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Response to Call for Views: New Strategy
to Reduce Offending and Reoffending

Executive Summary

Homeless Connect welcomes the proposed Reducing Offending and Reoffending Strategy
for its commitment to a whole-system approach that recognises offending as a complex
issue requiring more than a criminal justice response alone. The strategy’s focus on
prevention, early intervention, rehabilitation and long-term change’ provides an important
opportunity to address the underlying factors that increase the risk of offending, including
homelessness, housing insecurity, poverty, poor mental health and substance use. We
support the emphasis on partnership working, evidence-based interventions and improving
life chances. We also believe that access to safe, stable and affordable housing should be
recognised as a key protective factor in reducing offending and reoffending. By prioritising
early support and addressing the social determinants of offending, the strategy has the
potential to reduce harm, improve public safety and support individuals to build positive and
sustainable futures.

Introduction to Homeless Connect

Homeless Connect has been working to prevent and alleviate homelessness in Northern
Ireland since 1983. As an umbrella body, we represent over forty organisations working in
the independent homelessness sector. We also work closely with people with lived
experience of homelessness to ensure their voices inform policy and practice. We provide
services that directly benefit people and communities, helping to sustain tenancies and
diverting surplus nutritious food to charities and other not-for-profit groups.

Consultation

Section 1: About you

1a. Are you responding as:

Community and Voluntary Organisation

Section 2: Understanding Offending, Reoffending and Harm

2a. Which of the following factors do you consider contribute to, or increase the risk of,
offending in Northern Ireland today? (Please select all that apply)
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Health and mental wellbeing difficulties

Housing insecurity or homelessness

Poor engagement with education, including persistent or risk of exclusion
Unemployment, insecure work or lack of training opportunities

Trauma or adverse childhood experiences

Substance use (drugs/alcohol)

Poverty or financial stress

Social isolation or lack of positive support

Inter-generational experiences of offending (long-standing family or community
patterns of involvement with the justice system)

Community-level safety issues (e.g. persistent disorder, intimidation, violence)
Peer influence or harmful social networks

Exposure to domestic abuse or coercive control

Barriers to accessing timely and effective support services

Other (please specify)
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2b. Based on factors selected in 2a, which do you believe is the MAIN factor contributing
to offending in Northern Ireland today?

We do not consider it helpful to single out one primary factor. Offending and reoffending are
typically associated with a combination of interconnected issues, including housing
insecurity, poverty, trauma, poor mental health, substance use, family breakdown and social
exclusion.

2c. Please provide examples/references/evidence links from Northern Ireland or elsewhere
or through lived experience that supports your views in 2a & 2b.

Housing insecurity and homelessness are important factors associated with offending and
reoffending in Northern Ireland today, although they rarely act in isolation. Homeless
Connect does not view housing as a standalone solution to offending behaviour. Rather,
stable accommodation is one of a number of protective factors that can support engagement
with mental health services, substance use treatment, education, employment and positive
social networks.

Housing instability is closely linked with other drivers of offending, including poverty,
substance use, poor mental health, trauma, family breakdown and unemployment. However,
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secure housing is often the foundation that enables people to address these challenges and
engage with support services.?

Research consistently demonstrates a strong relationship between homelessness and
offending, particularly first-time and low-level offending.® Homelessness does not directly
cause crime; rather, it can increase exposure to poverty, social exclusion, adverse childhood
experiences, mental ill-health, substance use and reduced access to stable accommodation
and support services.

A systematic review of UK literature found that family breakdown, trauma, care experience,
substance use and mental health difficulties are key factors linking homelessness and
offending among young people. Further evidence suggests that people experiencing
homelessness are more likely to come into contact with the criminal justice system through
low-level "survival crimes", including shoplifting, fare evasion and public order offences.* ® ©
Some evidence also suggests that individuals experiencing homelessness may offend in an
attempt to access accommodation or greater safety. ’

In Northern Ireland, these issues are reflected in the high levels of housing need and
homelessness among people in contact with the justice system. Organisations including the
Northern Ireland Housing Executive, Extern and the Probation Board for Northern Ireland
have recognised stable accommodation as an important factor in supporting rehabilitation
and reducing reoffending.®

Investment in homelessness prevention, Housing First approaches and integrated housing
support services can therefore play an important role in preventing homelessness and
supporting desistance from crime. Housing First provides people experiencing chronic
homelessness with immediate access to permanent housing alongside flexible, person-
centred support, rather than requiring them to address other issues before accessing
accommodation. Housing First services operate in Northern Ireland through providers
including Depaul and Simon Community.°

Through our engagement with people with lived experience of homelessness, and through
the experiences shared with us by member organisations, we consistently hear that securing
a stable home is often the first step towards greater stability, engagement with support
services and a more positive future. When someone is worried about where they will sleep,
how they will stay safe or how they will survive, the pressures and risks they face can
increase the likelihood of involvement in offending behaviour.
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Conversely, stable housing often provides stability, the platform for engagement with
support services and a pathway away from offending. Therefore, investment in
homelessness prevention, tenancy sustainment and housing support can contribute to
improved individual outcomes and community safety by reducing housing instability,
addressing key risk factors associated with offending and supporting desistance from crime.

3a. Do you think that the underlying causes, or risk, of first-time offending are different from
the causes of reoffending?

Sometimes

3b. Please list any other factors that you consider might contribute to, or increase the risk
of, reoffending in Northern Ireland today.

Institutionalisation and structure, safety and support in the prison environment (particularly
for those most marginalised in a community setting and may be exposed to homelessness)
Lack of transition services from prison to community resettlement

Female vulnerabilities and lack of specific services tailored to women

Section 3: Preventing First Time Offending

4a. In your experience, which approaches, support or services do you believe help prevent
people coming into contact with or entering, the criminal justice system for the first time?

Access to safe and secure housing

Mental health or wellbeing support

Support with substance use

Employment, skills or training opportunities (including supported employment)
Positive relationships, supportive adult relationships and role models

Addressing harmful peer influence, coercion or exploitation

Early identification of additional support needs (including learning, communication,
cognitive or neurodiversity needs)

Diversionary approaches with adults (e.g. informal warnings, restorative approaches
to address harm caused and alternatives to prosecution)

Targeted youth justice interventions, including early-stage diversion

Early help for families

v Access to appropriate support within school or alternative education provision
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v Access to structured post-school pathways, including education, training or
supported employment for young people with additional or special educational
needs (SEN)

v Access to youth or community programmes

v Other (please specify)

4b. Please provide examples/references/evidence links from Northern Ireland or elsewhere
or lived experience that supports your views in 4a.

Homeless Connect believes that preventing first-time contact with the criminal justice system
requires a coordinated approach that addresses the underlying causes of offending. This
includes homelessness, poverty, trauma, poor mental health, substance use, family
breakdown, educational exclusion and social isolation.™

A consistent finding across research and frontline practice is that access to safe, secure and
affordable housing is one of the strongest protective factors against offending and
reoffending. We are not suggesting that housing is more important than all other factors
associated with offending. Rather, secure accommodation can provide the stability required
for individuals to access and sustain engagement with many of the interventions known to
support desistance. The Northern Ireland Housing Executive's Ending Homelessness
Together Strategy 2022-2027"" identifies homelessness prevention, early intervention and
access to settled accommodation as key priorities, recognising that homelessness is linked
to a range of adverse outcomes including poor health, substance use, social exclusion and
involvement with the justice system.

