particularly vulnerable to this type of homelessness also 

referred to as ‘hidden homelessness’, which potentially exposes women more often 

to relationships of abuse and violence). People living in non-conventional and unfit 

housing need to be considered too.  

Types of actions supported 

The ESF (and the FEAD under the OPII type projects or accompanying measures) has been 

mainly used for the following actions: 

https://www.feantsa.org/en/toolkit/2005/04/01/ethos-typology-on-homelessness-and-housing-exclusion
https://www.feantsa.org/en/toolkit/2005/04/01/ethos-typology-on-homelessness-and-housing-exclusion
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• Employ social workers and other support staff to accompany people back 

into housing; provide support to implementing organisations through the provision 

of expertise (e.g. ARA who supported implementing organisations throughout 

Finland), by matching them up with European HF expert organisations and 

organising transnational joint training events. ESF funds were also used to employ 

former homeless persons as ‘experts by experience’. 

• Payment of rent, renovation works to make flats habitable, furniture as well 

as household appliances. 

• Strategic activities which support the integration of local/regional service 

provision such as regular meetings of the involved stakeholders etc. 

 

Challenges and lessons learnt 

• Availability and access to (affordable) housing:  

o Municipal housing is not sufficiently available in many cities/regions. 

When municipal housing is scare and access criteria need to be defined, 

certain groups of homeless people are at an even increased risk of staying 

on housing waiting lists for an extended period (such as single men, persons 

with mental health issues, persons who use drugs/alcohol).  

o Private rent, especially in capitals and bigger cities, is out of reach for 

persons who live on social benefits (even if co-financed through the ESF). 

Furthermore, private landlords may be reluctant to rent out to specific 

groups or minorities (e.g. persons from Roma communities). Experiences 

show that social rent agencies or providing a contact person from a local 

support service can be of great help to access private housing. This shows, 

as mentioned above, the need to include homelessness strategies in wider 

housing strategies (including rent control, housing benefits, construction of 

social housing etc.).  

• This is closely related to the sustainability of HF projects: permanent funding 

to continue HF approaches after the ESF funding ends is a challenge for 

implementing organisations. This emphasises once more the need for a long-

term provision of affordable housing to end homelessness.  

• The quality of the support provided is critical to the success of HF. To 

ensure support provision is of high quality, staff needs to be sufficiently trained 

and resourced, teams should be interdisciplinary. Furthermore, collaboration of 

relevant services at local/regional level is crucial. 


