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Briefing on the EU structural funds and homelessness – May 2012 

Homelessness and the EU context 
 

The social impact of the current economic crisis should not be underestimated. In a context where 
homelessness is on the rise and vulnerability to homelessness is also increasing (see Annual Growth Survey 
2012, FEANTSA 2011 paper on the impact of the crisis), more than half the national governments of the EU 
have decided to respond to this phenomenon with targeted measures in their National Reform Programme 
(national reports submitted to the Commission in the framework of the Europe2020 strategy) which will 
undoubtedly contribute to achieving the EU poverty target. These countries include: Belgium, Bulgaria, 
Czech Republic, Finland, France, Greece, Hungary, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, 
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and the UK (see all NRPs here). Increasingly, young people, well-educated 
people, families and migrants are facing homelessness. These “new” homeless place additional pressure on 
existing services and countries have sent a clear message through the NRPs that they are now investing in 
strengthening responsiveness to these new needs. The structural funds from 2014-2020 will be crucial in this 
respect. 

Over the last decade, homelessness has progressively gained in importance on the EU agenda. In 2001, the 
EU launched an anti-poverty strategy which focused on a number of poverty-related phenomena, including 
homelessness. Between 2004 and 2008, the European Commission organised peer reviews between 
national governments on homelessness policy and practice, and in 2009 governments (social affairs 
ministries) examined homelessness as a key priority on the EU social inclusion agenda, possibly due to the 
emergency of the economic and financial crisis. Since 2008, the European Parliament has been calling for 
more EU action on homelessness (namely coordination of national policies, better statistics, more research 
and support to practitioners through social policy experimentation) with a final resolution adopted in 
September 2011 calling for an EU strategy on homelessness. In 2011, Eurostat coordinated the national 
government censuses, which aimed to collect data on populations and housing situations (including lack of 
housing) in all 27 EU countries – the first results should be available in 2013. Currently, the European 
Commission is examining the possibility of developing an EU homelessness strategy within the framework of 
the new European Platform against Poverty. 

The European Parliament and the Council are currently examining the legislative proposals on the future of 
the structural funds, including proposals on the European Social Fund and the European Regional 
Development Fund, which both will have an impact on homeless services and policies.  
 

European Social Fund  
Promoting the employability of people experiencing homelessness 

Past/Present 
The European Social Fund (ESF) has been used/is being used in a number of countries to promote active 
inclusion of people furthest away from the labour market, including homeless people. So most operational 
programmes include a line on vulnerable or disadvantaged groups. It will be crucial to include such a priority 
in the future ESF operational programmes. 

Future 
Promoting social inclusion and combating poverty is one of four thematic objectives to be targeted by the 
ESF, according to the legislative proposals of the European Commission. Furthermore, at least 20 % of the 
ESF allocation should be dedicated to this thematic objective, hence reinforcing the social dimension of the 
ESF. This objective can be reached through a range of actions, including “active inclusion”, “enhancing 
access to affordable, sustainable and high quality services, including health care and social services of 
general interest” and “integration of marginalised communities”.  
These actions move away from the current predominant focus on employment, hence creating a more 
favourable context for homeless service providers to use ESF funds to meet the support needs of the service 
beneficiaries. The ESF can therefore play a vital role in developing support services to empower homeless 
people to change their lives and become active citizens again. 
 
 
 

http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/reaching-the-goals/monitoring-progress/annual-growth-surveys/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/reaching-the-goals/monitoring-progress/annual-growth-surveys/index_en.htm
http://www.feantsa.org/code/en/pg.asp?Page=5&pk_id_publications=652
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/reaching-the-goals/targets/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/reaching-the-goals/monitoring-progress/national-programmes-2012/index_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=MOTION&reference=B7-2011-0475&language=EN
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=961
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/proposals_2014_2020_en.cfm
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European Regional Development Fund  
Infrastructure measures to support the implementation of homeless strategies 

Past/Present 
Whilst the ESF can be particularly relevant in terms of social support services, there is equally considerable 
scope for using the ERDF to support the infrastructure/housing element of homelessness strategies. Since 
May 2010, up to 3% of the ERDF funding for each EU Member State can be used for housing interventions 
for marginalised communities, including homeless people (see EU regulation).  Within this new framework, 
the following types of housing interventions are encouraged by the European Commission:  renovation of 
existing residential buildings - multi or single family; renovation involving the change of use of existing 
buildings; Construction of new housing - multi or single family; replacement of existing housing through the 
construction of new housing, renovation or change of use of existing buildings. And these types of actions 
should be complemented by actions in, among others, the fields of education, health, social inclusion and 
employment, and often also in training, entrepreneurship, capacity building, security and equal opportunities. 
 
 
Future 
We hope similar housing interventions will be included in future operational programmes as well. According 
to the Commission’s current proposals, one of the investment priorities of the ERDF is the promotion of 
social inclusion and combating poverty. This includes “investing in health and social infrastructure which 
contribute to national, regional and local development, reducing inequalities in terms of health status and 
transition from institutional to community-based services”. This call for de-institutionalisation creates 
opportunities to support a shift from homeless shelters (institutional) as the predominant response to 
homelessness towards supported housing (community based). Such a trend would enable policy-makers to 
move from the traditional approach to tackling homelessness to a more cost-effective housing-led policy 
which is better for service beneficiaries and better for budgets – an essential consideration in the current 
economic and financial climate.  
Moreover, there will be a clear focus on sustainable urban development in the framework of EU cohesion 
policy (see European Territorial Cooperation), with at least 5% of the ERDF resources allocated for strategies 
setting out integrated actions to tackle the economic, environmental, climate and  social challenges affecting 
urban areas. Homelessness is a growing urban problem with an increasing number of cities using 
criminalisation methods to cope with rising street homelessness – a strategy which is both ineffective and 
costly. The ERDF can therefore genuinely support cities to find effective solutions to addressing this social 
challenge. 
 
 

Links 
 

 
 
-EU regulation on ERDF eligibility of housing interventions in favour of marginalised communities 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:132:0001:0002:EN:PDF 
 
-Guidance note of the European Commission on the use of the EFDF for housing interventions for 
marginalised communities 
http://www.euromanet.eu/upload/86/94/Guidance_note_Housing_interventions_art__7_2_ERDF.pdf 
 
-FEANTSA statement on future cohesion policy 2014-2020 
http://www.feantsa.org/files/freshstart/Policy%20documents/122011_feantsa_structuralfunds.pdf 
 
-Legislative package on the future of the structural funds 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/proposals_2014_2020_en.cfm 
 

_________ 
 
 

 
 

More information: info@habitact.eu or liz.gosme@feantsa.org 
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