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'Lockdown’ brought to attention the existence of homelessness
to people outside professional, activist and welfare circles who
were already familiar with it, some of whom had been calling
for the devel-opment of support measures for many years. The
existence of homelessness in Switzerland is not new, but it
hardly attracts any attention (Kakpo & Cattacin 2011; Schuwey
& Knopfel, 2014; Drilling &t al. 2020): for example, Switzerland
currently has no official statistics on homelessness nor is there
any of-ficial definition available. Whilst the field of research
on homelessness has been developing in most European
countries during the past 40 years or so (Choppin & Gardella,
2013), in Switzerland it is only just beginning.

Since 1987, which the UN defined as the international year of
shelter for the homeless, the European Federation of National
Organisations Working with the Homeless (FEANTSA) has been

a reference point for information and action on homelessness.
FEANTSA has developed a typology of homelessness and
housing exclusion (ETHOS) to define and communicate
about different «living situations which amount to forms of
homelessness across Europe»: a) homelessness consisting
of having no shelter of any kind and sleeping rough, b)
homelessness with a place to sleep, but of a temporary nature
(e.g. institutions), c) access to insecure housing (with a high
threat of exclusion due to insecure tenancies, eviction or
domestic violence) and finally d) living in inadequate housing
(for example, in caravans on illegal campsites, in substandard
housing, in conditions of extreme overcrowding).

Research carried out in European countries, referring to one
or more of the aforementioned situa-tions of homelessness
during the last forty years, has led to a considerable body of
knowledge being developed which has allowed different
trends to be identified. What does this research tell us and can
links be made between the situation in Switzerland and that of
its neighbouring countries? »
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Research trends in EU countries

Unsurprisingly, the review of the literature suggests that different
national welfare regimes have a ma-jor influence on the causes
and nature of homelessness with social security measures capable
of re-ducing homelessness (Busch-Geertsema, Edgar, O'Sullivan,
& Pleace, 2010; Mayock, Sheridan, & Parker, 2012; Pleace, 2010).
The synthesis of the literature over the past two decades also
shows that home-lessness in Europe has increased and partly
been transformed. While early research had identified lo-cal (and
male) homelessness as long-term and due to a lack of provision
for social problems, recent re-search highlights the heterogeneity
of homelessness situations.

Amongst those people sleeping rough, sleeping in night
shelters or residing in insecure or inadequate housing, there are
economic migrants from the European Union. These people
move to find liveli-hoods and return to their country of origin
after a few years or when the lack of employment oppor-tunities
is compounded by homelessness. Within this category, ethnic
groups are overrepresented because of vulnerabilities related to
racism or immigrant status, in particular due to discrimination in
the labour and housing markets, restrictions on access to social
assistance and sometimes due to a lack of awareness of migrants'’
own rights (Pleace, 2010).

Another group of homeless people are those people considered to
be 'third country nationals' by EU policies. As a result of the closure
of Europe's ‘borders’ during the 20th century (Blanchard, 2018),
these people apply for asylum and are subject to the authorities’
unilateral assessment of their mo-tives (Tabin, 2020) or, if they
have not received a residence permit or if it has expired, they live
ille-gally on the territory (Edgar, Doherty, & Meert, 2004). Despite
some of them having been in unde-clared work for years, their
access to social benefits is sometimes minimal and sometimes
non-existent (Pleace, 2010).

Gender-informed research has furthermore estimated that one-
third of homeless people are women (Edgar & Doherty, 2001;
Lelubre, 2012), and again the research highlights the variety of such
situa-tions. Homeless women outnumber men in some ethnic
groups, for example 'Roma’ women living in Italy and Moroccan
women in Spain (Mostowska & Sheridan, 2016). However, some
women have the relative 'advantage’ of being referred to more
stable accommodation (Loison-Leruste & Perrier 2019; Marpsat,
1999), continuing a history of institutionalising deviant women
(Amistini, 2003; O'Sullivan, 2016). Finally, other research points to a
tendency among homeless women to use informal networks such
as staying with acquaintances, family or living in squats (Marpsat,
1999); Maurin, 2017; Reeve, Goudie, & Casey, 2007), fuelling the
‘hidden’ (Bretherton, 2017; Lostrand & Quilgars, 2016; Pleace, 2016)
and ‘transitional’ (O'Sullivan, 2016) nature of female homelessness.

