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Coventry City of Culture 2021 approached Arts & Homelessness 
International in 2019 to undertake a mapping exercise and audit of arts 
and homelessness activity in Coventry. City of Culture has commitments 
around poverty, homelessness, mental health and refugees and the team 
wanted to make sure they understood the field before programming work.  

Arts & Homelessness International is the global arts and homelessness 
network and movement, aiming to strengthen the sector, make the case 
for arts and creativity to be embedded in homelessness policy and provision 
and building creative opportunities for people who are or have been 
homeless. Homelessness is not just about housing and homeless people 
face myriad of challenges including poor mental health and isolation. Arts 
has been proven to be successful in building well-being, resilience, agency 
and knowledge/skills with people who are or have been homeless (Shaw, 
P 2019).  AHI has worked around the world on similar mapping exercises 
and this Coventry Arts and Homelessness Review follows similar reviews  
in Brazil, Japan, USA, Canada and Scotland. 

We aim through this report to map the arts and homelessness provision 
in Coventry, outline the opportunities and challenges those in the 
field are experiencing, bring together conclusions and finally, some 
recommendations based on our findings.  

We realise that this isn’t an exhaustive list and we may have missed 
projects – we hope that the process of creating and publishing this review 
will urge projects and people who have been missed to contact us. Please 
email david@with-one-voice.com  

The Impact of COVID-19  
This review was completed in February 2020, just before the COVID-19 
pandemic took hold - we decided to delay publishing this report while the 
sector and the world dealt with more pressing issues. Now, late 2020, 
as this review is shared for the first time, a lot of the facts and figures 
will already be out of date. Where we can, we have attempted to update 
sections but we ask for your understanding.   

How we wrote this review  
AHI is entirely co-produced with 50% of our board and staff made up 
of people who are or have been homeless. This review was co-produced 
between Director Matt Peacock and Creative Producer David Tovey with 

1. Introduction

mailto:david@artshomelessint.com
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significant input and guidance from Jacqui Gavin from Coventry City of 
Culture, Senior Producer at Caring City.  

We began with desk research, speaking to key people in the field, arranging 
telephone and face-to-face interviews and undertaking an on-line 
questionnaire.  We committed to speaking with equal numbers of people  
who are or have been homeless and other people in the sector so there 
would be an equality of voice coming through. 
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In early 2020, Coventry had a street count figure of 24 (in 2018 this was 
25 and in 2017 it was 8). This had gone up in line with national increases.  

Over the last year, there is been substantial investment in homelessness 
and housing, partly in response to increasing homelessness and the growing 
costs of temporary accommodation. This has resulted in the Housing and 
Homelessness department in the City Council growing from 15 to 50 in 
around one year, a commitment to reducing rough sleeping to zero by 2022 
and new initiatives such as Housing First. 

Compared to many cities, there are a lot of high needs in the rough sleeping 
community and a lot of women (almost half the first cohort going into 
Housing First were women which is unusual). Below are the figures for 
homeless applications coming to the council and those that were accepted.

 

The main issue Coventry faces is a lack of affordable housing – this 
came up in the Coventry Homeless Forum meeting plus in conversation 
with the housing and homelessness team. Plans to increase temporary 
accommodation has been put into action over the last year.  

Since COVID-19, much has changed - the Council and voluntary sector 
worked quickly to find accommodation for people sleeping rough and in line 
with the national strategy, empty hotel rooms were deployed to provide 
a safe haven for people.  

The Council accommodated over 150 people due to Covid

• As of late June, 102 people were in Hotels and another building

• This reduced the street count to an estimated 5 people

• 346 families were in TA as of late June –  there has been a significant 
reduction in the number of families presenting as homeless during 
the lockdown however the Council anticipate that this number will 
increase moving forward

• All of the 102 people in Hotels have move-on plans and the Council 
have already accommodated over 30 people into more permanent 
accommodation. Their intention is not to put people out of the hotels 
onto the street and are working on options for alternatives

Applications Acceptances
2016/17 1092 638
2017/18 937 557
2018/19 1541 644

2. Homelessness in Coventry
Facts and figures
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Coventry City Council Housing and Homelessness 
Department
We spoke with Jim Crawshaw – Head of Housing and Homelessness. Jim’s 
role is new and he has been in post for nine months. Historically the Council 
didn’t prioritise work on rough sleeping as the number of rough sleepers 
was in single figures – there was just five hours of commissioned outreach 
per week. In 2019, there was Rough Sleeping Initiative funding – they now 
have 3 workers focussing on rough sleeping and this number will increase 
to 8 in May 2020 as they have secured some additional funding through 
the Ministry of Housing.

They went from 15 staff to nearly 50 in the housing team. What really 
focussed the team was homelessness going up and that the costs of 
temporary accommodation were going through the roof. They put 
together a proper team to build relationships with the whole sector, have 
more capacity on the front line and have a strategic role to pull together 
the voluntary sector. Jim feels that there is a real can-do and want-to-do 
attitude in homelessness in the city. 

There has been a focus on getting the more entrenched people into 
accommodation through a combination of Housing First, winter provision 
and B&Bs and so there is now a situation where there is a bed for everyone 
who needs it. Then the conversations start about signposting to the next 
services. The increase of bed provision is also matched with the amount 
of face-to-face contact through the increased city council staff so there 
is certainly trust and relationships being built. 

It’s noticeable walking around central Coventry that there seems to be no 
policy to move people off the streets or clear the streets forcibly with the 
police – their work seems to be long-term and meeting people where they 
are and at their pace.

Jim sees that there is definitely a role for the arts – ‘Arts is a way of 
engaging with people and engaging with services’, he says. ‘It can be a 
focus for helping people get off the street and keep them off the street. For 
people to have meaningful occupation and doing something positive. The 
important thing is about how to sell it – to help people see it as something 
that is for them.’  

He thinks that it is essential that the there is a legacy for any arts provision 
and buys in to the idea of a joined-up approach. He would endorse the 

3. Homelessness
Statutory

Arts is a way of 
engaging with people 
and engaging with 
services”, he says. “It 
can be a focus for 
helping people get off 
the street and keep 
them off the street”
Jim Crawshaw, Head 
of Homelessness and 
Housing

“
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implementation of the Jigsaw of Homeless Support in Coventry (a model 
of homeless support developed by Arts & Homelessness International 
which shows that the multiple issues of homelessness need to be 
addressed by multiple solutions including positive activity such as arts 
and sports – see link here). He thinks this would help arts provision go 
beyond events in 2021 so that it becomes part of the system and delivers 
the same commitments to ending rough sleeping. And he is also interested 
in seeing how co-production can be introduced into the system in the city 
– he says it’s talked about a lot but now through Coventry 2021, there is 
an opportunity to introduce this properly and spend time on it. He would 
be happy to introduce this throughout the statutory service. He sees that 
Coventry 2021 will be positive in promoting the city and how it’s changed 
– it’s a great opportunity. 

Sophie Hall – Housing and Homelessness Commissioning 
Dept  
Sophie is also part of the new housing and homelessness team. She talked 
about the department’s role in co-ordinating a and pulling together a 
strategy since there hadn’t been a housing function before at City Council 
level. 

She feels that winning the City of Culture bid has had some far-reaching 
impacts already. She says that she thinks that the arts are important in 
this field since art can tell stories and reality – and that it’s important to 
tell both bad and good stories about homelessness. She also felt that 
there were challenges around the perception of art – that it can be seen 
as elitist and not people’s ‘thing’. Coventry City of Culture needs to bring 
barriers down and to make it accessible for anybody and everybody. Any 
project also needs to bring people together in partnership, just like STEPS 
has done. She thinks that we can’t solve problems in Coventry unless we 
work together. 

