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Rough Sleeping 
 

Introduction 
Local authorities in England do not have a duty to secure accommodation for all homeless people 
which means that some individuals may end up rough sleeping. Sleeping on the streets is the most 
visible and extreme form of homelessness.  
 
People sleeping rough are defined, for the purposes of annual rough sleeping street counts, by 
MHCLG1 as:  
‘People sleeping, about to bed down (sitting on/in or standing next to their bedding) or actually 
bedded down in the open air (such as on the streets, in tents, doorways, parks, bus shelters or 
encampments). People in buildings or other places not designed for habitation (such as stairwells, 
barns, sheds, car parks, cars, derelict boats, stations, or “bashes” which are makeshift shelters, 
often comprised of cardboard boxes). The definition does not include people in hostels or shelters, 
people in campsites or other sites used for recreational purposes or organised protest, squatters or 
travellers. Bedded down: is taken to mean either lying down or sleeping. About to bed down 
includes those who are sitting in/on or near a sleeping bag or other bedding.’ 
 

Key findings: 

• 2016 was the year in which the number of rough sleepers counted on one night in 
November in Cornwall peaked at 99 persons; 

• Since this time a number of measures have been put in place to support rough sleepers and 
the number counted in November 2019 was 24 – equating to a 76% reduction in three 
years; 

• Cornwall continues to have a slightly higher proportion of rough sleepers per 1,000 
population when compared to the average for the South West and England – but the gap is 
decreasing; 

• Cornwall’s ranking in terms of having the highest count of rough sleepers has improved 
significantly over the last ten years from being 2nd highest in England in 2010 to 11th highest 
in 2018 – (the size of Cornwall compared to other local authority areas does impact on 
positioning); 

• In terms of age, there is a slightly higher proportion of rough sleepers aged 25 and under in 
Cornwall when compared to the average for the South West and England; 

• Almost one in five (19%) rough sleepers identified themselves as female in Cornwall in 2018 
compared to 16% on average across the South West and 14% across England; 

• The majority of rough sleepers in Cornwall are identified as UK Nationals. 

 

Context 
A new national Rough Sleeping Strategy was published by the Government in August 2018, based 
around three core pillars: prevention, intervention and recovery and aims to eradicate rough 
sleeping by 2027. A Delivery Plan accompanies the Strategy and sets out how Government intends 
to deliver against the commitments made.  
 

                                                           
1 MHCLG (2019) Rough Sleeping Statistics Autumn 2018, England (Revised) 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/733421/Rough-Sleeping-Strategy_WEB.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/762854/RSS_delivery_plan.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/781567/Rough_Sleeping_Statistics_2018_release.pdf
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Cornwall’s own Rough Sleeping Reduction Strategy predates the national strategy and 
incorporates the same aims. It was developed as a subsidiary strategy in 2017 to Cornwall’s 
Homelessness Strategy and in direct response to rising numbers of rough sleepers. 
 
New guidance2 was published in 2010 which asks local authorities to produce either a formal 
count or an estimate of the number of rough sleepers in the area. Counts are to be conducted 
between 1 October and 30 November each year. Estimates should be produced in consultation 
with agencies working with rough sleepers in the area, although a small number of local 
authorities have produced estimates without any external consultation. Cornwall carries out a 
count with responses verified by Homeless Link. 
 

Types of Rough Sleepers 
Types of rough sleepers can be defined3 as: 

• New Rough Sleepers: an individual who does not have history of Rough Sleeping; 

• Entrenched Rough Sleeper: an individual who is a long-term rough sleeper and may be unable 
to respond to traditional models of resettlement; 

• Returning Rough Sleeping: an individual who has slept on the streets historically and has now 
returned to this; 

• Habitual Rough Sleeper: an individual who has accessed accommodation but has been unable 
to maintain this and consistently returns to the streets. 

 

Numbers of Rough Sleepers 
The number of people sleeping rough in Cornwall had been increasing - and in 2016 was at its 
highest level (99 persons) since the formation of Cornwall Council.  The last annual count in 
November 2019 showed a 76% reduction in the numbers of people sleeping rough in Cornwall 
from the November 2016 figure – as shown in the chart below: 
  

 
Source: Cornwall Council 

 

                                                           
2 Wilson (2019) Rough Sleeping (England) 
3 National Practitioner Support Service (2019) Gold Standard 
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https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/27593848/rough-sleeper-strategy-final-may-2017.pdf
https://www.cornwallhousing.org.uk/find-a-home/homelessness-strategy/homelessness-strategy-2015-2020/
https://www.homeless.org.uk/
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN02007/SN02007.pdf
https://npsservice.org.uk/gold-standard/
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This decrease in numbers in Cornwall was during the period when the numbers of rough sleepers 
across England generally increased in numbers. Monthly counts of rough sleepers are now 
undertaken in Cornwall. 
 
When comparing Cornwall to the South West and England in terms of the number of rough 
sleepers per 1,000 persons in the population - Cornwall’s figures were considerably higher but 
have since decreased and are similar to the other comparator figures (which have increased over 
the last few years) (2019 data currently not available). 
 

 
Source: MHCLG Homelessness Live Tables 

 
The following table identifies the rank – in terms of the highest numbers of rough sleepers – for 
Cornwall when compared to other local authority areas. It is worth noting that Cornwall as a 
unitary authority area is one of the largest geographical areas in England and as such contributes 
towards the area having a high ranking (2019 data currently not available). 
 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

2nd 2nd 3rd 2nd 7th 5th 3rd 10th 11th 

Source: MHCLG Homelessness Live Tables 

 

Demographics of Rough Sleepers 
In terms of gender, the majority of rough sleepers have tended to be men but there are increasing 
proportions of women sleeping rough in Cornwall and across the South West (2019 data currently 
not available). 
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Source: MHCLG Homelessness Live Tables 

 
In terms of age, there is a slightly higher proportion of rough sleepers aged 25 and under in 
Cornwall when compared to the average for the South West and England (2019 data currently not 
available). 
 

 
Source: MHCLG Homelessness Live Tables 

 
In terms of nationality, the majority of rough sleepers in Cornwall in the annual count are UK 
nationals. The chart below shows how Cornwall compares to averages across the South West and 
England (2019 data currently not available): 
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Source: MHCLG Homelessness Live Tables 

 

Links to further information 
• Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Causes of Homelessness 

• Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Costs of Homelessness 

• Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Definitions 

• Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness - Legislation 
 
Sarah Thorneycroft 
January 2020 
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https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/40377924/causes-of-homelessness.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/40377928/costs-of-homelessness.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/39536712/homelessness-definitions-v2-aug-19.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/39536716/homelessness-legislation-v2-aug-19.pdf