There is also strong evidence that Housing First and housing-led approaches can reduce
contact with emergency, health and criminal justice services among people with complex
needs. Housing First is a specific, evidence-based model that provides immediate access to
permanent housing, whereas Housing Led is a broader approach that prioritises access to
settled housing as the starting point for addressing homelessness but does not necessarily
follow all Housing First principles or provide the same level of ongoing support. Research by
Homeless Link found that Housing First is effective in reducing homelessness and improving
health and social care outcomes. By improving housing stability and engagement with
support, it may also contribute to reduced contact with crisis services and the criminal justice
system. The research identified improvements in mental health, reductions in physical health
needs, increased engagement with support services and reductions in offending behaviour
and contact with the criminal justice system over time.'? NIHE’s Housing First Feasibility
Study™® similarly highlights the importance of integrating Housing First with mental health,
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substance dependency, social housing, homelessness and criminal justice services. The
study concludes that Housing First requires strong strategic partnerships across these
sectors in order to effectively support people with multiple and complex needs and sustain
long-term outcomes.

From a lived experience perspective, we regularly see individuals who come into contact
with the criminal justice system following periods of housing instability, rough sleeping or
insecure accommodation. Housing insecurity often increases vulnerability to exploitation,
petty crime, substance dependence and poor mental health. Conversely, when people have
a stable home and the right support, they are significantly better placed to engage with
education, employment, treatment services and positive community activities.

The importance of early intervention is also reflected in the health needs of people who come
into contact with the justice system. The most recent NI Prison Service Annual Report and
Accounts (2025-2026) highlights the ‘increasingly complex health, mental health and social
care needs’ of the prison population in Northern Ireland.* We strongly support greater
investment in mental health, wellbeing and substance use services. The Northern Ireland
Assembly Public Accounts Committee's Report on Mental Health Services in Northern
Ireland (2024) highlights that mental ill-health is one of the most significant health and social
challenges facing Northern Ireland and has substantial impacts across public services,
including the justice system. The Committee emphasises that prevention and early
intervention are critical, noting that untreated mental health problems often worsen over
time, becoming more difficult and costly to address. The report also recognises that the
impacts of poor mental health extend beyond health services and place significant pressure
on the education and justice sectors.®

Additionally, early access to community-based mental health and substance use services
can help prevent problems escalating into crisis and reduce the likelihood of contact with
the criminal justice system. The Northern Ireland Executive's Strategic Framework to Tackle
the Harm from Substance Use 2021-31 and the Department of Justice's Strategic
Framework for Youth Justice 2022-2027 both emphasise the importance of early
intervention, prevention and multi-agency support to address underlying needs and reduce
offending behaviour.

A large proportion of people experiencing homelessness report mental health difficulties
and co-occurring substance use issues, which can compound their vulnerability and
increase the complexity of their support needs. Findings from Homeless Link's Health Needs
Audit in England found that 77% of respondents reported at least one mental health
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condition, while almost half (49%) reported self-medicating with drugs or alcohol to help
them cope with their mental health.'® Similar findings were reported in Northern Ireland by
Simon Community NI and Depaul's Mental Health and Homelessness study, which found that
almost 70% of surveyed participants experiencing homelessness had a diagnosed mental
health condition, with homelessness frequently intersecting with trauma, substance
dependency, and other complex needs."

Further evidence, derived from a study undertaken by ADR Northern Ireland (Administrative
Data Research Northern Ireland) using linked administrative data, including Northern Ireland
Housing Executive homelessness application data, reinforces the strong and growing
association between homelessness and poor mental health. Drawing on ten years of linked
data and using psychotropic medication use as a proxy indicator for mental ill health, the
study found substantially higher rates of mental health need among people who experienced
homelessness compared with the wider population. By 2021, over half (50.8%) of those
experiencing statutory homelessness and more than one-third (37.3%) of those
experiencing non-statutory homelessness were receiving psychotropic medications,
compared with 19.3% of people who had not presented as homeless. These findings
demonstrate that poor mental health is both highly prevalent and increasing among people
affected by homelessness’.

The Committee's strong emphasis on early intervention, community-based support, crisis
prevention and cross-departmental collaboration supports the evidence that addressing
mental health needs at an earlier stage can help prevent crises, reduce marginalisation and
improve outcomes for individuals at risk of offending or reoffending.

Section 4: Reducing Reoffending

5a. Which types of support or services help people to stop reoffending? Tick all that apply
v Health and wellbeing support

Substance use treatment

Safe and secure housing

Education, skills or employment support

Family or community support

Youth justice interventions, including restorative practice

Problem-solving approaches for adults, including restorative justice

Structured supervision and case management

Accredited or offence-specific programmes

Risk assessment and management interventions

SN NSNS
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v" Victim awareness or relationship-based interventions

v" Support during key transitions (e.g. leaving custody)

v~ Communication-accessible support and reasonable adjustments
Other (please specify)

5b. Please provide examples/references/evidence links from Northern Ireland or elsewhere
that supports your views in 5a.

Similar to offending behaviour, evidence on reoffending demonstrates that stable housing,
comprehensive support and access to meaningful opportunities are critical factors in
reducing repeat contact with the criminal justice system. People leaving prison frequently
experience homelessness, poor mental health, substance use issues, family breakdown and
barriers to employment, all of which increase the risk of reoffending."®

Recent UK Government research in England highlights a cyclical relationship between
homelessness and criminal justice involvement, noting that contact with the criminal justice
system can increase the risk of homelessness, while homelessness and rough sleeping can
act as barriers to rehabilitation and desistance from offending. The review found that tailored
effective support for people leaving prison requires access to settled accommodation, early
identification of housing needs, continuity of support before and after release and
coordinated multi-agency working between housing, justice, health and support services.
These factors were identified as important in improving resettlement outcomes and reducing
the risk of repeat homelessness and future offending.?°

Evidence from across the UK demonstrates a clear relationship between homelessness and
reoffending. Approximately 79% of offenders who were homeless before entering custody
were reconvicted within one year of release, compared with 47% of those who had
accommodation. Similarly, prisoners who were homeless or living in temporary
accommodation shortly after release had a higher reoffending rate (66%) than those who
were not homeless (51%).2" The study also found that three-fifths (60%) of prisoners believed
that having a place to live was important in helping them stop reoffending.?2

More recent research has reinforced these findings. Nacro (2024)?3, a social justice charity
based in England and Wales, reports that people released from prison into homelessness
have almost twice the proven reoffending rate of those released into settled accommodation.
Both studies highlight the critical role housing plays in successful rehabilitation and
resettlement. While these findings do not demonstrate that homelessness directly causes
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reoffending, they indicate that housing instability can act as a significant barrier to
rehabilitation and successful reintegration following release.