Coventry Homeless Forum 
Coventry has its own Homeless Forum which meets monthly at the 
City Council. We were lucky enough to be able to speak at a meeting in 
December. The meeting was well attended with around 50 people from 
various agencies in the city. Although it was Chaired by someone with lived 
experience of homelessness, Rachel, there weren’t many people who were 
or had been homeless in attendance. This is not unusual and for many such 
forums, they are in a process of evolution to a more co-created model.  

Housing First – Brighter Futures  
We met with Lynda Taylor the manager of the Housing First scheme in 
Coventry. This is a new project and they have already been able to get 17 
people into accommodation, all of whom are some of the most entrenched 
rough sleepers. One of the main challenges Lynda sees is keeping people in 

One of the main 
challenges Lynda 
Taylor, Housing First 
sees is keeping people 
in their properties 
and this is where 
she believe that by 
having a framework 
that includes arts and 
culture, they will be 
able to help towards 
solving this problem”

“
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their properties and this is where she believe that by having a framework 
that includes arts and culture, they will be able to help towards solving this 
problem. She was not only keen to incorporate the Jigsaw into their model 
but also to pilot an arts strand within Housing First in Coventry which 
would make it the first national pilot. She also spoke very passionately 
about how horticulture could be a to benefit people, knowing how good it 
can be for wellbeing and mental health.  

She felt that the City of Culture could help change the narrative around 
homelessness, enabling all the voices to be heard in the room from rough 
sleepers to street workers to people in temporary accommodation. She 
thought it could be effective to identify places of the city with a high density 
of rough sleepers and create art installations – she gave the example of 
the EU nationals who had built the ‘Welcome to our Home’ in the Barracks 
carpark where they are currently sleeping rough.

Caradoc Hall, temporary accommodation 
Caradoc Hall is one of the City Council’s flagship temporary accommodation 
sites. At the time of writing in early 2020, this new tower block had just 
been opened. It is a 128-flat high-rise that was fully refurbished. As of 
January 2020, 72 families had moved in with 102 families planned in total 
within the month. There is no arts activities but it is a significant new 
community and conversations are beginning as to how to enable these 
families to engage in cultural activities and be part of the City of Culture.  
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Emmaus Coventry and Warwickshire 
We spoke with Anna Eddleston the national PR lead for Emmaus. Emmaus 
in Coventry has 18 companions at any one time. There is a shop which 
upcycles furniture as a social enterprise (in the same way as the national 
model although each Emmaus is a franchise so develops in a different 
way).  

There is no regular arts provision but they help each of the companions to 
follow their own interests – there is a sum of money that each companion 
can use to get involved in the arts. There are 2 companions who are 
currently involved in the arts, one of whom writes poetry and another in 
music production – they bought him some music mixing software which 
made a huge difference. They would be interested in doing something 
collaboratively, particularly hooking up with arts orgs in the area.  

Emmaus does feel that the arts has benefits – being creative is a way of 
people expressing their own identity.  

Partnership working is important – Emmaus Coventry works with other 
orgs in the homeless sector. On a national level they share best practice 
so there are options of collaborating with artists like Peter ‘Cookie’ Cooke 
(Artist in Residence at Manchester Museum) who is a companion from 
Emmaus in Mossley. 

STEPS for Change
STEPS for Change is a multi-agency day centre – a partnership between 
Arc, Salvation Army, Crisis Coventry’s Active Citizens, Coventry Police, 
Coventry Recovery Community, Langar Aid and many others, tackling 
homelessness and vulnerability in Coventry City Centre.

It is a really buzzing place with a warm atmosphere and lots of artwork up 
on the walls. It has been set up by the Council as part of the new strategy 
to work more closely with homeless people. On the day of our visit there 
was a Hepatitis drop-in screening and the Salvation Army were there with 
Arc staff sorting out clothes donations.  

Ben Davenport from Crisis comes in to do mindfulness art classes (colouring 
in). Ali showed us some of his and really liked doing this.  

They put on an exhibition called STEPS: Crafting Change in Oct-Nov 2019 

4. The homelessness voluntary sector
Homeless Centres and Services



10

COVENTRY ARTS AND HOMELESSNESS REVIEW

with Crisis which involved workshops to create artwork with donated 
clothes and cardboard.  This was part of Coventry Biennale.  

STEPS seems to be at the heart of the homeless community in terms of 
geography and spirit. It also feels like a safe place for those who visit.  

Coventry Haven  
Coventry Haven is a women’s aid charity. They began in the early seventies 
as a women’s group and have grown to become a small, community-based, 
grass roots, registered charity which is run by women for women. 

They help women and their children who have been or are being subjected 
to domestic abuse. They provide housing, advice and support and many of 
the people who come into contact with the organisation have experienced 
or are experiencing homelessness, particularly if they are fleeing violence 
or abuse. 

Jaime Richards from Haven said, ‘We have regular activity-based groups 
in the community, using arts and crafts, poetry and dancing, music etc, 
at least twice a week, plus regular activity for women and children in our 
refuges. Volunteers are also involved in this activity along with workers 
for support/disclosures. We also encourage poetry, spoken word, short 
stories as a way of women empowering and supporting other victims. We 
also have a trained Lego support who can provide therapy and emotional 
support using Lego to express feelings, situations etc.’ At the time of 
writing, they had 2 such poems in an exhibition in Leamington Spa written 
by survivors, at The Arts Trail. They have others on their website and on 
social media as a way victims can be heard and have their say: https://
www.coventryhaven.co.uk/feedback/quotes

 Jaime thinks that art and creativity are extremely important; ‘We also use 
painting and drawing as a way of supporting victims, if they are unable to 
express themselves verbally (when it is too upsetting to say it out loud); 
this is also used regularly and encouraged (as above).

 During C-19, an event at the Belgrade in April 2020 was postponed. The 
event was going to explore why victims stay in abusive relationships, using 
art, dancing, dramatisation, survivors’ actual voices, contemporary work 
etc

Harnall Lifehouse Hostel and Day Centre, Salvation 
Army 
Harnall Lifehouse is one of a small number of Salvation Army centres 
in the region. It is an 80-bed hostel for over 25s and a day centre which 
runs education and training classes. We met Craig from Harnall House at 
STEPS. He said that one of his colleagues, Ann sometimes organises art 
and games classes although this isn’t published on their website. Craig 
felt that creativity was important in helping people take the pressure of 
what they are facing. And also in helping people express what they are 

Craig from Harnall 
Lifehouse felt that 
creativity was 
important in helping 
people take the 
pressure of what they 
are facing”

“

https://www.coventryhaven.co.uk/feedback/quotes
https://www.coventryhaven.co.uk/feedback/quotes
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thinking. He feels that Coventry 2021 can create more opportunities and 
classes since Coventry needs more activities of this kind. He said that it 
was particularly tough for people with no recourse to public funds or no 
settled status and he was the another person of several who mentioned 
the group of EU nationals who are living in the Barracks car-park.

We also visited the Salvation Army church where Crisis holds their member 
meetings – it is a large space with an open, friendly foyer and café. There 
are spaces for activities.   

Cyrennians Coventry and Warwickshire 
We spoke with James Forsyth the Team Manager about their work. 
Cyrennians are a small completely independent charity in Coventry, they have 
131 residents who are housed across Coventry in four bedroomed houses.  

We spoke about the Homeless Monopoly which they co-created with 
Coventry University’s Disruptive Media Learning Lab and Warwick 
University over a period of six workshops. A lot of what they suggested 
was used in the final game (see page 16).  

