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Summary 

 
This report summarises actions and outcomes related to the City of London’s 
(CoL’s) response to cold weather during the winter of financial year 2020/21, 
known as the Severe Weather Emergency Protocol (SWEP).  
 
The report includes data and action related to previous years, alongside data 
from 2020/21. This is used to reflect on any changes in the protocol and how it 
is received by clients. 
 

Recommendations 

Members are asked to note the report. 
 

Main Report 

Background 
 

1. The majority of local authorities operate SWEP in order to ensure that risk to 
life caused by significant weather is minimised. In practice this is 
predominantly through the opening of emergency safe, indoor, spaces for 
individuals who are sleeping rough to remain during dangerous weather.  
 

2. The CoL operates SWEP in line with Pan-London agreements and practice 
outlined by the Greater London Authority (GLA), namely that: 
 

a. SWEP provision is opened whenever any London borough is predicted 
to reach an overnight temperature of 0ºC. The GLA takes responsibility 
for contacting authorities to inform them when SWEP is activated on 
this basis.  



b. SWEP provision is delivered in line with an ‘In for Good’ principle, in 
which anybody who receives an immediate off-the-street offer also 
receives casework and support to help resolve their rough sleeping. 

c. The GLA operates Pan-London SWEP, which is accessible to all 
London boroughs only when local provision is at capacity.  
 

3. CoL operated a two-tier approach to SWEP in the financial years 2017/18, 
2018/19 and 2019/20. This involved increasing bed space capacity within 
supported provision accessible to the CoL and utilising a church hall as a 
second tier of response if the supported capacity was reached. GLA-funded 
Pan-London stock is accessible should both tiers of CoL stock become fully 
utilised, or if there is a special reason a placement cannot be facilitated  
 

4. As well as operating additional emergency capacity, the CoL dictates that 
additional outreach shifts are undertaken to ensure the highest likelihood that 
all individuals sleeping rough in the CoL authority area are offered a space 
during dangerous weather. 
 

5. In the winter of financial year 2019/20, there was only one instance of an 
individual accessing SWEP provision recorded on the Combined 
Homelessness and Information Network (CHAIN). This is a decrease on the 
previous financial year where there were a reported 31 individuals who 
accessed CoL’s SWEP accommodation. 

 
6. The particularly low level of uptake in the financial year of 2019/20 was likely 

due to the operation of the CoL’s Winter Assessment Service (WAS) which 
acted as a continuous offer to rough sleepers met by the CoL Outreach team 
throughout the winter. CHAIN records show that 19 individuals were 
supported into the WAS during the period. A total of 20 individuals accepted 
emergency accommodation over the winter.   
 

7. During the financial year 2020/21, CoL has operated emergency 
accommodation since early March as part of an approach to reduce COVID-
19 infection and spread. This has taken the form of flexibly booked hotel 
rooms, contacted group bookings, and a specialist supported service 
operating from the Youth Hostel Association (YHA) building on Carter Lane. 
 
 
Current Position 
 

8. Due to COVID-19, the SWEP operation for CoL was different to previous 
years as it was deemed unsafe to operate a ‘shared air’ model of 
accommodation and support. This reduced the bed spaces available within 
supported accommodation and meant that it was not possible to operate the 
tier-2 space previously utilised.  
 

9. To ensure that a SWEP offer could be made to all individuals despite the 
reduction in traditional stock, CoL officers arranged additional hotel bed 
spaces to increase immediately accessible stock within this provision for the 
Outreach team, alongside implementing agreements with COVID-19 



emergency accommodation at Carter Lane to enable the use of any void 
rooms as spaces for immediate placement without referral.  
 

10. During the winter of financial year 2020/21, SWEP was operated a total of 
eight times by CoL. Each of these occasions was in line with a GLA trigger, or 
encompassed two or more separate GLA triggers of SWEP where it was felt 
that a period of improved weather between likely triggers was too short to 
warrant SWEP closure, in spite of GLA action.  
 