In Northern Ireland, NIHE has recognised people leaving prison and those with lived
experience of the criminal justice system as priority groups within its homelessness
prevention programmes. Through its Homeless Prevention Fund, NIHE has identified
individuals being released from prison as a key vulnerable group requiring targeted early
intervention to prevent homelessness, reflecting the recognised link between housing
instability, social exclusion and poorer resettlement outcomes.?* Furthermore, the NI multi-
agency Protocol for the Management of the Accommodation and Related Support Needs of
People in Custody recognises that a lack of suitable housing can undermine rehabilitation,
recovery, employment and reintegration, reinforcing the importance of accommodation as a
foundation for successful resettlement and reduced reoffending.* Most recently, the PCNI
Annual Report (July 2026) highlights a growing shortage of hostel accommodation for
prisoners on release. As a result, all but the highest-risk individuals are now unlikely to secure
a place in a PBNI hostel, leaving many prisoners, in particular Determinate Custodial
Sentences (DCS) prisoners, without stable housing and forced to present as homeless?.
This lack of accommodation significantly increases the risk of poor reintegration outcomes,
with many individuals facing immediate challenges such as substance use relapse, negative
peer influences, and reoffending, ultimately undermining their chances of successfully
resettling in the community.

From Homeless Connect's perspective, housing is often the foundation upon which
successful rehabilitation is built. Individuals are far more likely to engage with substance
dependency recovery, mental health treatment, training, education and employment when
they have a safe and secure place to live.?” We regularly hear of examples where timely
access to accommodation and wraparound support has helped people rebuild family
relationships, reconnect with their communities and avoid reoffending. Conversely, people
discharged from custody into homelessness or unsuitable accommodation often face
significant challenges in sustaining positive change.

To add to this, effective transition services between prison and community settings are
widely recognised as a critical factor in reducing reoffending, improving health outcomes
and supporting long-term reintegration.?® Many prison and community-based programmes
deliver high-quality support in isolation. However, individuals frequently experience a
breakdown in care at the point of release when responsibility shifts between services.
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Evidence shows that continuity of care, including coordinated release planning, seamless
access to healthcare, substance use treatment, housing support, employment services and
community-based case management, significantly improves outcomes and reduces the risk
of relapse, overdose, homelessness and reincarceration.?® As previously noted, evidence
from the UK demonstrates that effective transition services between prison and the
community are critical to reducing reoffending and improving health outcomes.

The period immediately following release is associated with heightened risks of relapse,
overdose, homelessness and return to custody.®® Recognising this, UK policy highlights
continuity of care as a key component of successful resettlement, with integrated pathways
linking prison-based interventions to community treatment, healthcare, housing and
probation support. Government guidance® states that maintaining engagement with
treatment and support services after release is vital in reducing both mortality and
reoffending, while NHS England's RECONNECT programme?? was specifically developed to
improve continuity of care, safeguard health gains achieved in custody and address health-
related drivers of offending behaviour. Investment in transition services therefore not only
benefits individuals leaving prison but also contributes to improved community safety and
reduced demand on criminal justice, health and social care systems.

6a. Are there particular groups who may need specific tailored support to reduce
reoffending?

Yes

6b. In response to your answer to 6a, please tell us which groups and explain why tailored
support or prioritisation may be needed. You may wish to consider a range of factors, such
as differences related to age, gender, type of offence, level of need (including Special
Educational Needs or neurodiversity), or key transition points (such as moving from school
to work, from youth to adult services, or leaving custody).

Homeless Connect believes that a number of groups require tailored support and
prioritisation to reduce the risk of reoffending. Individuals who are homeless or at risk of
homelessness face significant barriers to rehabilitation, and these barriers are often
compounded by other vulnerabilities.

Particular groups that may benefit from targeted support include:

10
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« People leaving custody, especially those without settled accommodation. The
transition from custody to the community is a critical period, and individuals who are
released without stable housing are at significantly greater risk of reoffending. Early
housing intervention, tenancy support, and coordinated planning between prisons,
probation services and housing providers are essential.

e Young people and young adults, particularly those transitioning from youth justice
services to adult services. This can be a challenging period where support networks
change and individuals may struggle to access appropriate services. Tailored support
that focuses on education, training, employment and independent living skills can
help prevent disengagement and further offending.

« Women with experience of offending, who often present with different needs and
pathways into offending compared with men. Many have experienced domestic
abuse, trauma, poor mental health, or caring responsibilities. Gender-responsive
support that takes account of these factors can improve outcomes and reduce
reoffending.

« People with mental health needs, learning disabilities, Special Educational
Needs (SEN), or neurodiverse conditions. These individuals may face challenges
in understanding processes, engaging with services, or complying with requirements.
Services should be accessible, flexible and tailored to individual communication and
support needs.

« People with substance use issues, where offending behaviour may be closely linked
to substance dependence. Integrated support that addresses housing, treatment,
recovery and social inclusion is vital to achieving sustainable outcomes.

« People experiencing multiple and complex disadvantage, including
homelessness, poor mental health, substance misuse, unemployment and histories
of trauma. These individuals often require intensive, person-centred and multi-agency
support rather than fragmented interventions.

o Individuals from minority and marginalised communities, who may face additional
barriers in accessing services and support. Tailored approaches can help ensure
equitable access and improve engagement.

6¢. Please provide examples/references/evidence links from Northern Ireland or elsewhere
or lived experience that supports your views.

As aforementioned, a consistent finding across research and frontline practice is that access
to safe, secure and affordable housing is one of the strongest protective factors against
offending and reoffending. In Northern Ireland, accommodation remains a significant
challenge for many people in contact with the justice system. Research published in the /Irish

11
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Probation Journal by the Probation Board for Northern Ireland highlights that service users
frequently face barriers to securing stable housing due to stigma, financial hardship, mental
health needs, addiction, risk management requirements and limited housing supply. The
study notes that access to suitable accommodation for people leaving custody is a critical
factor in reducing reoffending and supporting long-term desistance?®:.

There is also evidence that tailored support is particularly important for young people
transitioning from custody. In Northern Ireland, organisations such as MACS for example,
provide specialist prison resettlement services for young people aged 16-25, recognising
that those leaving custody may simultaneously experience homelessness, poor mental
health, addiction, social isolation and unemployment. Their model combines housing support
with practical assistance around education, employment and independent living skills,
reflecting the interconnected nature of reoffending risk factors®:.

Women in contact with the criminal justice system also often require gender-responsive
approaches. Evidence from probation and justice services shows that women frequently
experience multiple disadvantages including domestic abuse, trauma, mental ill-health and
caring responsibilities. Services that recognise these experiences and provide holistic,
trauma-informed support are more likely to achieve sustainable outcomes than standardised
interventions®.