At present they do not offer any arts activities at the hostels due to being 
scattered across Coventry but they do signpost to ArtyFolks, (James has 
accompanied residents to sessions and has seen first-hand the benefits of 
arts). He found that the arts helped residents to talk about and to offload 
their problems, a way of escapism. 

He spoke about a community art exhibit that was projected onto the 
side of a concrete tower block called Paul Stacey House in Hillfields, and 
suggested that this would be a great project to pursue 

He spoke about the need for the general public to be educated about 
homelessness, the negative stigma and the hidden homeless. He was 
especially passionate about people understanding that relationship 
breakdown is such a massive contributor to homelessness in Coventry. 

When asked about what the legacy of City of Culture could be he hoped 
that there would be better education about homelessness in schools and 
the end to homelessness across the city. 

Cyrennians Floating Support 
We met Wendy McMahon who supports 22 clients in the 100 shared houses 
that Cyrennians runs. There are two, seven-bed houses and a 15-bed house. 
She wasn’t aware of any arts projects going on in the services and said 
that her colleague Jack would co-ordinate any.  

Despite the lack of arts provision, she felt that arts is really important for 
well-being. After the housing chaos, the next priority is well-being – we 
need to replace chaos with calmness and recreation. She thought that 
Coventry 2021 should have a lasting legacy that can carry on – a physical 
legacy such as a piece of art or regular provision.  
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Coventry Winter Night Shelter 
Coventry Winter Night Shelter (CWNS) is a project run by Coventry 
Churches around the city, which provides rough sleepers with support, a 
hot meal, a safe and warm bed for the night and breakfast the next day. 
The project runs from 1st December – 31st March every year. The Night 
Shelter does not programme any arts activities currently – they say that 
they desperately need a space where people can be creative and develop, 
away from the pressures of getting back into work. Some people are not 
ready for work and have no alternative to taking drugs or drinking alcohol. 
In the Night Shelter’s opinion, people need connection and a sense of 
belonging. Some people just need to crash somewhere for a few days until 
they find work and move on. Others need a step in between, a reason to 
stop drinking, a place where they can first recover physically and mentally, 
before they are ready to apply for jobs. The ideal would be to have a safe 
space, creative and modern, where people can come, be active, not just 
offer them somewhere to sit down, have tea and food and leave. And also a 
place where they are not just learning things that will be good for their CV. 
Tiling, plastering, CSCS courses, ESOL, etc. all are good, but some people 
may be unable to engage in those activities just yet. Finally, it would be 
great to be able to organise cultural visits, a means of getting people out 
of the city centre and into nature, parks, mountains, etc. There is beauty 
out there and a change of air can be beneficial. 

St Basils 
St Basils works with young people aged 16-25 who are homeless or at 
risk of homelessness, helping over 5,000 young people per year across 
the West Midlands region with specific services in Birmingham, Coventry, 
Sandwell, Solihull, Walsall, Warwickshire, Worcestershire and the Wyre 
Forest. They feel that the role of arts and creativity for the homeless 
community helps with building confidence as some people don’t like to 
talk, so show emotions through art. They use art as therapy as it  brings 
people out of their shell, also engaging with other people through a joint 
enjoyment of an activity. They also feel that arts moves the focus of young 
people from being homeless to something positive as well as to take their 
thoughts and feelings into something visible. It engages with homeless 
people and offers an environment that is supportive and a gateway to 
accessing other services. 

They feel that the City of Culture gives an opportunity to bring awareness 
to the city and for the community to understand that homelessness doesn’t 
mean someone uses drugs or is lazy but for people to understand the real 
causes of homelessness. The homeless sector in Coventry needs more 
confidence building groups/clubs that engage young people in something 
that they are interested in. This includes age related activities e.g. doing 
up motorbikes, cars, music and technology. 

The City of Culture 
gives an opportunity 
to bring awareness 
to the city and for 
the community 
to understand 
the real causes of 
homelessness”

“

St Basils
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Kairos 
Kairos works to increase the safety, stability and self-belief of women in 
Coventry affected by or at risk of exploitation, through emotional and 
practical support, advocacy and awareness raising. It is not a homelessness 
service although the charity works with many women who are or have 
been homeless. Within their programmes, there are groups for women 
to grow in confidence and to develop skills. These cover two broad areas 
of wellbeing/creativity and education. Michelle McHugh from Kairos said 
that the role of arts was to tell a story of homelessness in Coventry and 
to support emotional and mental well-being - by providing activities and 
opportunities to socialise with others. 

Their service users need a mechanism to tell their story, to shift the 
paradigm that surrounds sex workers so there is a greater understanding 
and empathy for their needs. They would welcome any opportunity to 
engage with Coventry UK City of Culture. 

YMCA Coventry and Warwickshire 
The YMCA is a national charity working with people with a focus 
on homelessness. The Coventry and Warwickshire charity provides 
accommodation for 16-25 year olds across 3 sites (2 in Coventry and 1 in 
Rugby). They also have a Youth Work programme The Den for 11-19s and 
this programme has some creative programmes within it. Paulina Colomby 
said she thinks arts and creativity is a great way for homeless people to 
express their feelings. Individuals who are homeless often experience 
trauma and art can be used as a form of therapy. She also thinks that 
arts and creativity can provide people with training and employment 
opportunities. 

Pauline would like to see more people with experience of homelessness 
to be employed in the sector. She would also like to use art to breakdown 
harmful myths about homelessness and homeless individuals. 
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5. Arts provision in the  
homeless sector

Through our research, we have found the following arts and homelessness projects in Coventry. 
Not all are regular and not all are specifically for homeless people as indicated below.   

Name Type of service Arts/Creativity programme

Arty Folk Mental health
Visual art classes and will be working with Orbit 
Housing

Change Grow
Live

Drug and alcohol recovery
Regular art group including photography – have
also done poetry evenings

Crisis Homeless service Choir, band, visual arts, textiles

Emmaus
Coventry and
Warwickshire

Homeless centre
No regular arts provision but ‘companions’ are given
budgets to take part in activities if they chose –
there is a musician and poet currently living there.

Fab Lab
Digital technology community
hub not specific to homelessness

A variety of courses and workshops in the digital
technology field.

Homeless
Monopoly

Project designed by Coventry
and Warwick Universities and
Cyrennians

Social-education board game – not a regular
activity but looking to expand through schools

Kairos Women’s charity
Have groups which support women through 
wellbeing, creativity and education

Shop Front
Theatre (Theatre 
Absolut)

Arts org and venue Host Underground Lights’ Creative Café

St Basil’s Youth Homelessness Service They use some arts activities in their programmes

STEPS for
Change

Multi-agency homeless service
Have been involved in arts projects including with
Crisis – nothing regular or formalised

Underground
Lights

Arts org specialising in 
homelessness and mental health

Regular drama workshops and a Creative Café

YMCA CW homelessness and mental health
They run some creative activity in their Youth
Programme
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Arts projects with people who are or have been 
homeless 

Crisis Skylight  
Crisis Skylight Coventry & Warwickshire is one of 17 Skylights around the 
country. They provide education, training and support to homeless people 
and provide a multi-stranded arts programme. The team has 18 people 
in the team (there are 70 in the London Skylight). They currently have 352 
people on their books.  

There are 2 main teams – the Progression Team (supporting people on 
their goals e.g. housing, employment, alcohol and then support them in 
their goals); there is  Learning Team (tailor-making courses and skills for 
the members including ‘functional skills’ – maths, English, IT, employability; 
‘technical skills’ – plastering, tiling, DIY, construction and ‘arts and well-
being’ e.g. singing, choir, visual arts, textiles course, a band, gardening, 
cooking and a general well-being course (see photos from the Learning Hub 
below). They used to run a drama group but they felt they were doubling-up 
with provision with Underground Lights so they decided to concentrate on 
gaps in provision instead.  

