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Introduction to SHARP

SHARP is an independent local charity (charity registration number is 1000515) which
since 1974 has been providing advice and support to people who are homeless, at risk
of becoming homeless or living in poor housing conditions in Leicester and
Leicestershire. Our work includes action to prevent evictions, help to find new
accommodation, measures to deal with the problems of housing disrepair, practical
assistance to apply for grants for essential household items, help with budgeting skills
and referrals onto other specialist agencies. SHARP’s services are free and delivered by
a small number of paid professional staff supported by volunteers. SHARP holds the
Specialist Quality Mark (SQM) awarded by the Legal Aid Agency. Further information
about us can be found on the SHARP website www.leicestershelter.org.uk

Background to this Research

SHARP helps hundreds of people each year. We need to collect certain information
to allow us to deliver our services. Looking at this data helps us to build up a picture
of homelessness, housing needs and problems in the local area. Similar research
was carried out in 2021 covering the period from August 2019 to May 2021. This
means we can compare the situation now with how it was three years ago. We can
see where changes have occurred, highlight any trends and identify any implications
stemming from what’s been happening.

Our thanks to Natalie Whitworth, a volunteer at SHARP, who gathered all the data,
analysed it and presented the findings as set out in this report. We are very grateful
for all her work.
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During the period of June 2021 — March 2024, SHARP received a total of 1,710 enquiries. There have
been a large number of enquiries consistently for each quarter but most notable and most worrying
has been the very large rise to 233 in the last quarter. The cost-of-living crisis helps to explain what
has happened. The corresponding figure for the first quarter of the last research was 69 and the
average for the August 2019 to May 2021 was just over 100. Diagram 2 shows that there was 794
women and 916 men who made enquiries with SHARP. With the last research, there were more
women (64%) than men (36%).

Diagram 2

Number of Enquiries by Gender between June 2021 — March 2024
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Diagram 3

Diagram 3 breaks down the range of ethnic backgrounds of enquirers.

Ethnic Breakdown of SHARP Enquiries (June 2021— March 2024)
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It shows the very wide range of the ethnic backgrounds of those approaching SHARP for help. White
British remains the largest group but proportionally, this figure has fallen from 51% to just under
40%. There has been a corresponding increase in the number with an Asian background. There has
also been an increase in the number with a black/black British/Caribbean/African background.

Diagram 4

Diagram 4 shows the number of clients on benefits or working. Whilst most enquirers were
unemployed, in the receipt of benefits support or did not specify their income status, a significant
proportion were working in part-time employment and receiving earnings. This reflects the fact that
Leicester is a city where unemployment, low incomes and a high level of poverty prevail.

In this context, Leicester is the 32" most deprived local authority in England (out of a total 317). The
local economy is also characterised by high levels of in-work poverty and low wages.

Local charity — Charity Link https://charity-link.org reported on Local Poverty — According to the End
Child Poverty Coalition (2021/2022), Leicester is 18th in the table of local authorities with the highest
rates of child poverty across the UK and the percentage of children in poverty after housing costs is
40.6% in Leicester.
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Total Number of SHARP Clients claiming Benefits and Working Full or Part Time
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Diagram 5

Diagram 5 breaks down the housing status of enquirers. The situation in Leicester is that private
landlords are now the main providers of accommodation in the City, not the social housing providers
or Leicester City Council. This is down to the fact there has been an increased demand for housing
but a decrease in the Councils’ housing stock largely because of the Right to Buy. This continues the
trend seen with the earlier research.

Tenancy Status of Enquiries to SHARP From June 2021— March 2024
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Diagram 6

Diagram 6 shows the main reason for enquiries received by SHARP. Shown below is the breakdown of
these enquiry numbers:

e Domesticviolence: 173

e Repairs & maintenance: 380

e Threatened homelessness: 304

e Actual homelessness: 395

e Anti-social behaviour: 135

e Bandingincrease: 303

e Homeowner and Repossession Issues: 20

Breakdown in Reasons For Enquiries (June 2021— March 2024)
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Threatened homelessness and actual homelessness are the most significant reasons for enquiries but
the proportion associated with repairs and maintenance has risen noticeably. This is particularly the
case in the private rented sector where the increased demand for private rented accommodation has
made it easier for some landlords to neglect issues of disrepair. It is largely because of this that
Leicester City Council introduced a Private Sector Licensing Scheme in certain parts of the City. The
use of Section 21 Notices (No Fault Evictions) which were stopped during the pandemic but then
allowed again remains a very serious problem. SHARP has a lot of enquiries where tenants have been
evicted or threatened with eviction through no fault of the tenant. The current Government is
pursuing legislation to end No Fault Evictions and other issues with the introduction of the Renters’
Rights Bill.