People with learning disabilities, learning difficulties and neurodiverse needs require
particular consideration within any strategy to reduce reoffending. Evidence indicates that
neurodivergent conditions, including learning disabilities, learning difficulties, ADHD, autism
and acquired brain injury, are significantly overrepresented among people who come into
contact with the criminal justice system3. The 2021 Criminal Justice Joint Inspectorates
review found that neurodivergent individuals often experience poor identification of needs,
inconsistent support and limited access to reasonable adjustments throughout the justice
pathway. The review concluded that better assessment, adapted services and improved staff
awareness could help break the cycle of offending, imprisonment and reoffending332.

12
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Consideration should be given to Critical Time Intervention (CTI) is a time-limited evidence-
based practice that mobilises support for society’s most vulnerable individuals during
periods of transition. It facilitates community integration and continuity of care by ensuring
that a person has enduring ties to their community and support systems during these critical
periods. CTl could play a valuable role in reducing reoffending among people leaving prison,
particularly those with complex needs such as homelessness, mental ill-health, substance
use issues, learning disabilities or neurodiverse conditions. CTl is a time-limited, intensive
support model that focuses on the critical transition period between custody and community
living.®

Section 5: Reducing Harm

7a. What types of early help, prevention, intervention or community-based support do you
believe are most effective in reducing harm and vulnerability?

Homeless Connect believes the most effective approaches intervene early, address the
root causes of vulnerability and provide coordinated, person-centred support within
communities. These approaches are more effective than relying on crisis services or cus-
todial responses.

Key interventions include:

o Housing First and rapid access to stable accommodation, recognising that safe
and secure housing is the foundation for improved health, wellbeing and recovery.

o Trauma-informed services that understand the impact of adverse childhood
experiences, domestic abuse, homelessness, substance dependency and mental ill-
health on people's lives and decision-making.

« Early intervention and family support to prevent homelessness, family breakdown,
poverty and social exclusion from escalating into crisis.

« Integrated mental health and substance dependency services, particularly
community-based provision that is accessible without lengthy waiting lists.

o Specialist support for women, including services that respond to experiences of
domestic abuse, coercive control, trauma, parental responsibilities and gender-
specific health needs.

o Multi-agency support and case management (including coordinated effective
transition services), bringing together housing, health, social care, education,
employment and justice services around the individual.

e Programmes to reduce the numbers on remand within prisons and provide
effective accessible interventions for those serving short sentences.

13
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Homeless Connect believes that reducing harm and vulnerability requires investment in pre-
vention and community support, rather than responding only when individuals have reached
crisis point.

7b. Please provide examples/references/evidence links from Northern Ireland or elsewhere

or lived experience that supports your views in 7a.

Housing First and stable accommodation: As previously demonstrated,
international evidence indicates that Housing First is one of the most effective
interventions for people facing chronic homelessness and complex needs, achieving
sustained housing retention rates often exceeding 80%.4° For prison leavers, secure
housing has been identified as a critical factor in reducing reoffending, with
accommodation instability consistently associated with higher rates of reconviction
and return to custody.*' Further, the Ministry of Justice has stated that “evidence
shows that offenders in stable accommodation are 50% less likely to commit further
crimes.”?

Coordinated trauma-informed services: Many individuals presenting in crisis have
experienced multiple disadvantages, including poverty, trauma, substance use, poor
mental health and insecure housing.*® Early intervention and coordinated trauma-
informed support* can prevent these issues escalating and reduce the likelihood of
involvement with emergency, health or justice services.* "A trauma-informed
approach" is one that recognises the widespread impact of trauma, understands
potential pathways to recovery, recognises the signs and symptoms of trauma,
responds by integrating this knowledge into policies and practice, and actively seeks
to avoid re-traumatisation. In addition, trauma-informed, effective and coordinated
transition services can support individuals who are at risk of falling through gaps in
provision following prison release. Evidence suggests that continuity of care,
structured pre-release planning and coordinated links between prison and
community services can improve reintegration outcomes and help prevent homeless-
ness, service disengagement and reoffending.*

Integrated mental health and substance dependency services: Given the high
prevalence of co-occurring mental health and substance use needs, a joined-up
approach is required to ensure individuals can access parallel support rather than
navigating separate service systems.*” This aligns with the Northern Ireland
Executive's Strategic Framework to Tackle the Harm from Substance Use 2021-31,
which recognises the close relationship between mental health and substance use
and highlights the need for integrated, person-centred services and multi-agency
working.*®

14
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Specialist support for women: The Northern Ireland Prison Service annual report
and accounts (2025-2026) indicates an increase of 60% in the female prison
population (from 70 to 112) from April 2022—-April 2026. Further, this report highlights
that the service has been managing distinct requirements presented by women in
custody.*® Women leaving prison often experience multiple and overlapping forms of
disadvantage that can significantly undermine successful resettlement. Many have
histories of domestic abuse, sexual violence, coercive control, trauma, mental ill-
health, substance use, poverty and homelessness, often predating their involvement
with the criminal justice system.%® Research in Northern Ireland highlights that women
experiencing homelessness frequently report violence and abuse from intimate
partners, family members and strangers across their lives, with many suffering
repeated trauma and significant losses as a result. The loss of housing, financial
resources and economic independence can leave women particularly vulnerable on
release from custody, while separation from or loss of custody of children can
compound feelings of grief, stigma and social exclusion.®® Without coordinated,
gender-responsive support during the transition from prison to the community, these
vulnerabilities can increase the risk of homelessness, poor mental health, substance
use and reoffending. This evidence underscores the need for trauma-informed,
community-based interventions that address the complex realities of women's lives,
promote continuity of care and support recovery, family reconnection and sustainable
resettlement.5?

Multi-agency support and case management (including coordinated effective
transition services): Multi-agency support coordinated case management and
effective transition planning are essential harm-reduction approaches for people
leaving prison.®>® Harm reduction refers to a range of practical policies, programmes
and interventions designed to reduce the negative health, social and economic
consequences associated with substance use, without requiring abstinence as a
precondition for support. Individuals being released from custody often face multiple
and interconnected challenges, including homelessness, substance use, poor mental
and physical health, unemployment and social exclusion. Evidence demonstrates that
successful resettlement is more likely when prisons, probation services, housing
providers, health services, substance use services and community organisations
work collaboratively to provide continuous support before and after release, helping
to address the factors most strongly associated with reoffending and social
exclusion.®* Early resettlement planning, effective information sharing and
coordinated supervision have been shown to improve community reintegration
outcomes and support individuals to engage with accommodation, healthcare,
education and employment opportunities following release.*® Furthermore, continuity

