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Legislation 

Introduction 
Homelessness can affect anyone at any time and has been dealt with in different ways throughout 
the centuries through legislation passed by central Government. The 2017 Homelessness 
Reduction Act provides significant changes to the rights of homeless people in England as it adds 
two new duties to the original statutory rehousing duty – that is the duty to prevent homelessness 
and the duty to relieve homelessness. 
 

Key findings: 
 Great Britain has some of the most effective and forward-thinking homelessness legislation 

in the world which protects hundreds of thousands of people annually; 

 Legislation around homelessness dates back to the 14th Century with early Acts punishing 
homeless persons who were considered to be vagabonds or beggars; 

 The first Act for the relief of the poor came into effect in 1601 and entitled those who were 
unable to work to be cared for in an alms house or a poorhouse – those able to work could 
but if they were thought to be idle they could still face punishment; 

 1662 saw the birth of ‘local connection’ criteria being determined; 
 The 1824 Vagrancy Act made it an offence to sleep rough or beg - and this Act is still in force 

today; 

 The 1948 National Assistance Act formally abolished the poor law system and obliged local 
authorities to provide suitable accommodation for those who through infirmity, age, or any 
other reason were in need of care and attention; 

 Current legislation is contained within the 1996 Housing Act, the 2002 Homelessness Act 
and the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017; 

 The Homelessness Reduction Act provides significant changes to the rights of homeless 
people in England as it adds two new duties to the original statutory rehousing duty – that is 
the duty to prevent homelessness and the duty to relieve homelessness. 

 

Background 
Great Britain has some of the most effective and forward-thinking homelessness legislation in the 
world which protects hundreds of thousands of people annually. Legislation around homelessness 
has been in force in Britain for centuries – with the first Acts dating back to the 14th Century1.  
 
The 1388 ‘Statute of Cambridge’ restricted the movement of all labourers and beggars who could 
only move to another area with permission. If people wanted help, they could receive it only from 
their local ‘Hundred’ (the locality where a person had a settled connection). Relief was restricted 
to the ‘impotent poor’- people who were destitute through no fault of their own. 
 
1494 saw the implementation of the ‘Vagabonds and Beggars Act’. Vagabonds, idle and suspected 
persons would be set in the stocks for three days and three nights and have no other sustenance 
but bread and water, then be put out of Town. Every beggar suitable to work was sent to the 

                                                           
1 Cosgarne Hall (2018) Cosgarne’s History of Homelessness 
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Hundred and there remain. Beggars who were too infirm to work were to remain in their Hundred 
and be permitted to beg but with no certainty of the receipt of any charity. 
 
Law against vagabonds remained in place for some time – and subsequent Acts such as the 1547 
Vagabond Act meant that enslaved vagabonds were to be fed bread and water and were allowed 
to be worked by beating, chaining, or other methods the master may choose. The 1572 Vagabond 
and Beggars Act – allowed identified vagabonds to be stripped to the waist, whipped until 
bleeding, and a hole, about the size of an inch burned through the cartilage of their right ear with 
a hot iron.  
 
The first ‘Act for the Relief of the Poor’ came into being in 1601 and entitled those who were 
unable to work to be cared for in an alms house or a poorhouse. The able-bodied poor were to be 
set to work in a House of Industry. The idle poor and vagabonds were to be sent to a House of 
Correction or even prison. 
 
The 1662 Settlement and Removal Act established the parish to which a person belonged and 
therefore clarify which parish was responsible for him should he become in need of poor relief. 
This Act is said to form the basis of ‘local connection’ criteria still used today. To gain ‘settlement’ 
in a parish a person had to meet one of the following conditions:  

 Be born into the parish.  

 Be hired for a year and a day within the parish or hold an office in the parish.  

 Have lived in the parish for forty consecutive days without complaint.  

 Rent a property worth £10 per year or pay the same in taxes.  

 Have married into the Parish.  

 Have gained poor relief in that parish 
 
The 1948 National Assistance Act formally abolished the poor law system that had existed since 
Elizabethan times by establishing a safety net for the homeless, physically handicapped and 
unmarried mothers. The Act obliged local authorities to provide suitable accommodation for those 
who through infirmity, age, or any other reason were in need of care and attention. 
 
In 1977, the Housing (Homeless Persons) Act was a major step forward in legally protecting 
homeless people. It set out how local authorities must make accommodation available (usually 
council housing) to certain categories of homeless people; mainly families with children and 
vulnerable adults. It did however make it difficult for homeless individuals without children to 
receive accommodation provided by local authorities. The legislation was felt to strongly reinforce 
an ongoing shift from council house allocations based on who was thought to ‘deserve’ it to 
allocations based more clearly on housing need. 
 

Current Legislation 
 
The 1824 Vagrancy Act made it an offence to sleep rough or beg. This Act remains in force in 
England and Wales, and anyone found sleeping in a public place or to be trying to beg for money 
can be arrested. 
 
The 1996 Housing Act (section 7) provides the statutory duty for action to prevent homelessness 
and provide assistance to people threatened with or actually homeless. It introduced ‘priority 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo4/5/83/section/4
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/52/contents
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need’ for local authorities – they would have a duty to provide interim accommodation for 
applicants who were homeless and in priority need. A person who was vulnerable as a result of old 
age, mental illness, handicap, physical disability or other special reason was considered eligible. 
 
The 2002 Homelessness Act ensured a more strategic approach to tackling and preventing 

homelessness by requiring a homelessness strategy for every housing authority area and by strengthening 
the assistance available to people who are homeless or threatened with homelessness by 
extending the priority need categories to homeless 16 and 17 year olds; care leavers aged 18, 19 
and 20; people who are vulnerable as a result of time spent in care, the armed forces, prison or 
custody, and people who are vulnerable because they have fled their home because of violence. 
 
The Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 significantly reformed England’s homelessness legislation 
by placing duties on local authorities to intervene at earlier stages to prevent homelessness in 
their areas. 
 

Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 
The Homelessness Reduction Bill received Royal Assent on 27 April 2017 and is now an Act of 
Parliament. The Homelessness Reduction Act (HRA) amends Part 7 of the Housing Act 1996 and 
contains 13 clauses which amend many of the existing duties and introduce a number of new 
duties. The Act: 
• Introduces requirements for local housing authorities to carry out homelessness prevention 

work with all those who are eligible for help and threatened with homelessness (priority need 
will no longer be considered when someone initially approaches an Options Team).  

• It changes the point at which a person is classed as being threatened with homelessness from 
28 days before a person is likely to be homeless, to 56 days.  

• Requires local housing authorities to carry out an assessment of the applicant’s needs, and 
that the steps agreed between the local housing authority and the applicant are set out in 
writing – in the form of a personalised plan.  

• Places a new duty on local housing authorities to take steps for 56 days to relieve 
homelessness by helping any eligible homeless applicant to secure accommodation.  

• Specifies that local agencies should refer those who are either homeless or at risk of being 
homeless to local housing authority housing teams.  

• Requires that provision is made for certain care leavers, to make it easier for them to show 
they have a local connection with both the area of the local authority responsible for them and 
the area in which they lived while in care if that was different.  

 

Homelessness Reduction Act Implementation in Cornwall 
Cornwall Council commissions Cornwall Housing Ltd to provide a Housing Options Service and 
working with Partner Agencies, a range of services are available to meet the statutory duty under 
the Act through the provision of advice and information to those at risk of homelessness, to 
prevent homelessness or to help the customer to find alternative accommodation. This can either 
be in supported housing, the social sector or in suitable private rented accommodation. 
 
If a household is homeless immediately, temporary accommodation may be provided while 
assistance is offered to help secure more permanent accommodation.  
 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2002/7/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/13/contents/enacted
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Do we need Homelessness Legislation? 
Great Britain has some of the most effective and forward-thinking homelessness legislation in the 
world which protects hundreds of thousands of people annually. No other country in the world 
has anything equivalent and some other countries, especially in Europe, seem to have low levels of 
homelessness. But despite this success, there are still winners and losers from the statutory 
systems in England, Scotland and Wales.  
 
International comparative research2 suggests that some enforceable statutory rights have 
formidable advantages. This includes: 

 Countering the tendency for social landlords to exclude low-income and vulnerable 
households from their properties.  

 Creating a better balance of power, giving homeless people an enforceable right of action 
against those charged with assisting them, should they fail in their responsibilities.  

 Receiving assistance as a matter of right, rather than as a matter of discretion, may help to 
safeguard the self-respect of those who may otherwise be made to feel (deliberately or 
otherwise) like humiliated supplicants. 

 
Crisis3 consider that the time is right to complete a strong safety net of legal protection for all 
homeless people – and propose to do this through a set of key principles for an ideal statutory 
homelessness system: 

 Principle 1: For those who face the imminent threat of homelessness (within 56 days), a set of 
robust prevention duties should be in place. 

 Principle 2: Where reasonable steps to prevent homelessness are unsuccessful, a complete 
statutory safety net providing access to suitable settled accommodation must extend across all 
homeless people. This is regardless of household type or level of vulnerability, with temporary 
accommodation provided in the interim. This means that the priority need criterion must be 
abolished in England and Wales. 

 Principle 3(a): This broadening of the range of discharge options open to local authorities will 
weaken, but not sever the link between homelessness duties and social housing allocations. 
Statutory homeless people should continue to receive reasonable preference in local authority 
housing allocations, and housing associations in England and Wales should give homeless 
households ‘reasonable preference’ in their allocation policies, as is already the case in 
Scotland. 

 Principle 3(b): Intentionality should be abolished in its current form.  

 Principle 4: Local connection should cease to be a bar to assistance. 

 Principle 5: Appropriate provision must be made for households who remain homeless after 
exhausting their entitlements under the homelessness statutory framework, particularly 
families with dependent children. 

 Principle 6(a): Local housing authorities should have a duty to provide housing support in 
relevant cases. 

 Principle 6(b): Other public bodies should have robust duties to both prevent homelessness 
(see Principle 1) and to cooperate with local housing authorities in relieving homelessness. For 
example, by providing relevant health and social care support services. 

                                                           
2 Crisis (2018) Everybody In: how to end homelessness in Great Britain 
3 Crisis (2018) Everybody In: how to end homelessness in Great Britain 

https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/239951/everybody_in_how_to_end_homelessness_in_great_britain_2018.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/239951/everybody_in_how_to_end_homelessness_in_great_britain_2018.pdf
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 Principle 7: There should be a robust but proportionate regulation, monitoring and inspection 
regime of how local authorities, other public bodies, and social housing providers discharge 
their duties. 

 Principle 8: A more open system of individual reviews and appeals. 

 Principle 9: An ongoing emphasis on professional training and skills development among 
frontline homelessness workers is essential to the successful implementation of progressive 
legislation. 

 Principle 10: It is unacceptable in a wealthy country to have people sleeping and starving on 
our streets and there should be at the very least minimum subsistence benefits and basic 
accommodation must be made available to all regardless of immigration status. 

 

Links to further information 
 Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Definitions 

 Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Approaches 
 
 
 

 

 

https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/39536712/homelessness-definitions-v2-aug-19.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/38904049/homeless-approaches.pdf