In the past they have been involved in a number of collaborative projects 
in the city including a project at STEPS and a photography exhibition that 
took place at the Herbert. 

We met with the manager Kieran Lyons and he explained that Ben 
Davenport the arts co-ordinator also finds other gaps and may go into 
somewhere like STEPS to do an art class. Crisis is in a unique situation 
about not be statutory funding to be agile with their programming. 
They are interested in collaboration and create a bigger work with many 
members together – this chimes with a lot of conversations happening 
with other groups.  

The model at Crisis is to work with people with currently housing and 
homelessness needs and to also have a clear path or entry and exit (at 
which point there is signposting to other groups e.g. a local art therapy 
class). There is also a bespoke programme for members and Crisis tries 
to meet their needs wherever that may be – e.g. sending art materials 
to a member who wasn’t able to attend. Crisis used to be known as the 
‘single homeless persons’ charity but now works more with families. They 
are interested in running some workshops in schools with teachers and 
parents to spread knowledge and awareness in schools. 

Kieran feels that arts can be a form of escape and grounding. If things 
around you are difficult, art can be a place to help you get better or not get 
worse. It’s also a way to engage with people. He also feels that the arts is a 
good way to show people what opportunities are out there for them – and 
to try things they wouldn’t normally do.  

Given that Crisis is the main arts provider in Coventry for the homeless 
sector, they are often approached to deliver projects for other centres. 



16

COVENTRY ARTS AND HOMELESSNESS REVIEW

Now that the Learning Hub has opened, they are keeping most of their 
provision in-house. If they had more art workers, they’d be able to do more.  

Kieran sees the opportunity of City of Culture to do bigger projects – 
to join with other people. He cited the ‘Lantern Project’ which enabled 
Crisis members be with others – it amplified the project. He also thinks 
that City of Culture could help change the very negative perception of 
homelessness. Arts can really help in change perceptions, explode myths 
and educate the public, to see people in a different light. One result of this 
would be more positive engagements between public and rough sleepers 
and less negativity about homelessness.  

Ben Davenport would also like City of Culture to help Facilitate workshops 
and projects, ensure that vulnerable communities are reflected in the work 
being produced as part of City of Culture and make sure that work is 
accessible to homeless and vulnerably housed people on low incomes. He 
would like to work with City of Culture to make sure that their members 
feel a full and genuine part of the city and its achievements. Ben also felt 
that the lantern project in Broadgate was really successful – similar public 
art events with high levels of participation would be a really good way of 
involving diverse communities.

Underground Lights  
We spoke with Emma Omerod, Artistic Director – Underground Lights 
is a new charity which was incorporated in 2018 looking at arts and 
homelessness and mental health. Emma feels that as the charity has 
developed, there is a sense in which it’s important to be broader about 
definitions, perhaps using the language of exclusion and margianalisation. 
Underground Lights developed out of Belgrade Theatre which has a 
talent development programme called Springboard. Underground Lights 
applied in 2018 and got accepted. They have developed an even closer 
relationship with Belgrade and are working in close partnership. There 
are 2 main programmes: Drama workshops on a Friday where the group 
works together and is member led – they work on a piece for performance 
after 10 weeks. They have around 12-13 people in the group. Because it’s 
collaborative, commitment is expected. This works in tandem with the 
Creative Café which is more of a drop-in and those take place at ShopFront 
Theatre on a Wednesday morning. There’s no limit in numbers and it’s 
popular with around 15 people attending per week. The Creative Café also 
includes other art forms such as writing and music – some people bring 
a poem they wrote on the bus. There is a culture of support, respect and 
giving and receiving feedback.  

Members have a wide array of challenges and support needs including 
homelessness, mental health, addiction people with issues of care, abuse. 
There aren’t many young people and most are over 30.  

Emma feels that legacy is the most important area when considering 
City of Culture. They have some funding now but sustainability is key 



17

COVENTRY ARTS AND HOMELESSNESS REVIEW

– City of Culture is an opportunity to do capacity building and training 
and professional development. They are interested in the transition from 
volunteering to professional roles of their members, mentoring needed, co-
production, patient/public involvement and people being involved in every 
level. They hope City of Culture is the start of something not the end so 
Underground Lights comes out of it as a stronger company not a depleted 
one. She hopes that not too many companies are parachuted in from say 
London and that when that happens, the outside companies bring local 
people with them on the journey.  

When it comes to producing work in City of Culture, Emma feels that there 
is an expectation from the public that it should all be about homelessness 
and issue-based work – there needs to be a balance with giving people the 
freedom to have an identity that is about being an artist not someone with 
particular issues. People should be able to be creatives in their own right.  

Emma spoke about the intersections around mental health and 
homelessness. In mental health, there is a National Involvement Standard 
regarding service-user involvement. There could be some valuable 
discussion about how this ties in with the co-production agenda sweeping 
through homelessness.  

As a former researcher, Emma is also keen to bring a strong research 
methodology into the work in this field and would advocate that being 
part of City of Culture. 

Homeless Monopoly 
Homeless Monopoly is a unique project developed by Coventry University’s 
Disruptive Media Learning Lab and Warwick University together with 
Coventry Cyrennians. We met Dr Jackie Calderwood from Coventry Uni, 
one of the game’s creators. She told us that the game was based on the 
board game of the same name, as an education tool for teenagers, raising 
awareness and knowledge about homelessness. 4-6 people can play it at 
once.

The game was co-created with homeless people from Cyrennians who 
enjoyed the process of creating pathways in homelessness that the game 
explores (you gather resources, face challenges etc all of which help to 
illustrate the reality of homelessness). The use of the ‘vehicle’ of a game 
helps to get the message across in an accessible and hands-on way.  

There is a giant version that can work outdoors with the public and 
a mobile app version in development. They are looking for funding to 
develop a resource pack to take it round all the schools in Coventry – ideally 
secondary and primary and think that Coventry 2021 could be a good way 
of increasing the reach of the game. 
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Projects that have taken place during C-19
The sector stepped up which quickly during C-19. Most projects took their 
work on-line such as Underground Lights and Belgrade Theatre who 
started running weekly sessions; Crisis Skylight, where Ben Davenport 
continued to deliver guitar workshops and then transferred their whole 
programme on-line. 

Meanwhile, a consortium of Underground Lights, Belgrade Theatre, 
Artyfolks, Crisis and Coventry City of Culture devised a project designed 
by UL member Hayle Harman which saw 200 art packs go out to members. 
Coventry City of Culture and Arts & Homelessness International helped to 
amplify this to people in Temporary Accommodation and Housing First. 
This was accompanied by mobile libraries of books, an idea that was 
developed in the homelessness sector and which AHI helped to spread in 
order to reach isolated homeless people during the pandemic. At the time 
of writing,  this consortium is developing a mask project and a Send a Smile 
postcard project where isolated people can design and send postcards to 
each other and for a presentation at a later date. AHI has helped to spread 
this project to projects in London and Japan (the latter as part of a link 
between Coventry City of Culture and the Tokyo Cultural Olympiad). 

The Coventry Arts and Homelessness Forum was established during this 
time in order to be a place for connection and sharing at this difficult time. 
AHI set this up in line with other national Forums and will hand it over to 
be managed locally as soon as the lockdown eases. 