15
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of care is particularly important during the period immediately following release, when
individuals are at increased risk of overdose, relapse, deteriorating mental health and
reoffending. UK Government guidance highlights that integrated care pathways and
partnership working between prison and community services are crucial for
maintaining engagement with treatment and reducing these risks.®® By ensuring
access to stable accommodation, healthcare, benefits, treatment services and
ongoing professional support, coordinated multi-agency approaches can improve
wellbeing, support rehabilitation and significantly reduce the harms associated with
the transition from custody to the community.*’

e Reducing the numbers on remand: Criminal Justice Inspection Northern Ireland
(CJINI) and other oversight bodies have raised concerns regarding the extensive use
of remand custody in Northern Ireland, highlighting the disproportionate impact on
vulnerable individuals who have not been convicted of an offence.®® The NI Prison
Service annual report and accounts (2025-2026) indicates ‘levels of remand continue
to be a cause for concern with 42% of the total population, 56% of Maghaberry
prisoners and 46% of the female prisoners falling into this category on 1 April 2026.
This is both unsustainable and out of step when compared with levels of remand in
the rest of the UK and Ireland: England and Wales (20.3%), Scotland (21.9%) and the
Republic of Ireland (19.0%).%° Evidence suggests that periods spent on remand can
have profound social consequences, including the loss of accommodation, disruption
of family relationships, deterioration in mental health and reduced access to
employment and support services. Individuals remanded into custody often lose
private rented accommodation or are unable to sustain existing tenancies due to the
uncertainty and duration of their detention, increasing the risk of homelessness on
release. This challenge is particularly acute where individuals are released directly
from court with little notice, leaving statutory and community services insufficient time
to arrange suitable accommodation or support packages. The resulting housing
instability can impede access to healthcare, substance dependency treatment,
welfare benefits and employment, all of which are important protective factors against
reoffending. CJINI has also highlighted that individuals held on remand can spend
prolonged periods in custody with missed opportunities to utilise the full range of
rehabilitative programmes available to sentenced prisoners.®® As a result, they may
have fewer opportunities to address underlying issues linked to offending, such as
substance use, poor mental health, trauma and social disadvantage. This can hinder
rehabilitation and reduce preparedness for successful reintegration into the
community following release. These findings reinforce the value of community-based
alternatives to remand, alongside enhanced resettlement planning and rapid access

16



AC Homeless
Consultation Response | August 2026 Connect

to accommodation, in reducing homelessness, supporting rehabilitation and
preventing further contact with the criminal justice system.®

o Lived experience feedback consistently highlights the importance of trusted
relationships, flexible support, accessible services and having a safe place to live as
key factors in improving wellbeing and reducing vulnerability.

Section 6: Structure, Measuring Success and Delivering Change

In terms of the new Reducing Offending and Reoffending Strategy, do you agree with the
suggested:

8a. Strategic Aim 1: To reduce offending through prevention and early intervention by:
addressing the underlying drivers of harm, and: supporting people at the earliest possible
stage, before they enter the criminal justice system.

Yes

8b. Strateqgic Aim 2: To reduce offending by strengthening deterrence, rehabilitation and
resettlement by supporting those who come into the contact with the criminal justice system
to: address offending behaviour: stabilise their lives and: move away from further harm.

Yes

8c. Strateqic Vision: A safer, fairer Northern Ireland where opportunity, support and partner-
ship working prevents harm and reduces offending and reoffending. 'Working together to
create better life chances and choices.'

A strategic vision sets out what we want to achieve to make things better in the future and
what changes will help us do that.

Yes

8d. Themes, outcomes and priorities.

The themes, outcomes and priorities of the strategy which can be found on page 13 in the
Call for Views document linked here.

Yes
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8e. Please provide any further comments or evidence in relation to your response to ques-
tions 8a, 8b, 8c & 8d.

Homeless Connect welcomes the proposed strategic aims, vision, themes and outcomes
and strongly supports the emphasis on prevention, early intervention, rehabilitation and
partnership working. We agree that reducing offending and reoffending requires a whole-
system approach. That approach must address the social and economic factors that place
people at risk of entering or returning to the criminal justice system.

However, we believe the strategy should place a stronger and more explicit emphasis on
preventing and ending homelessness as a core priority across both strategic aims. As
previously mentioned, homelessness can be both a cause of and/or consequence of contact
with the criminal justice system and is closely linked to many of the underlying drivers of
offending, including poverty, trauma, poor mental health, substance use, family breakdown,
social exclusion and unemployment. As previously mentioned, research and policy evidence
in Northern Ireland recognise that homelessness prevention, early intervention and access
to settled accommodation are essential to improving life outcomes and reducing reliance on
crisis services.

We recommend that housing and homelessness are reflected more explicitly within the
themes, outcomes and priorities of the strategy, including:

o Preventing homelessness as part of early intervention and prevention activity.

« Improving identification of housing need among individuals at risk of offending.

e Ensuring access to safe, secure and sustainable accommodation for people leaving
custody or engaging with community justice services (including effective, accessible
transition services)

e Supporting housing-led and Housing First approaches for people with multiple and
complex needs.

« Strengthening partnership working between housing, health, social care, education,
employment and justice agencies.

e Recognising housing stability as a key outcome in rehabilitation, resettlement and
reducing reoffending.

From the experience of Homeless Connect members, stable housing is often the foundation
that enables individuals to address substance use, improve mental health, engage with
education and employment opportunities, rebuild family relationships and move away from
offending behaviour. Without a secure home, many people face significant barriers to
achieving the positive outcomes that this strategy seeks to deliver.
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We therefore encourage the Department to recognise homelessness prevention and access
to settled accommodation as a cross-cutting priority throughout the strategy. Embedding
housing within prevention, rehabilitation and resettlement pathways would strengthen the
strategy's ability to deliver its vision of creating better life chances, reducing harm and
building safer communities across Northern Ireland.

9a. Which outcomes should we prioritise in the new Strategy to Reduce Offending and
Reoffending in Northern Ireland? Tick all that apply

Fewer first-time offences

Reduced reoffending

Reduced harm to victims and communities

Increased support for families

Improved health and wellbeing

Improved identification and support for neurodiversity
Improved education and employment outcomes
Stronger community support, cohesion and inclusion
Increased public confidence

R eSS

Other (please specify)
Access to housing and homelessness prevention
9b. Are there any other outcomes this Strategy should consider including?

Yes. Homeless Connect believes the Strategy should include additional outcomes focused
on homelessness prevention, housing stability, trauma recovery and social inclusion,
recognising their significant role in reducing offending and reoffending.

Homeless Connect would suggest the following additional outcomes:

e Reduced homelessness and housing insecurity among people at risk of
offending or reoffending. Stable accommodation is a key protective factor that
supports recovery, improves wellbeing and enables engagement with the services
and opportunities that help reduce the risk of offending and reoffending.

« Improved access to trauma-informed support services. Many individuals who
come into contact with the justice system have experienced adverse childhood
experiences,?? domestic abuse, homelessness, mental ill-health or other forms of
trauma. Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are potentially traumatic events that
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occur before the age of 18 and include experiences such as abuse, neglect, domestic
violence, parental separation, parental substance use, mental ill-health within the
household, and imprisonment of a family member. Services should be designed to
recognise and respond to these experiences. This includes effective targeted
transition services with wraparound support for those leaving custody.

« Improved mental health and substance dependency outcomes. The Strategy
should recognise the strong relationship between offending behaviour, substance
use, poor mental health and social disadvantage and promote early access to
community-based treatment and support. The recognition of co-occurring conditions
and availability of parallel services to address mental health and substance use are
crucial to recovery.