Diagram 7

Diagram 7 outlines the number of clients experiencing poor physical health, mental health or both.
There has been a very significant rise in the number of clients experiencing mental health issues
since the time of the last research. Mental health problems are both a cause of homelessness and a
consequence of homelessness. SHARP has provided a wrap-around service for those clients with
mental health issues impacted by their housing situations. With the help of funding from the Carlton
Hayes Mental Health Charity, SHARP employed a mental health support worker to assist clients with
their mental health. This service is now being provided for SHARP by the charity the Olive Trust.

Number of Enquiries With Mental and Physical Health Issues June 2021- March
2024
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Diagram 8

Diagrams 8 and 9 show the age range, gender and the number of single adult enquirers that lived
with children and single adults that lived without children. Out of 1,241 total enquiries made by
single adults, 354 were made by those that lived in a household with children while 887 enquiries
were made by single adults who did not have children living with them.
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Diagram 10

Diagram 10 shows the age range and number of enquiries made by those living in a household with a
partner and children, and those that only live with their partners. In total, there was 469 enquiries
made by couples with 323 of those being from couples that had children and 146 being from couples
that didn’t have children.
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Client A

Client in her mid-70’s had mobility, mental health issues and was very lonely. She contacted SHARP
to explain that she had lived in the property for 70 years (born in the property) with her parents,
who were deceased.

The property was owned by a landlord, who passed the property onto their son, who had not
completed any works in the property for 70 years. The property had no central heating, an electric
hot water heater was the only form of hot water. The whole property needed to be refurbished. Our
client had tried to discuss a total upgrade of the property on several occasions but was ignored. Our
client only had a niece to try and support her. On contacting the landlord, it was clear, he wanted
the tenant to leave so he could upgrade the property and charge more rent.

SHARP contacted the Environmental Health Department who condemned the property. SHARP
helped the client register with the Council for supported accommodation. This resulted in the client
moving into a warm, environmentally friendly bedsit. She has made friends with the other residents,
and stated she felt her life was, once again, worth living. The client continued to have mental health
support until she had settled into the property and made friends. The landlord was also given advice
on landlord obligations and legal requirements.

Client B

A young Mother with 3 children under the age of 10 who was a domestic abuse survivor was living in
a private rented 3-bedroom property above an empty shop. All the rooms in the property were
covered with damp and mould. Her children’s bedroom had water running down the walls. The child
had constant chest infections, and at one stage was admitted to hospital.

The property was let to Case B by a letting’s agent, who it transpired was growing cannabis in the
empty shop downstairs and the client’s electricity was rigged to pay for the growing of the cannabis.
The owners of the property also refused to carry out any maintenance work to solve the extreme
damp problems. This was a good case for collaborative working with the Police, the Environmental
Health Department, Leicester City Council, the Housing Options Team and Lawstop, the solicitors
that SHARP uses.

The clients were eventually re-housed in a council property and the owners of the Lettings Agent
were charged and given a custodial sentence.

In Summary

This research shows via the enquiries made to SHARP the extent of the homelessness problem in
Leicester. It also illustrates the shortage of affordable housing and the problems of disrepair in the
housing stock especially in the private rented sector. The evidence illustrates that the problems have
worsened since the previous research period from August 2019 to May 2021.

The ethnic origin of those approaching SHARP for help has changed with a greater proportion now
from an Asian or black heritage. There has also been a very significant and worrying increase in the
number of clients experiencing mental health difficulties — a need which SHARP has responded to via
its mental health support service and its links now with the Olive Trust.