Arts programmes with other disadvantaged, excluded 
or vulnerable adults 
One of the aspects of homelessness that is often discussed is that it is 
usually the result of multiple issues coming together – a collision of mental 
health, sometimes addictions, poverty, immigration etc. As a result many 
projects work across multiple areas and often work with people who have 
multiple issues. Below are projects that illustrate this and may not be 
homeless projects but will include people who are or have been homeless.

Change, Grow, Live  
CGL is a drug and alcohol service and so although not a homeless centre, 
works with people who have experienced homelessness. They have a 
thriving weekly art group and we were taken by Simon Morgan from CGL 
to meet them and also to return to talk to the members’ forum (who, very 
sadly, passed away before this Review was published). 

The centre values art and creativity highly as an important part of people’s 
recovery. At the time of our visit there was a photography exhibition in one 
of the rooms – members of the art group had taken photographs illustrating 
their journeys which were hung simply but beautifully on string (see below). 
The room where the exhibition was hung also plays host to poetry evenings. 
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The group has an infectious enthusiasm and friendliness – they are clearly 
close and supportive of each other. On our first visit, we were invited to 
drop in and have a chat and we met Alison, Nigel and Cat. They spoke of the 
group helping them see what they can achieve and also helping to occupy 
time which is important in recovery. They said they have a laugh and Cat 
spoke movingly of her pride when her first picture went up on the wall. 

Alison talked about her interest in creating a quilt – bringing people 
together from other CGLs to create a recovery quilt which would be a 
symbol of togetherness and warmth. She had another piece on display 
(see right) which involved embroidery. 

They felt that Coventry 2021 was a great opportunity to show what’s good 
about Coventry – the city can have a bad reputation and this could change 
things. Nigel talked about the fact that Coventry 2021 had already brought 
people together – the Feast was wonderful with so many nationalities 
there with no barriers.  

They all agree that they would like to showcase their work and stories 
outside of the premise, take it to the streets – exhibitions and street arts. 
They really want to get the conversations going and see how they can be 
a part of 2021. They have a facebook page called the Recoverists and they 
talked about doing a Recoverists Walk (this could fit in with the other 
groups who were keen on walks).  

Refugee and Migrant Centre 
We met up with Sroosh, Paul and Brendan at the Refuge centre, they do 
some fantastic arts and crafts which are part of the integration project, 
working with artists from Coventry and Warwickshire, connecting the 
cultures. They have a refugee week through June at Swanswell park. They 
hope that City of Culture could help bring in funding to help work more in 
the communities, build legacy and trust for the refugees and migrants in 
Coventry, buy in to the community and not just tokenism, helping bridge 
fear and trust, and to change perceptions. They want to see art projects 
and events that make people stop and think. 

They hope that City of Culture helps showcase the diversity and countries 
living in the city, Social integration and community participation. 

Fab Lab 
Fab Lab Coventry is a joint venture between Coventry University, Coventry 
City Council and University of Warwick, a city centre resource for the 
community offering access to digital tools and technologies. They do not 
work specifically in homelessness but anecdotally a number of the people 
we have met who have experienced homelessness go to Fab Lab. There are a 
number of courses on offer including accredited and non-accredited. There is 
a focus on co-production and co-designing programmes with the members.  
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Arty Folks
Arty-Folks support adults of working age with mental ill health on the 
recovery journey. 

Their remit is mental health, but this is clearly a driver to homelessness.  
They support their members with any issues affecting their lives and this 
includes homelessness.   

For example, one of their members was faced with eviction before 
Christmas because the house was being sold and they supported her to 
deal with services and find a new home. 

They run a visual arts programme that is structured into steppingstones 
to increase mental as well as physical health and remove barriers to 
employment or education.   

Andy Farr is the lead artist in the ‘Home’ project with Orbit Housing and 
Arty-Folks. They are hoping to run a pilot project this year with residents 
of one of the properties and work towards a bigger project in 2021. 
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Coventry Library  
Like most libraries around the UK, there is a feeling of no-questions-asked 
welcome. It’s a space where anyone can come, you can be yourself and 
just be.  

We met Sorrelle Clements who said that The Library runs 10,000 free 
events over the 14 sites and also helps with another 3 sites which are 
community managed 

They host on average around 15-20 homeless per day, using the quiet areas 
to read the papers and the computers on the 1st floor – the Library is a 
safe refuge for many people where everyone is valued.  

There were dozens of posters in the foyers with groups that are free for 
anyone to join and a ‘Homeless Tonight?’ display board which could well 
be unique in the homelessness and cultural space field and should be used 
more in other libraries – it includes clear, take-away information on how 
to present as homeless to the council, the Salvation Army nightshelter and 
a weekly timetable of free meals. It is a fantastic resource for people who 
are in crisis and seeking help. While we were there, we saw a few people 
who were homeless and they were welcomed in and seemed relaxed and 
happy to be there.  

Sorrelle talked about the arts projects that have taken place, some of 
which happen in a workshop space on the 1st floor. Workshops including 
crafting workshops with Creative Kindness; Grapevine uses the space 
for exhibitions; they run ‘Get it Loud in Libraries’ across the year – these 
are ticket only music events (the Library was a former music venue with 
excellent acoustics). There has also been dance/movement and theatre 
pieces in the space. They have worked on a picture book with refugees and 
immigrants into the city via the resettlement project and have engaged 
with refugees living at the Coventry Hill Hotel. She said that the same 
method could be used when approaching Caradoc Hall and their nearest 
library which is Bell Green. 

Sorrelle explained that the Library would be keen to engage with Coventry 
City of Culture – they would like to do more arts with the homeless 
community, run more workshops and to use library spaces to connect 
culture with people in the City. They are also eager to more organisations 
to use space.

6. Cultural spaces
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Tin Music and Arts Centre 
They are a live music and arts centre based at the Canal Basin, Coventry.
They feel that arts and creativity should be accessible to everyone including 
those who have barriers to access these provisions. Barriers should be 
reduced/removed as much as possible, by the organisation which deliver 
them.  

They have done projects with Crisis at the venue as they are neighbours. 
They do have space to use for further events. 

They would like to see a legacy after Coventry UK City of Culture by having 
an easy to access, drop in centre which is welcoming, non-judgemental and 
with varied programme. 

Herbert Gallery 
The Herbert is Coventry’s main gallery and museum. It is situated in a 
welcoming building next to the Council House with an open foyer and 
a café on the ground floor with permanent and temporary exhibitions 
all of which are free. On our visit there was a parents and baby’s group 
happening in the museum and a special exhibition about mapping the 
city. The reception staff are friendly and there is a feeling of inclusion with 
lockers near the toilets and a spirit of openness.  

The Herbert isn’t directly involved in homelessness work but has hosted a 
photography exhibition with Crisis before.  

Belgrade Theatre 
Belgrade Theatre is the largest professional theatre in Coventry. They 
produce their own theatre and have visiting commercial and community 
productions. 

They have highly respected community and education initiatives and 
various programmes that engage with the diverse community in Coventry. 
This includes a conversation café for about 20 migrants every week and 
Underground Lights which they helped to start and now host in the building. 

They want to be welcoming and the building is used a lot by people to just 
come in and sit down in the foyer - they spoke warmly of a lady who comes 
in every day from open to early evening.