« Greater use of diversion and community-based alternatives to custody. Where
appropriate, individuals should be supported through interventions that address the
underlying causes of offending rather than relying solely on punitive responses.
Reducing the numbers on remand by providing alternative community-based
solutions could prevent individuals becoming homeless or provide an opportunity to
address ongoing homelessness.

e Increased social inclusion and community participation. Outcomes should
support people to develop positive relationships, engage with their communities and
reduce isolation.

« Improved access to education, training, employment and financial wellbeing
support. Opportunities for economic participation are important in helping individuals
build resilience and reduce the risk of reoffending.

« Gender-responsive outcomes for women. Women in contact with the justice
system often have distinct experiences and support needs, including experiences of
trauma, domestic abuse, caring responsibilities, homelessness and poverty. The
Strategy should ensure these needs are recognised and addressed.

o Lived experience involvement in service design and evaluation. People with
direct experience of homelessness, offending, substance dependency or recovery
should be involved in shaping services and measuring success.

9c. Please provide references/links to evidence from Northern Ireland or elsewhere that
supports your views in 9a & 9b.

Housing stability reduces offending and reoffending: Research consistently
demonstrates that access to safe, secure and sustainable accommodation is a key factor in
preventing offending and reducing reoffending. Yet, as is internationally recognised, housing
is often the most immediate challenge for those leaving custody.®® Anecdotally, we are aware
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from our members that this is a significant challenge in this society. Stable housing provides
the foundation from which individuals can engage with education, employment, healthcare,
substance use treatment and other support services. In contrast, people who experience
homelessness or housing instability are more likely to encounter barriers to recovery, social
inclusion and successful reintegration into their communities. Evidence from Housing First
programmes across Europe® and the UK has shown that housing-led approaches can
improve long-term housing retention, support improvements in wellbeing and reduce
reliance on crisis services, including emergency health and criminal justice interventions.
Housing First models are particularly effective for people with multiple and complex needs
because they provide permanent housing alongside intensive, person-centred support
tailored to individual circumstances.

From the lived experience perspective, housing is often the critical factor that enables
people to make and sustain positive changes in their lives. Without a stable home, efforts to
address offending behaviour, substance dependency, mental ill-health or unemployment are
significantly more challenging. We therefore believe that access to settled accommodation
should be recognised as a core element of any strategy aimed at reducing offending and
reoffending.

Trauma, homelessness and offending are closely linked: There is substantial evidence
that many individuals who come into contact with the criminal justice system have
experienced significant adversity throughout their lives, including trauma, poverty,
homelessness, domestic abuse, substance dependency, mental ill-health and social
exclusion. These experiences often begin in childhood and can have a lasting impact on
education, relationships, health and life opportunities. Evidence from Northern Ireland and
elsewhere indicates that people involved in the justice system frequently have complex and
overlapping support needs that cannot be addressed through enforcement measures alone.
Addressing the underlying causes of offending through trauma-informed, person-centred
and community-based interventions is more likely to support long-term behavioural change
and improve outcomes for individuals, families and communities.®®

Our work with people with lived experience has highlighted the strong relationship between
homelessness, trauma and contact with the justice system. Many people experiencing
homelessness have faced adverse childhood experiences, family breakdown, care
experience, poor mental health or substance dependence. Interventions that recognise and
respond to these experiences in a compassionate and coordinated way are essential if we
are to reduce offending and prevent people becoming further entrenched in cycles of
homelessness and justice involvement.
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Community-based alternatives can be more effective than custody: Evidence
increasingly supports the use of community-based approaches, diversionary interventions
and rehabilitative services as effective responses for many people who come into contact
with the criminal justice system. In Northern Ireland, youth justice policy has demonstrated
the benefits of early intervention, restorative approaches and diversion from formal justice
processes, contributing to reductions in first-time entrants, reoffending and the number of
children appearing before the courts.®® These approaches recognise that addressing the
underlying causes of offending behaviour, including trauma, adverse childhood experiences,
poor educational engagement and social disadvantage, while strengthening protective
factors, often delivers better long-term outcomes than purely punitive responses.®” The
Strategic Framework for Youth Justice adopts a child-first, welfare-led approach that
prioritises diversion, restorative practice and multi-agency support to prevent children from
progressing further into the criminal justice system.®® Furthermore, inspection evidence has
highlighted the effectiveness of child-centred, trauma-informed interventions in engaging
young people involved in offending behaviour and supporting positive outcomes for children,
families and communities.®®

Concerns have also been raised regarding the impact of custody on individuals, where
underlying issues such as homelessness, poor mental health, substance dependency or
trauma remain unresolved. Community-based alternatives can enable individuals to maintain
family connections, retain accommodation, engage with support services and continue
participating in education, training or employment while being held accountable for their
actions.”® Where public safety permits, investment in high-quality community interventions
can therefore play an important role in reducing offending, supporting rehabilitation and
preventing future involvement in the criminal justice system.

For these reasons, Homeless Connect believes that a successful reducing offending and
reoffending strategy must prioritise homelessness prevention, access to stable housing,
trauma-informed practice and effective community-based support. These measures address
the root causes of offending, improve individual outcomes and contribute to safer, healthier
and more inclusive communities.

Mental health and substance dependency support are key to reducing reoffending: As
previously stated, evidence from Northern Ireland and internationally demonstrates strong
links between offending behaviour, substance use, poor mental health and
homelessness. Early intervention, integrated treatment pathways and community-based
support can improve long-term outcomes and reduce repeat offending.
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Gender-responsive approaches improve outcomes for women: As previously stated,
research in Northern Ireland has found that women in contact with the justice system often
have distinct needs arising from domestic abuse, trauma, caring responsibilities, mental ill-
health, substance dependency and housing instability. Gender-responsive services and
diversionary approaches are therefore important components of any strategy seeking to
reduce offending and reoffending.

Homeless Connect lived experience: Homeless Connect's experience of working with
people affected by homelessness on policy development has demonstrated to us that many
individuals experience multiple and overlapping disadvantages, including housing insecurity,
trauma, poor mental health, substance dependency, financial hardship and social isolation.
We have observed that individuals are more likely to achieve sustainable positive outcomes
when they have access to stable accommodation, trusted relationships, coordinated support
and timely health and wellbeing interventions. Early intervention and prevention services can
reduce the likelihood of crisis, homelessness and subsequent involvement with the criminal
justice system.

Therefore, Homeless Connect supports a strategy that measures success not only through
reductions in offending and reoffending, but also through improved housing stability, health
and wellbeing, social inclusion, recovery and quality of life.

9d. What would success look like in terms of the outcomes and associated measures for the
new strateqy?

Homeless Connect believes success should be measured not only by reductions in
offending and reoffending rates, but also by improvements in the underlying social,
economic and health factors that contribute to offending behaviour. The Strategy should
adopt a whole-system approach that recognises the strong links between homelessness,
poverty, trauma, mental ill-health, substance dependency, social exclusion and involvement
in the criminal justice system.

