
Appendix 4: Research Report: Homeless Focus Group (Considered by the Review 
Group on 2 October 2018) 
 
Introduction and background  
 
1. On 17 September 2018, the No Local Connection Review Group held an event with 

people experiencing homelessness and rough sleeping to understand their views on the 
Local Connection Policy, and their experiences. The meeting was facilitated by Councillor 
Howlett who set out the purpose of the review at the start of the meeting. The Scrutiny 
Officer also provided an overview of how people’s information would be used, and 
explained that all information would be anonymised.  

2. In total, the Review Group heard from 12 people (men and women), most of whom did 
not have a local connection to Oxford as defined in the Council’s policy. There was a 
range of experiences at the meeting, from those who had been homeless for 5 weeks to 
those who had been in and out of temporary accommodation and periods of 
homelessness for 16 years. The Review Group is grateful to all those who took part, and 
would like to thank Crisis and Luther Street Surgery for their support in setting up the 
meeting. In particular, the Review Group would like to thank the Gatehouse for hosting 
the meeting. Councillors were impressed with the services offered and the scale of 
support given to a significant number of people attending the venue that evening.  

3. The feedback in this report represents the raw data collected at the meeting, and no 
changes have been made to correct inaccuracies. This protects the views of the 
participants and also helps in highlighting misconceptions and miscommunications about 
how the Council applies the Local Connection Criteria. The comments recorded in the 
report are based on notes taken at the meeting.  

 
Key Themes 

4. This report provides a summary of the comments provided by the participants, grouped 
into five key themes: 

 

 Temporarily leaving Oxford 

 Violence and relationship breakdown 

 Family connections 

 The ‘system’ is viewed as unfair 

 Concluding comments  
 
Temporarily leaving Oxford 
5. Some participants explained that they had left Oxford previously for a variety of reasons, 

and found that on their return they had lost their local connection, and therefore their 
access to the Adult Homeless Pathway. One participant said “It restricts your freedom to 
roam” and another said “I moved away with my partner. After the relationship broke 
down, I came back to Oxford and had no local connection.” One participant added: 

  
We are in a situation where someone whose birth certificate reads “born in the JR” 
can be denied a local connection. I think that is ridiculous. 

 
6. Under the current policy, periods in prison and hospital are not considered towards a 

pathway connection. Some participants said reform was needed to ensure that people in 
prison or hospital are not disadvantaged by the policy. A participant explained “Someone 
can spend their whole life in Oxford, but if they go to prison, they can lose their local 
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connection.” It was suggested that a significant number of people leaving Bullingdon 
Prison came to Oxford because of the number of services available. Other participants 
agreed that local connections should not be lost due to a stay in prison or hospital. There 
was a consensus that someone who was born in Oxford, and grew up in Oxford, should 
have a lifelong local connection.  

 
Violence and relationship breakdown 
7. One common reason for returning to the area after being away for an extended period of 

time was to escape a violent relationship. Some participants explained that they moved 
away to live with their partners, with every intention of living with them indefinitely. 
However, as relationships broke down (often in violent circumstances) they had to 
escape and return to Oxford.  
 

8. One participant explained that she moved away from Oxford to live with her partner, and 
after experiencing sexual abuse and rape, she left that relationship and returned to 
Oxford: 

 
Through no fault of my own, I now have no local connection even though I have 
lived here in the past… because I’m gay, I do not feel comfortable in shared 
accommodation because there can be stigma... I moved here with a purpose to 
start again, and I have signed up to the doctors and the hospital. That should give 
me a local connection. 

 
9. Violence and relationship breakdowns were presented as a common experience, and 

those who experienced it said the Local Connection Policy was unfair to them, and that 
they should have the right to flee violence. Two specific examples were identified as 
common reasons for losing a local connection as a result of relationship breakdown and 
violence: 

 
People who leave Oxford to live with a partner in another part of the country, who 
then separate after a long period of time and return to Oxford. 

 
People who move to Oxford to live with a partner, who then separate after a short 
period of time. 

 
10. One Participant explained “I needed to escape [a violent relationship] and start a fresh, 

and I had worked in Oxford for a year in the past so I decided to come here. I didn’t 
realise how strict the local connection criteria was.” Both men and women spoke about 
their experiences of violent relationships. One participant said “I don’t like to mention the 
abuse because I’m a man. It can be embarrassing.” Many agreed with the comment that 
“Those leaving violent relationships from other areas should be exempted from the local 
connection policy.” 

Family connections 
11. Some participants said they had family in Oxford, or very near to Oxford, and that they 

were not able to gain a local connection. For example, one participant said: 
 

I grew up in Oxford. I moved away for five years, and when I came back, the 
Council wouldn’t offer me a local connection. They said my aunt and uncle were 
not close enough relatives. 