And in Switzerland?

In the absence of political definitions, empirical data and final
analyses, homelessness in Switzerland is not well known. The
results of two ongoing research projects, conducted by the
department of social work at the University of North-Western
Switzerland and funded by the SNSF?, will soon make it possi-ble
to assess the extent and nature of homelessness in different cities
in Switzerland.

In the meantime, local and qualitative data®? that we have
collected corroborates several findings from the European
research. Homeless people in French-speaking Switzerland
refers to a heterogeneity of situations. They are men and women
of different ages, including children and the elderly, from Swit-
zerland, European countries and so-called 'third countries'
The administrative status of these people creates different
vulnerabilities (Martin & Bertho, 2020).

People with a right to reside in Switzerland are theoretically
entitled to social assistance benefits, which should in principle
prevent homelessness. Reasons for homeless people not
accessing social as-sistance include: lack of documents proving
residence in the municipality, reluctance to apply for as-sistance
that is deemed inappropriate, or for those with a residence permit,
fear of losing the permit due to the permit renewal condition of
not being «permanently and to a large extent dependent on social
assistance» (Art. 63 LEI).

Persons without a residence permit in Switzerland, on the other
hand, have no right to social assis-tance. Economic migrants
from EU or EFTA countries are obliged to «have sufficient means
of subsist-ence, both for the duration of the intended stay and for
the return to the country of origin» (SEM, «EU and EFTA nationals
including Switzerland family members»). This
obligation, which refers to the agreements that the Confederation
has signed with the European Community and with EFTA, al-lows
states to adopt legislative provisions encouraging mobility within
Europe (in accordance with market logic) without obliging them
to assist foreign’ persons in cases of distress (Tabin, forthcoming).

and their

Finally, homeless people from so-called ‘third countries' are
subject to different regimes. Those who have applied for =

1 Homelessness in Switzerland - Extent and Explanations in 8 of the Biggest
Cities, Editted by Prof. Jorg Dittmann and Explor-ing Homelessness and
Pathways to Social Inclusion: A Comparative Study of Contexts and

Challenges in Swiss and Croatian Cities, edited by Prof. Matthias Drilling.

2 What needs do homeless people have? Analysis of the points of view of
people, employees, volunteers and homeless people involved in assistance

schemes, (Lausanne et Suisse romande).
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asylum in Switzerland and who are unable to support themselves
are entitled to min-imum emergency social assistance benefits,
which are mostly provided in kind and are much lower than
social assistance afforded to residents (art. 81 LAsi). These people
may find themselves homeless when the application process has
ended, particularly when turned down - an outcome that can
al-ready occur at the very beginning of the asylum procedure.
Therefore, they may avoid applying for the minimum emergency
soclal assistance because this recourse would force them to
participate in their own expulsion from the country. Some of
them have been living in Switzerland for years, including by
carrying out undeclared work, but in the absence of a residence
permit, they are of course not enti-tled to social assistance.

Others have a visa or residence permit issued by another
Schengen member state. According to the Dublin agreements,
these persons may stay in Switzerland «for a short stay not
exceeding 90 days per period of 180 days», but on condition
(amongst other conditions and similarly to European migrants)
that they «have sufficient means of subsistence, both for the
duration of the intended stay and for the return to the country of
origin» (SEM, Third-country nationals). As they are not entitled to
social assis-tance, these persons also have a limited right to work,
subject to proof that no Swiss national or na-tional from an EU or
EFTA country has the profile required to occupy the post (ENIA,
chapter 5, section 1, art. 21).

While Article 12 of the Swiss Constitution guarantees a universal
right to obtain assistance In situa-tions of distress in the name
of human dignity (Cst, Art. 12), this right is not well respected
(Tabin, 2005). Moreover, because of federalism, the cantons and
municipalities have a great deal of leeway in responding to what
they consider as ‘situations of distress’. As a result, homeless
services, where they exist, vary widely in terms of capacity and
access. In the canton of Vaud, for example, only a few towns and
cities offer night-time emergency accommodation (for a financial
contribution which the authori-ties consider modest, but which is
inaccessible for people without an income). However, due to the
fact that the capacity is deliberately kept smaller than the number
of people applying for lodgings (Ta-bin, Knusel, & Ansermet,
2016), these accommodations favour certain categories (e.g.
those with a residence permit or defined as ‘vulnerable’) or they
have an organised turnover (e.g. according to ‘ethnic quotas’). In
addition, these schemes produce various forms of discomfort
that discourage peo-ple from using them (limited number of
nights, the need to leave in the morning with one's belong-ings,
etc.) (Bertho & Martin, forthcoming). Indeed, measures to address
homelessness are usually ac-companied by ‘deterrent rationales’
(Terrolle, 2004 p. 153).