Warwick Arts Centre 
Warwick Arts Centre is one of the biggest multi-artform venues in the UK. 
Based in the Warwick University Campas, there is a year-round programme 
of performing arts, visuals arts. The Centre is open and inclusive and has 
an education programme which focusses on families and young people. 
There are no arts and homelessness projects currently.
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Theatre Absolute (Shop Front Theatre)
Theatre Absolute is an award-winning theatre company founded by 
Julia Negus and Chris O’Connell in 1992 and set up a venue, Shop Front 
Theatre in the City Arcade. Their work is urban and contemporary and are 
interested in the community and social issues. They have a direct link to the 
homelessness field via Underground Lights’ Creative Cafe which is based 
at Shop Front Theatre. 
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Rachel – Co-chair of the Coventry Homelessness Forum  
Rachel was involved in the arts in Crisis and some of her work was shown 
at the Herbert. She also got involved in photography and had her work 
also displayed on a Crisis flyer and music video. She feels that art is really 
important in the journey through homelessness – it helps with anxiety and 
depression and helps you keep focussed. She would like to be involved in 
an impactful art piece – perhaps using acrylic or blown glass. And thinks it 
would be positive to join forces with others and do an art piece together, 
like a mural. She also thinks that projections would be good so lots of 
people would see them.  

Rachel thinks that Coventry City of Culture 2021 represents a good 
opportunity to present people’s work and to get messages across about 
homelessness. Coventry is more than a concrete jungle – it’s a creative city. 
We need to create a positive image of that. It’s also more than a student 
town.  

One of Rachel’s friends is Lewis Ford, a voice actor who has worked with 
the RSC and was involved in the voice over for a Crisis film.  

Brendan – artist and volunteer 
Brendan went through the rough sleeping provision. He is interested in 
theatre and film and likes Brecht. He has started working on the script of 
a play he is writing called ‘Two Pieces of Tarmac’. 

He feels that the arts are really important in this field since the creative side 
of people is stifled when they face homelessness. Arts brings down barriers 
between people. It can be an outlet and a way out of bad situations. People 
want to have their voice heard and the arts can help. In his journey he 
got involved in a project at Belgrade Theatre in around 2006 which was 
connected with arts participation and employment.  He has just agreed to 
run an Irish dance class as part of Gateway’s Well-being week.  

Brendan feels that Coventry 2021 could be a platform to expose the talent 
in the homeless population – he knows a group of eastern Europeans and 
Russians living in the car park and he knows one of them is a talented 
guitarist and even played for the Pope. He likes the idea of doing a Flash 
Mob!  

7. Individuals and artists
who are or have been homeless
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Dualeh (Ali) – Crisis member  
Ali is Somali, a Crisis member and often visits STEPS. He is a weaver and 
creates wool tapestries and can also teaches these skills (see one of his 
weaving pieces, right).  

He enjoys arts and welcomes Coventry City of Culture – he feels that 
they should celebrate people from different nationalities – maybe bringing 
people together in one project.  

Lee  
Is homeless and has been an entrenched rough sleeper for many years. He 
spoke about the services that exist and the ones he uses and where he can 
get food from in the evenings. 

He spoke about Bradbury hub and the 5 a side football that they organise. 
At the moment he is staying at the Life House and it is here he talked about 
an artist called Kyle Wilcox (see below) who is also staying in the shelter. 
Lee spoke a lot about wanting visibility and hoped that whatever happens 
with 2021 that it would help with empathy towards the homeless of the 
city. 

He hoped that there could be something which all the rough sleepers 
could get together to do. He wants the rough sleepers to get stuck in. He 
imagined creating something like a homeless sculpture which everyone in 
the city could enjoy. 

Kyle  
Kyle is at present staying in Life House and is in the process of moving into 
a more stable room of his own there. 

Kyle does the most amazing pencil drawings and has a folder full of them. 
When asked about what 2021 could do for the homeless community he 
had several ideas 

Kyle would really like some training in the arts, learn how to paint and draw 
with more freedom. Like an art foundation course. He suggested building a 
homeless arts school. That way he believed he would have more foundation 
and confidence to get off the streets and regain his life. 

He spoke very passionately about games as an art piece, a giant Mario 
Cart game in the city where everyone can get involved and play. 

He really wanted to talk about visibility and how he wanted to feel he was 
being seen, but all for the right reasons. 

Crisis Members’ Forum  
The Forum meets monthly and is a friendly place where members get 
together and give feedback about the Crisis programmes and talk about 
issues that matter to them over biscuits, cakes and hot drinks. On the 
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day we visited, there were 11 members and the session was led by Crisis 
Christmas Co-ordinator, Eleanor Nunn.  

We talked about what art projects the members got involved in – as 
well as the Crisis groups, a few were involved in performing arts, DJ-
ing and photography with Underground Lights, poetry at Art Space, a 
creative café at Theatre Absolute also run by Underground Lights and a 
community couture class run by Fab Lab. The conversation was interesting 
in that not all members knew of all these projects and so this was a good 
information sharing exercise and it led to the group eager to have some 
pooled information of all creative groups on offer. People don’t live in silos 
of ‘homelessness’ or ‘mental health’ – lives overlap and so it would be 
positive to have some of this info together. Perhaps the library could play 
a part. One member, Amy loves writing and had even had a book published 
(see photo) about autism. The other members were really positive and 
supportive of her achievements.  

We then spoke about what art meant to people – responses included that 
it helped them grow in confidence, made a family, helped with emotions 
and gave people wings to grow.  

As to what Coventry City of Culture could do and what the group wanted 
to see, answers included:  

• Celebrating the diversity of the city 

• More arts provision including digital art and graphic design, world 
music, sculpture, writing, poetry, music writing, professional 
development in arts. Accessibility – sign language 

• An art trail/walking tour taking in some of the parks and celebrating 
Coventry’s musical history (Ska, Hazel O’Connor, King, Selector, 
Pauline Black) 
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Central England Law Centre – Coventry (also known 
locally as Coventry Law Centre)
The Law Centre provides free specialist legal advice and representation 
across a range of social welfare law to those who would not otherwise 
be able to afford these services.  Over 800 people were referred or made 
direct enquiries for legal advice on housing last year and the focus of the 
work is on people facing homelessness. They also run a duty Solicitor advice 
and representation scheme at Coventry Combined Court for people facing 
possession proceedings who are not represented. The housing team works 
in partnership with colleagues across the law centre who are providing 
legal advice to ensure access to health and social care services, protection 
from domestic violence, representation to resolve immigration issues and 
challenge refusals of welfare benefits, all of which are often underlying 
causes of homelessness and poverty. 

They thought that arts and creativity in this field was important since they 
can promote public awareness about certain issues and also give people 
the confidence to ask for help. Plus creativity can play a role in shifting 
power dynamics. They also felt that Coventry City of Culture represented 
a good opportunity to talk about people’s rights in a different way. The 
barriers to access to justice for people means that effectively rights are 
being eroded and people typically don’t know their rights. Could City of 
Culture produce a project which gave visibility to rights? 

They liked the idea of the Jigsaw of Homeless Support and thought that 
it would be good to explore how services in Coventry should be structured 
around this model. This reflects much of their work to date with family 
hubs in the city under the Ignite project and the blueprint for early help 
that has been developed as a result. 

Coventry Biennale  
Coventry Biennial is a social and political platform for contemporary art 
in Coventry, the UK and Internationally. It takes place every 2 years and 
the second was in 2019 with the third scheduled for 2021, the year of City 
of Culture. The programme includes a lot of content that is relevant to 
homelessness and well-being and there was even a collaboration with 
STEPS for Change and Crisis in 2019 called Crafting Change. 

8. Other stakeholders
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Anthony Luvera 
Anthony is a photographer of national renown and works with homeless 
people around the UK, enabling them to get involved in photography and 
take self-portraits which are shown in prominent venues. His work has 
been shown at Tate Liverpool and Royal Academy of Arts. He also has a 
project called ‘Frequently Asked Questions’ which has gained wide acclaim 
in the homeless field – a project involving ‘cold calling’ councils around 
the UK to see what real-life responses to questions about homelessness 
are like. This has led to change at policy level. Although Anthony hasn’t 
worked with the homeless community in Coventry, he is currently Director 
of Photography at Coventry University. He is very keen to work in the field 
locally and his reputation would bring much. 