11. This table shows the start date of each period CoL operated SWEP, alongside 
the number of nights provision was open for: 
 

Date SWEP 
triggered 

Number of nights  
provision was 
available 

23/12/2020 9 

06/01/2021 6 

13/01/2021 1 

15/01/2021 4 

22/01/2021 3 

29/01/2021 4 

05/02/2021 11 

05/03/2021 3 

 
12. During the winter of financial year 2020/21 there were 32 recorded SWEP 

placements, affecting 32 individuals.  
 

13. Individuals placed in SWEP provision during the financial year 2020/21 
predominantly had less of a history of rough sleeping than is traditionally seen 
in the CoL rough sleeping population overall. 
 

14. This table presents the number of individuals met for the first time in the CoL 
in relation to the previous two financial years 
 

PRE FINANCIAL YEAR 2019/20 3 

Q1 2019/20 1 

Q2 2019/20 1 

Q3 2019/20 2 

Q4 2019/20 2 

Q1 2020/21 0 

Q2 2020/21 0 

Q3 2020/21 4 

Q4 2020/21 19 

 
15. Of note is that only three individuals were known to services before the 

financial year 2019/20. In all three of these cases, the point of first contact 
with outreach services was followed by a significant period away from contact, 
either due to having been accommodated by outreach or through exiting the 



authority area through personal means. One individual was not seen rough 
sleeping in the City until 2021 after first contact; one individual was not seen 
until 2020 after first contact; and one was not seen until 2019. 
 

16. During the pandemic we have seen a change in acceptance of emergency 
accommodation – namely that the earlier stages of the pandemic saw most 
individuals who were approached with an offer accept this offer.  As the 
financial year progressed, this reduced to acceptances mainly arising from 
cohorts with lower levels of street attachment. 
 

17. Across Quarter 3 2020/21, a total of 44 individuals were seen who had long-
standing rough sleeping histories in the City (although on any one night there 
are approximately 15 to 20 individuals with such histories sleeping in the local 
authority area). In combination with the SWEP acceptance data evidence, this 
trend supports anecdotal observations from outreach and other partners 
working with rough sleepers, that challenging weather does not significantly 
affect emergency accommodation acceptance from within more street-
attached cohorts.  
 

18. In previous years it has often been noted that the number of individuals 
placed in SWEP is lower than the number of recorded outcomes, owing to 
individuals coming into accommodation during a period of dangerous weather, 
returning to the streets following this and once more returning into emergency 
accommodation during another period of SWEP activation. Due to the 
continuing delivery of emergency accommodation in relation to COVID-19, all 
but two individuals (who both abandoned) placed in SWEP during the period 
were transferred into alternative emergency accommodation. One of the 30 
individuals who were transferred into alternative emergency accommodation 
has since moved on into supported accommodation available on a longer-
term basis.  

 

 

Proposals 
 

19. There are no proposals arising from this paper. 
 
Options 
 

20. There are no additional options arising from this paper. 
 

Corporate & Strategic Implications 
 

21. There are no strategic or financial implications directly related to this report 
 

Conclusion 

22. The CoL was unable to operate the same SWEP model from previous years 
due to COVID-19 and the lack of safety around shared airspace placements. 
 



23. Changes to COVID-19 emergency accommodation, and increased flexible 
hotel room booking, were utilised to ensure that all individuals had a SWEP 
offer. 
 

24. A total of 32 individuals came into SWEP accommodation across seven 
separate SWEP activations during the winter of financial year 2020/21. 
 

25. Predominantly, accommodation was accepted by those with lower levels of 
street attachment. 
 

26. The majority of those accepting SWEP placements remained in emergency 
accommodation following the closure of SWEP, with only two individuals 
returning to rough sleeping without another period of emergency 
accommodation having been utilised for placement.   
 

Appendices 
 

• None 
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