Success would include the following outcomes and measures:
Housing Stability

e Reduction in homelessness among people at risk of offending or reoffending.

« Increased numbers of people leaving custody with settled accommodation in place.

e Sustained tenancy and housing retention rates at 6, 12 and 24 months following
intervention.

23



HC Homeless

Consultation Response | August 2026 Connect

Reduction in repeat homelessness presentations from cohorts leaving prison.

Reduced Reoffending and Criminal Justice Involvement

Reduction in proven recidivism.

Reduction in repeat custodial sentences and use of remand.

Increased use of community-based and diversionary interventions where appropriate.
Reduced contact with emergency and crisis services.

Improved Health and Wellbeing

Improved access to mental health support and substance dependency treatment.
Reduced substance use and related harms.

Improved self-reported wellbeing and quality of life measures.

Increased engagement with primary healthcare and community support services.

Social Inclusion and Recovery

Increased participation in education, training and employment.
Improved financial stability.

Increased social connectedness and community participation.

Stronger family relationships and support networks (where appropriate).

Trauma-Informed and Person-Centred Support

Greater availability and uptake of trauma-informed services.

Improved service user satisfaction and engagement.

Increased involvement of people with lived experience in service design, delivery and
evaluation.

Reduced barriers to accessing support across housing, health and justice systems.

Outcomes for Women

Improved access to gender-responsive services.

Reduced use of custody for women where community alternatives are appropriate.
Better outcomes for women experiencing domestic abuse, trauma, mental ill-health
or homelessness.

Improved support for women with caring responsibilities.
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Measuring Success: Outcomes-focused measurement of success. Homeless Connect
recommends that the Strategy include both quantitative and qualitative measures. Statistical
indicators should be complemented by lived experience feedback and service user
outcomes to ensure that success reflects meaningful improvements in people's lives rather
than solely criminal justice performance indicators.

10. How can Government, communities and the voluntary sector work better together to
reduce offending and reoffending and deliver change?

Homeless Connect believes that reducing offending and reoffending requires a coordinated,
whole-system approach that addresses the root causes of vulnerability, including
homelessness, poverty, trauma, poor mental health, substance dependency and social
exclusion. As previously mentioned, evidence from Northern Ireland indicates that many
people who come into contact with the criminal justice system experience multiple and
interconnected disadvantages. These issues cannot be addressed by any one agency
working alone.

To deliver meaningful and sustainable change, Government, communities and the voluntary
and community sector should work together in the following ways:

Improve Access to Housing: Stable accommodation is a key factor in reducing reoffending
and supporting successful rehabilitation. No person should leave custody without a suitable
housing plan in place. Greater collaboration between justice, housing and voluntary sector
organisations would help reduce homelessness and improve long-term outcomes.

Develop a Whole-System, Multi-Agency Approach: Government departments, statutory
agencies, local authorities, health services, housing providers and the voluntary sector
should work collaboratively to identify and support individuals at the earliest opportunity.
Shared pathways, joint planning and coordinated case management can help ensure that
people receive the right support at the right time and do not fall between services.

Invest in Early Intervention and Prevention: Resources should be directed towards
preventing homelessness, addressing family difficulties, improving mental health, tackling
substance dependency and supporting people before they reach crisis point. Early
intervention is more effective and cost-efficient than responding after an individual has
entered the criminal justice system. Research has highlighted the importance of addressing
the social and health factors that contribute to offending behaviour.
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Expand Community-Based Alternatives: Where appropriate, greater use should be made
of diversionary approaches, restorative practices and community-based support rather than
custodial responses. Criminal Justice Inspection Northern Ireland has identified the
challenges associated with high levels of remand and the need to consider alternatives that
better address underlying vulnerabilities. Effective transition services are crucial to
wraparound support for those leaving custody.

Strengthen Trauma-Informed Practice: All agencies should adopt trauma-informed
approaches that recognise the impact of adverse childhood experiences, domestic abuse,
homelessness, substance dependency and mental ill-health. Services should focus on
building trust, improving engagement and promoting recovery rather than solely responding
to offending behaviour.

Support Greater Community Participation: Communities have an important role in
supporting reintegration, reducing stigma and creating opportunities for people to rebuild
their lives. Community groups, employers, educational institutions and voluntary
organisations can contribute by providing mentoring, training, volunteering opportunities,
employment pathways and social support networks.

Value the Role of the Voluntary and Community Sector: Voluntary organisations often
engage successfully with people who may be reluctant to access statutory services. The
sector should be recognised as an equal partner in service design, delivery and evaluation,
with sustainable funding arrangements that support long-term planning and innovation.

Include Lived Experience in Decision-Making: People with lived experience of
homelessness, substance dependency, offending, recovery and reintegration should be
involved in shaping policies, services and evaluation frameworks. Their insights can help
ensure that services are accessible, effective and responsive to real-world needs.

What Success Would Look Like
Success would be demonstrated by:

e Fewer people entering the criminal justice system due to unmet social and support
needs.

« Reduced levels of repeat offending and reoffending.

e Reduced homelessness among people involved in the justice system.

e Improved access to housing, mental health and substance dependency services.

o Stronger partnership working across sectors.
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e Increased use of community-based interventions and diversionary approaches.

« Better health, wellbeing, employment and social inclusion outcomes.

o Greater involvement of people with lived experience in service development and
evaluation.

Homeless Connect believes that sustainable reductions in offending and reoffending will
only be achieved when Government, communities and the voluntary sector work together
to address the underlying causes of vulnerability and provide coordinated, person-centred
support that promotes stability, recovery and inclusion. Homeless Connect is open to
working with the Department and the wider sector to help drive forward positive change. We
would welcome opportunities to contribute our members' expertise and a lived experience
perspective to support the development of effective policies, services and solutions for
people experiencing homelessness.

11a. How best can we meet the needs of specific Section 75 groups and individuals in rural
communities and reduce barriers to support and access to services?
(Section 75 groups include: people of different religious belief, political opinion and racial
group; men and women generally; people of different age, marital status or sexual orienta-
tion, people with and without a disability; and people with and without dependants).

Homeless Connect believes that effective support must be accessible, inclusive and
responsive to the diverse needs of individuals and communities across Northern Ireland.
Particular attention should be given to the unique barriers experienced by Section 75 groups
and people living in rural areas, who may face additional challenges in accessing housing,
health, justice, education, employment and support services.

A key principle should be that services are designed around the needs of individuals rather
than expecting people to navigate complex systems independently.

Improve Accessibility of Services: Geographic isolation, transport difficulties and limited
access to specialist healthcare services are well-recognised challenges for rural populations.