 
12. And another said: 
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While I was away from Oxford, my mum died, which meant I lost my local 
connection.  

 
13. It was also highlighted that due to challenging family relationships and family breakdown, 

some Oxford based residents in settled accommodation would not verify their relationship 
with a person experiencing homelessness. The Review Group heard that “Sometimes 
people have family breakdowns, and their family will be reluctant to confirm their local 
connection and not give any proof.”  
 

14. Some participants had a long history of their family being settled in Oxford, and being 
prominent figures in the community. Participants were frustrated that the Council’s policy 
did not take broader account of family history and the wider family network in defining a 
local connection.  

 
The system is viewed as unfair 
15. Some participants expressed anger and frustration with the Council’s approach to 

supporting people experiencing homelessness, whilst others recognised the need for a 
prioritised system of support. There was a general view that the ‘system’ was letting 
people down, that it was unfair, and that improvements could be made. One participant 
suggested that the Council’s approach to support was adversarial, and that third sector 
providers such as Crisis took a more effective and holistic approach to support. They 
explained: 

 
When you go into crisis, the first thing they say is “how can we help?” When you 
go into the Council, they put up barriers and use a wrong definition for local 
connection. The Council is adversarial in its approach and it needs to change. 

 
16. And another said: 
 

You talk to someone different at the Council every time so you have to explain 
everything over and over again so they understand your case. Also, some people 
are less strict than others. 

 
17. Having been asked what improvements the Council could make, the Review Group were 

advised that it was very important for initial assessments to be completed in full. It was 
explained that simple errors or a lack of information on assessment forms could result in 
a refused application for support and a further period of homelessness for that person 
whilst the paperwork was resubmitted. One participant said “it can be very difficult to get 
people to fill out forms because they can have mental health problems.” They went on to 
explain: 

 
The person reading out the application form has a lot of responsibility, and they 
must help people fill it out fully otherwise they are denied help because of 
incomplete forms. 

 
18. Some participants who had a local connection said that it took in excess of six months to 

confirm that they had local connection, or achieve an exemption from the policy. During 
that period, they had to sleep on the streets. One participant said: 

 
Local connection policies nationally create a type of monopoly board, where 
people are just being moved round and round without being able to settle. No one 
is taking responsibility to help. 
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19. Other systemic challenges to progress were highlighted too. One participant said “Metro 
bank says they give accounts to the homeless, but they didn’t let me set up an account 
because I don’t have a registered address.” Another said “There are empty houses in 
Oxford that could be used to help the homeless.” It was also suggested that “People with 
criminal records are let down by the system because they can’t get a job or tenancy. 
Losing a tenancy can feel criminalised.”  
 

20. Another participant said: 
 

Some people jump in front of you to get into O’Hanlon House. I get that some 
people are more vulnerable than me, but does that mean I will always be pushed 
to the back of the queue for support? I don’t necessarily have the confidence to 
keep pushing to get my space.” 

 
21. A wider discussion on this issue ensued, and several agreed that those who were more 

‘pushy’ or forthright with support workers and services were more likely to get help. It was 
suggested that support workers have a key role in advocating for someone to get 
support. The general view was held that the cumulative challenges across the support 
system had an effect of causing hopelessness. One participant recounted their 
experience of mental breakdown as a result of homelessness, and nearly losing custody 
of their children.  
 

Concluding comments 
22. At the end of the meeting, participants were invited to summarise their views on how the 

Council could improve the support it offers to people without a local connection. There 
was a general view from participants that the definition used in the Local Connection 
Policy did not align with their perceptions of what a local connection was, suggesting that 
the policy was overly strict. Most had a connection to Oxford in one way or another, but 
their connection did not fall within the criteria set out in the Local Connection Policy. 
Whilst most were critical of the Local Connection Policy, it was a shared view that: 

 
Oxford is a haven for the homeless in comparison to other areas because there 
are good support services, things to do and a good community of people. 

 
23. Specific recommendations for improving the Council’s approach included: 
 

a) The Local Connection Policy should be abolished, or at least broadened and 

geographically expanded.  

b) People who were born in Oxford, and grew up in Oxford, should be offered lifelong 

local connections.  

c) Family connections should be extended to include people such as: deceased 

family members, cousins, grandparents and grandchildren. 

d) People who have a significant vulnerability, or who have experienced violence and 

abuse, should be considered for an exemption to the Local Connection Policy. 

e) More effort should be made to better communicate information on the Local 

Connection Policy and the wider support services that are available.  

f) Better use could be made of vacant buildings for temporary accommodation.  
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