Coventry City of Culture – other strands that overlap 
with poverty and homelessness  
The City of Culture is investing a great deal in people who might fit under 
the wider banner of disadvantage or exclusion. We met Megan from 
Coventry 2021 who runs the strand involving migrants and refugees. 
She said that many EU migrants in the city are homeless. She has been 
developing work with the Refugee and Migrant centre which include craft 
and arts based activities. They link in with Party in the City started in 2019 
and will be part of Coventry 2021 – a celebration of what the Centre does 
and informs the public about refugees and migrants. There are marquees 
and a stage with bands and music. There is a food strand with a social 
enterprise.  Coventry 2021 is helping the centre reimagine the space and 
work with them on co-creation, skills and employment development. They 
are linking in with Counterpoint Arts, the national refugee arts network 
and also Coventry Textile Art Group.  

We also heard about the work that Hannah from the City of Culture is 
doing in the wellbeing and health strand. There is a wide group of proposed 
projects in hospitals; loneliness; care homes; women and well-being; opera 
– giving women a voice – accessible opera in coffee shops; social prescribing 
and suicide. Many of Megan and Hannah’s projects also include famous 
people in the arts world in order to give more prominence to the work and 
to bring more people into Coventry to see these important projects. It was 
also discussed whether the homelessness strand should also bring in some 
‘names’ to fulfil similar aims.

Anchor Centre Health Centre 
We met Sarah Emsdem who told us that Anchor Centre was a one stop 
shop for health and wellbeing, they have GP’s service for the homeless, they 
are a very small service with no space but with a very large service need. 
They have built up a very good relationship with the homeless community 
over many years. They always struggle with funding due to not being able 
to evidence base their work, so are always on short term funding. They link 
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with Kairo’s for many activities such as art. 

When asked about more artist and projects Sarah gave us a list of places 
and people, Artyfolks, Crisis the main projects, solo artist included two 
artists who sits by Topshop and M+S called David and Johnathon, and also 
a guy with a dog called Rascal. When asked about the opportunities etc 
that city of Culture could bring to the city, Sarah was excited, she believes 
it will give worth to the community and will give a validation of the work 
and the community. Kate from the charity Turnaround also sat in on this 
conversation. 

Coventry Peace House 
Coventry Peace House is a housing co-operative made up of 6 terrace 
houses. It is not a homelessness service but comes up regularly in 
conversations in the sector so they are included here. The other reason 
is that art is part of the fabric of the co-operative and in January 2003, 
when they set up Coventry Peace House Education Trust, they started a 
range of permenant and temporary projects including community groups, 
puppeteering projects, migrant support, exhibitions, singing days, football, 
demonstrations, workshops, films and discussions.

Peggies Park
Bernice Higgins said that they offer arts projects at Peggies park community 
centre. They create a safe space for those in need to express themselves, 
its way for people to network and support each other and to gain and 
utilise talents. 

They do struggle with funding and would like projects like Peggies park to 
gain more funding and support to help the homeless.
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A small but passionate arts and homelessness sector 
and buy-in for the arts 
Despite there not being a vast amount of designated arts and homelessness 
projects. There is a good number of arts and social change projects which 
intersect this field e.g. in arts and mental health and arts and substance 
use. These projects often work with people who are or have been homeless 
because of the inevitable overlap in people’s situations. there is a striking 
buy-in for arts and creativity having a role in the homelessness ecosystem. 
It is rare to find that this buy-in exists in all sections of the system from the 
Head of Homelessness at the Council through the voluntary sector and 
projects to homeless people themselves.  

This not only makes a sure foundation for Coventry 2021 but also for 
developing a truly embedded system of arts provision in the homeless 
sector in Coventry for the future. This is helped, of course, by the fact that 
the investment in arts from City of Culture is additional and not competing 
with other homelessness provision.

There was a sense that there could be more arts arts and homelessness 
provision, particularly an open access group and a Housing First trial but 
this shouldn’t come at the expense of existing groups. Helping those thrive 
is the priority.  

Working together and collaboration 
For outsiders such as us, it is noticable that the homeless sector is joined up 
and there is positivity and respect for each other. This is partly due to the 
increased investment in homelessness and the foundation of a designated 
team to address homelessness and housing at council level.  

It feels as though most people in the sector believe that people should be 
met ‘where they are’ – there is noticeable agreement around how people 
sleeping rough shouldn’t be removed and placed elsewhere. Examples of 
this include the man who lives near Greggs and has a semi-permanent 
bed with a bookshelf – he has accommodation and has been offered a 
job by the Council but they are taking their time and not forcibly moving 
him away. Ditto to the well-known group of EU nationals living in the car 
park. Everyone knows them and are discussing the best approach. The 

9. Conclusions
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council have got them Remain Status and now working on how to get 
them benefits.  

STEPS is a good example of multi-agency collaboration and no one we met 
said that they wanted to work on projects alone – on the contrary, there 
was a sense that Coventry 2021 was about coming together to make an 
impact that was more than the sum of its parts. There is a can-do attitude 
which we found infectious.  

Like every community, not everyone knows what is happening and there 
is a role of ‘Creative Connectors’ – people with lived experience who can 
help spread the word.  

The Library is an incredible resource not only in terms of this connection 
but as a place which is open, safe and eager to do even more with the 
homeless community. The Cultural Spaces of Coventry in general are open 
to deepening access and involvement with homeless people. 

It also seems important that any events working in arts and homelessness 
are linked in with the other relevant strands at City of Culture e.g. mental 
health and refugees.  

Legacy 
There was an overwhelming feeling that legacy is the key – the message 
is loud and clear: Everyone wants to get involved in City of Culture but it 
will be nothing without a strong legacy. Everyone asks, what will happen 
next? There was a unanimous feeling that there should be a small number 
of new, open-access arts projects, but nothing that competes with the 
existing provision. There was also wide agreement that projects in the field 
would benefit from up-skilling and working on capacity building including 
sharing practice.  

The voice of people who are or have been homeless can 
be stronger 
Co-production is not a day-to-day part of the homelessness system in 
Coventry – the Homeless Forum is chaired by someone who has lived 
experience but the meetings don’t involve many people who are or have 
been homeless. We didn’t come across many orgs which are truly co-
produced although members’ forums are common. There is interest from 
City Council to become more co-produced and appetite from the sector 
to follow the example of Manchester and the Homeless Charter to be truly 
co-produced. 
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Excellent practice happening locally – we need to shine a 
light on it and exchange ideas 
There are plenty examples of fantastic practice in the arts and 
homelessness sector – some of which are unique – that should be shared. 
The mindfulness colouring at STEPS, Homeless Monopoly, the ‘Homeless 
Tonight?’ information boards in Coventry Library, Underground Lights’ 
methodology are all initiatives that could inspire others outside Coventry 
as well as internally within the city. As a small sector, we need to exchange 
and learn from each other and the City of Culture is an opportunity to that.  

Negative portrayal of Coventry from outsiders but 
residents have pride in the city   
Many people we spoke with feel that Coventry has a bad reputation but 
they are deeply proud of the city. They want to show what is good about 
Coventry and its people and this positivity needs to feed into any cultural 
projects that happen with the arts and homelessness sector.  