In this context of ‘misery management (Ansermet & Tabin,
2014), actions complementary or even in place of the welfare

state (Lamoureux, 2002) arising from initiatives led by citizens,
activists or chari-ties have sometimes been developed to help
the people concerned: soup kitchens, volunteer home-less
workers, distribution of blankets for people sleeping rough, health
care services, squats, etc. (Lamoureux, 2002). These unevenly
distributed initiatives, which sometimes have a questionable
moral dimension, also have limitations from the point of view of
those who carry them out: while they make it possible to improve
the survival conditions of homeless people by making up for
the lack of resources supported by policies, they also contribute
to making these situations of distress less visi-ble and, because
they are illegal, also entail risks for the implementers: occupying
an empty house to house homeless people is tantamount to
“unlawful entry” (art. 186 of the Criminal Code); giving food,
pocket money or a bed to a person without a residence permit is
illegal according to the Federal Law on Foreigners and Integration
(FNIA) of 16 December 2005 (art. 116).

In times of ‘coronavirus crisis’

The measures put in place to contain the pandemic in the
spring of 2020 disrupted the functioning of the response to
homelessness and the living conditions of homeless people.
Many associations fighting against precariousness and offering
reintegration activities, had to close their doors and suspended all
activities during the confinement. The services already in place
had to change some of their practices, sometimes in a restrictive
manner: in addition to the adoption of measures affecting the
general pop-ulation (respect for distance, wearing of masks,
confinement of ‘at-risk’ populations), organisations had to close
some of their common areas (refectories) and relocate some
activities outside (e.g. distribu-tion of meals) or increase hygiene
measures tenfold (e.g. cleaning of supplies).

However, the professionals, activists and volunteers working with
homeless people were also able to put in place measures that
they had been calling for in vain for several years from the public
authori-ties. Thanks to private solidarity funds, In particular
from Swiss Solidarity, and increased public funding, temporary
projects have been realised, albeit very unevenly dispersed
from one region to another. Actions have been set up ex nihilo,
in particular the opening of collective spaces, supervised by
un-trained people recruited on an ad-hoc basis by the army
under the framework of civil protection, mak-ing it possible to
confine people who were living on the street. This unprecedented
situation of hav-ing sufficient beds in some cities, albeit mostly
in collective shelters, has enabled homeless people to avoid bad
weather and police checks and actually sleep every night (sleeping
rough is a practice Swiss municipalities generally criminalise)
for a few weeks. Staff working in the established night shelters,
who usually had to throw homeless people out onto the streets
every morning, have sometimes been able to provide daytime =
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shelters. Access to night-time emergency accommodation has
also sometimes been provided free of charge. New services
were offered, such as midday meals, the possibility of so-cial
service follow-up, access to legal services and more health and
care facilities. In addition, different measures to move from
emergency to transitional housing solutions (studios or flats) have
been pro-posed or developed. One measure worth noting: in the
canton of Geneva, a fund of 15 million was approved by vote to
compensate undocumented migrants for loss of income, which
was challenged by a referendum launched by the Swiss People's
Party (SVP) and the Geneva Citizens Movement.

The 'return to the abnormal, as of May 2020, reduced or put an
end to several of those aforemen-tioned measures, in particular
day-care centres, having a sufficient number of beds and free
stays. Ad-mittedly, measures financed are being extended beyond

the lockdown period and the upsurge in the infection rates of the
pandemic in the autumn is leading some municipal or cantonal
authorities to redeploy some of the measures implemented
last spring. Some of these measures, both temporary and
experimental, will be evaluated by those who provide them, by
those who benefit from them and by the funders. It is feared
that most of these measures will eventually be abandoned. Yet,
instead of a return to the denial of the problem of homelessness,
it would only be right and essential that, pub-lic action should be
developed and sustained to deal with the situations made visible
by the ‘corona-virus crisis. l
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