Adopt Person-Centred and Trauma-Informed Approaches: Many people involved in the
criminal justice system have experienced trauma, poverty, homelessness, domestic abuse,
mental ill-health, substance dependency, or discrimination. Services should be designed to
recognise these experiences and provide support that is respectful, non-judgemental, and
responsive to individual needs. This is particularly important for those who are further
excluded by geography and face additional barriers to accessing services from living in rural
areas.
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Address Housing and Homelessness as Core Issues: Stable housing is fundamental to
reducing vulnerability and preventing offending and reoffending. Housing allocations
following prison release can create additional stress and barriers for individuals attempting
to access essential services, reintegrate into their communities, secure employment, and
rebuild family and social relationships. Stable housing is widely recognised as a key
component of successful reintegration; however, many people leaving prison face significant
challenges in obtaining suitable accommodation, which can adversely affect resettlement
outcomes.

The Strategy should promote:

« Early intervention to prevent homelessness.

e Housing-led approaches and Housing First principles.

e Improved housing pathways and allocations for people leaving custody.

o Stronger partnership working between housing, health, social care, and justice
agencies.

Strengthen Equality and Inclusion: Services should actively identify and remove barriers
experienced by Section 75 groups, including:

o People from minority ethnic communities who may face language and cultural
barriers.

e People with disabilities who may require accessible environments and tailored
support.

o Older people and young people whose needs and risks may differ significantly.

« Women who may require gender-responsive and trauma-informed services.

o People with caring responsibilities who may struggle to engage with services due to
family commitments.

o Individuals who may experience discrimination because of their religious belief,
political opinion, sexual orientation, or other protected characteristics.

Equality impact should be considered at every stage of service design, delivery, and
evaluation.

Increase Community-Based Support: Local community and voluntary organisations are
often best placed to identify emerging need, build trust, and engage individuals who may be
reluctant to access statutory services.

Long-term investment should support:
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o Community outreach.

e Peer support and mentoring.

e Family support services.

« Mental health and substance dependency services.

« Employment, education, and training opportunities.

« Social inclusion initiatives that reduce isolation and build resilience.

Co-Design Services with Lived Experience: People with direct experience of
homelessness, poverty, disability, offending, rural isolation, and discrimination should be
actively involved in designing, delivering, and evaluating services. This helps ensure support
is accessible, relevant, and effective.

What Success Would Look Like: Success would include:

e Reduced inequalities in access to services across Northern Ireland.

« Increased engagement from rural communities and under-represented groups.

e Improved housing stability and reduced homelessness.

« Better access to mental health, substance dependency, and wellbeing support.

« Reduced offending and reoffending among vulnerable groups.

« More people successfully accessing education, training, employment, and
community opportunities.

« Improved outcomes for women, people with disabilities, minority ethnic communities,
carers, and other Section 75 groups.

o Greater service user satisfaction and stronger involvement of lived experience in
decision-making.

Homeless Connect believes that reducing offending and reoffending requires an inclusive,
place-based approach that recognises the diverse experiences of Section 75 groups and
rural communities. By addressing practical barriers, investing in prevention, and ensuring
services are person-centred and accessible, better outcomes can be achieved for
individuals, families, and communities across Northern Ireland.

11b. Please provide examples/references/evidence links from Northern Ireland or elsewhere
or lived experience that supports your views in 11a.

The evidence demonstrates that people from protected groups and those living in rural
communities can face additional barriers in accessing housing, health, justice, education and
support services. These barriers can contribute to social exclusion, poorer outcomes and
increased vulnerability if they are not addressed.
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Rural Isolation and Access to Services: Research and policy across Northern Ireland
consistently recognise that people living in rural areas may face challenges including limited
public transport, geographic isolation, fewer specialist services and increased difficulty
accessing health, housing and support provision.”” These barriers can be particularly
significant for people experiencing homelessness, mental ill-health, poverty, domestic abuse
or involvement with the criminal justice system.

Importance of Housing and Community-Based Support: Evidence shows that secure
housing is a key protective factor in reducing vulnerability and improving outcomes for
people facing multiple disadvantages. Housing-led approaches, including Housing First,
have been associated with improved housing stability, greater engagement with services
and better health and wellbeing outcomes."

Equality and Inclusive Service Design: The Equality Commission for Northern Ireland
highlights the importance of ensuring that services are accessible to all Section 75 groups
and that barriers relating to disability, ethnicity, gender, age, caring responsibilities and other
protected characteristics are actively addressed.

Homeless Connect therefore supports a strategy that prioritises accessibility, equality,
prevention, housing stability, trauma-informed practice and meaningful collaboration
between statutory, community and voluntary sector partners to ensure that no individual or
community is disadvantaged in accessing support because of where they live or because of
a protected characteristic.

Section 7: Final Reflections

12. Is there anything else you would like to tell us that should inform the new strategy (in-
cluding reducing harm and vulnerability)?

Homeless Connect welcomes the development of a new strategy to reduce offending and
reoffending and believes it presents an important opportunity to adopt a more preventative,
person-centred and trauma-informed approach.

We would encourage the Strategy to recognise that offending behaviour is often linked to
wider experiences of disadvantage, including homelessness, poverty, childhood adversity,
domestic abuse, mental ill-health, substance dependency, family breakdown, social isolation
and unemployment. Many individuals who come into contact with the criminal justice system
experience multiple and overlapping needs. Effective responses must address these
underlying factors rather than focusing solely on the offending behaviour itself. As previously
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mentioned, research in Northern Ireland has highlighted the significant role that trauma,
mental health difficulties, substance dependency and social marginalisation play in the lives
of many people involved in the justice system.

Homeless Connect believes the Strategy should place a strong emphasis on:

« Prevention and early intervention, ensuring support is available before individuals
reach crisis point.

« Addressing homelessness and housing insecurity, recognising that stable
accommodation is a foundation for recovery, wellbeing and reduced reoffending.

o Trauma-informed practice across all agencies and services.

« Integrated mental health and substance dependency support, delivered in
community settings where possible.

« Community-based alternatives to custody, particularly for individuals whose
offending is linked to vulnerability and unmet support needs.

o Greater support for women, recognising the impact of trauma, domestic abuse,
caring responsibilities and poverty on pathways into offending.

« Improved support on release from custody, including access to housing,
healthcare, education, training and employment opportunities.

« Partnership working across government departments, statutory agencies, local
communities and the voluntary and community sector.

« Meaningful involvement of people with lived experience in policy development,
service design and evaluation.

We also encourage the Strategy to recognise that success should be measured through
broader social outcomes, including reductions in homelessness, improved health and
wellbeing, stronger social connections, increased participation in education and
employment and improved quality of life, alongside reductions in offending and reoffending.

From Homeless Connect's experience, people are most likely to achieve sustainable positive
outcomes when support is coordinated, accessible and tailored to their individual
circumstances. Trusted relationships, stable housing and timely access to appropriate
services are often the key factors that enable people to move away from crisis and towards
long-term stability.

Ultimately, we believe that reducing harm and vulnerability requires a whole-system
approach that tackles the root causes of offending, invests in prevention and ensures that
people receive the right support at the right time. By focusing on housing, health, wellbeing,
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inclusion and recovery, the Strategy can contribute to safer communities and better
outcomes for individuals, families and society as a whole.

For further information contact Dr Leeanne O’Hara, Policy and Public Affairs Officer
leeanne.ohara@homelessconnect.org
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