Coventry City of Culture has created a buzz and 
conversations  
When any big event comes to a city there are opinions for and against it – 
AHI has worked in three successive cultural Olympiads in London, Rio and 
Tokyo and this has been the case. It should be noted that the City of Culture 
has succeeded so far in galvanising positivity around the homelessness/
poverty side and this in undoubtedly the result of a lot of on-the-ground, 
face-to-face work of Jacqui Gavin. Everyone knows her and she is well liked 
and trusted in the sector. There is a feeling that people want to be part 
of City of Culture and are ‘honoured’ to be brought into the conversation. 
This bodes well for any programmes that take place. 
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Based on the findings of the mapping exercise, Arts & Homelessness 
International recommends a dual programme that builds and develops 
the sector for the long-term and a public-facing programme for the City 
of Culture celebrations in 2021. This needs to be interrogated, developed 
and owned by Coventry’s homeless sector through a co-created Arts and 
Homelessness Forum. We feel that there is not only the chance to create 
fantastic arts but lasting change that will see Coventry as a template for 
what is possible from a truly integrated homelessness and arts programme.  

Building a strong arts and homelessness sector in 
Coventry with a lasting legacy and creating the first 
‘Arts and Homelessness City’ 
We recommend that capacity building takes place with the whole of the 
homeless sector from policy through projects in the voluntary sector to 
people who are or have been homeless, embedding and developing arts and 
co-production at every level and helping build resilience in the existing arts 
and homelessness provision for the long term. This will make Coventry the 
first city in the world to develop an integrated approach to homelessness 
and culture - the first ‘Arts and Homelessness City’.   

10. Recommendations

Policy
Jigsaw of Homeless 

Support
Co-production capacity 

building

 

People
Professional development 

pathways
More opportunities

Projects
Capacity building  
Practice sharing

Co-production

Co-production

Co-production
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Below are more details of the work we recommend to be undertaken 
within Policy, voluntary sector Projects and with homeless People.

Policy 

• Jigsaw of Homeless Support 

• Co-production capacity embedded at city level and in Forum  (could 
lead to new Homeless Charter)  

• Establish an Arts and Homelessness Forum (with learning from 
models in Manchester, Brighton and London)  

• Begin national pilot of an arts project with Housing First 

Projects in the voluntary sector 

• Co-production capacity building  

• Practise Guide capacity building (training in how to run arts projects 
in the homeless sector)  

• Fundraising capacity building 

• Evaluation capacity building  

• Cultural Spaces capacity building (deepening access and involvement 
for homeless people in cultural spaces) 

• New Projects – an arts group that is open access to a wide group 
(possibly dance or photography); possibly a new arts project in TA  

• Exchanges locally, nationally and internationally – Duali’s weaving, 
Brendan’s Irish dancing with other projects inc Manchester Charter 
and Tokyo 2020 exchange (AHI can bring an international delegation 
to Coventry if this is useful)  

• Educational homeless awareness projects in schools with Homeless 
Monopoly and Crisis 

• Increasing engagement between public and rough sleepers

People  

• Professional development pathways  (as artists and placements in 
cultural spaces, possible Artist or Writer in Residence at the Library) 

• More voice at all levels through co-production

• More signposting opportunities for homeless people to other cultural 
opportunities

• More regular artistic provision - at least one open-access programme 
and an arts pilot in Housing First  
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Programming public-facing events for 2020  
Below are some ideas that came out of conversations and that can be 
discussed at the Arts and Homelessness Forum. There may not be capacity 
to produce all these projects and it should be up to the community and 
Coventry 2021 to select their favourites.  

Priorities for this programme are that some of it is truly public-facing 
as has a significant footfall including from people outside the city; is 
collaborative and enables lots of people and projects to come together:  

Fire and Light, November 2020 or 2021  
Producing an event to coincide with the Fire and Light programme 
taking the form of projections. This could be a project with Director of 
Photography Anthony Luvera – working long term with homeless people 
to give them photography skills and enabling them to take self-portraits 
of themselves. These positive images would be projected onto buildings 
and show homeless people in a different light from rough sleepers to 
those in temporary accommodation. All of Anthony’s work involves public 
engagement and interacting with the public in order to have conversations 
about homelessness – this could fit in well with some of the ‘public walk’ 
ideas below.  

This project could equally work as a photo exhibition or an exhibition of the 
photographs as banners hanging from lampposts.  

Street Art – Concrete Canvas 
Co-create a public mural in a central place in Coventry – this could be 
created in the same way as the Doodle on Ducie Street in Manchester 
which was led by famous New York artist and activist, Joel Bergner and 
involved 33 artists from homeless agencies across Greater Manchester. 
It took 2 weeks to complete and was co-designed by the artists to show 
a more positive image of homeless people travelling from challenge to a 
brighter future. Public murals have the advantage of having a long legacy 
and a high footfall (the Doodle is seen by 1 million people in Manchester per 
year). Famous artists could also get involved as co-creators in this project, 
showing their work on a par with artists who are or have been homeless – 
this would give the project even more prominence.  

Dance project 
International collaboration with Sokerissa in Tokyo. This group of dancers 
who are or have been homeless will be touring UK in 2021 and could 
create an international collaboration with local people and groups with a 
joint performance and workshops. It could kick-start new regular dance 
workshops for homeless people. Could it be a Flash Mob and or a tie-in 
with Black Swan since the composer of the score to the film Clint Mansell 
is from Coventry? This event could bring in elements of costume-making in 
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homeless centres – more voices and more skills development. The project 
could also bring in some ‘big name’ dancers.  

Co-created tapestry (whole society coming together – 
linking in with other strands of Coventry 2021)  
Coventry is a centre for weaving and a few people have been interested 
in co-creating a tapestry or quilt – perhaps with panels from different 
groups, different nationalities and from different parts of society.  

Another idea for a piece of public arts could be cross-stitch graffiti which 
hangs on doorways and buildings.

Walking Tour with food  
Some of these projects could be joined through a walking tour or procession 
which has come up from a number of people – the mural, dance project, 
projections, quilt could be spread across the city in locations which are 
linked by organised walks (perhaps by Invisible Cities, a project which trains 
local homeless people to be professional tour guides). Other centres and 
projects could also be on the walking tour to give workshops and ‘open 
house’ projects – this would give people a chance to show off their work 
and bring the public to them. E.g. a walking tour that stops off at CGL to 
see an exhibition, Crisis to join a workshop, Underground Lights to see a 
performance. Elements of human rights could be AHIen into ideas from 
the Law Centre plus other strands of City of Culture could be incorporated 
such as the mental health and migrant programme.

Food has come up several times as a mechanism of engaging the public 
in conversation with people with lived experience. This could occur on the 
walking tour and there are several organisations and projects that could 
be engaged including ATSA from Montreal which specialises in creating 
conversations on the street between the public and homeless people over 
a hot meal.  
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As a result of this dual programme above and the conversations we’ve had, 
the impacts of the work would be as follows:  

1. Co-creation is normalised – the voice of people who are or have been 
homeless is stronger at all levels (policy, projects and people). A new 
homeless charter is explored

2. More (long-term) artistic/creative opportunities for people who are or 
have been homeless (more activity, more engagement with arts orgs, 
more professional development opportunities) 

3. Policy influence – arts and creativity is recognised and valued at policy 
level and embedded into the city homelessness strategy 

4. Coventry becomes the first ‘Arts and Homelessness City’  

5. A stronger, more resilient arts and homelessness sector –  there has 
been capacity building and more practice exchange

6. More public engagement, knowledge and understanding of the 
complexity of homelessness – in schools, on the street and generally 
in the public 

7. Supporting the City Council’s aim to reduce rough sleeping to zero 

8. The cultural spaces in Coventry have deepened access and involvement 
with homeless people

11. Impact
What the sector wants to see in 2022
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