
Luminus Ferry 
Project won the 
Housing Heroes 2013 
Support/Care Team 
of the Year Award.

The achievements of 
the heroes of the social 
housing world were 
recognised at an awards 
ceremony in Manchester, 
hosted by  BBC Breakfast 
and The World Today 
presenter Naga Munchetty, 
and organised by Inside 
Housing magazine and 
the Chartered Institute of 
Housing.
 
Naga Munchetty, praised 
Luminus Ferry Project’s 
tireless efforts to help and 
support the homeless, 
saying that last year 
Ferry Project provided 
over 10,000 nights of 
accommodation to 332 
people, with 165 of those 
engaging with training and 
work.

Stuart Macdonald, Editor 
of Inside Housing, said,

“Each year the Housing 
Heroes Awards go from 
strength to strength 
and this is entirely 
due to the fact that the 
standard of the entries 
keeps getting higher. 
Housing professionals 
can be justifiably proud 
of everything they have 
achieved in the past 12 
months. 

I never cease to be amazed 
at the fantastic work which 
is done, despite the difficult 
economic backdrop. We 
had more than 200 entries 
this year and it was tough 
selecting a shortlist, never 
mind choosing a winner.”

Luminus Group Chief 
Executive, Dr Chan 
Abraham, congratulated 
Ferry Project saying,

“Our Ferry Project 
colleagues have won an 

outstanding achievement 
for the whole Luminus 
team.  In 2013, our Year 
of Regenerating and 
Refreshing Perspectives, 
they have shown how, 
with commitment and 
perseverance, inspired 
people can accomplish 
powerful results for the 
benefit of others.  

I am especially proud of 
Ferry staff in securing 
recognition as the 
‘Support/Care Team of the 
Year’ as it is a reflection the 
heartfelt enthusiasm they 
demonstrate on a daily 
basis in seeking to meet 
the needs of clients often in 
very challenging situations 
and lifestyles. Well done 
Ferry Project.  You and all 
our people are heroes!”

Luminus Ferry Project 
triumphs in the National 
Housing Heroes Awards

(From left) Cathy Hanson (CIH Head of Learning), Lauren Robinson (Ferry Project Support Officer), Moira Pollard (Ferry Project 
Support Manager), Simon Leher (Luminus Communications & Customer Relations Manager), Naga Munchetty (BBC Presenter).
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Stunning views and 
elegant Georgian 

architecture aren’t 

necessarily what you 

would expect from a 

homelessness hostel. 
Caroline Thorpe 

investigates why one 

charity thinks a beautiful 

location is key to its 
success
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‘W
e all want 
beauty for the 
refreshment 
of our souls.’

So wrote 
Octavia Hill in 1883. The social hous-
ing visionary argued passionately that 
bright, spacious homes were central 
to health and well-being. Perhaps she 
had in mind the view from her birth-
place in Wisbech, Cambridgeshire.

Well over a century later that scene 
is little changed. Through the win-
dows of Hill’s 18th century home, the 
River Nene dances in the early sum-
mer sunshine and, beyond, presides 
the unbroken elegance of what’s oft-
labelled ‘one of the finest Georgian 
streets in England’. 

This is the sight which daily greets 
residents of Octavia View, another 
fine Georgian pile which neighbours 
Hill’s old residence and houses, 
among other things, a hostel for 
homeless people. 

Keith Smith, director of the Ferry 
Project, a subsidiary of housing associ-
ation Luminus Group and the charity 

which runs the hostel, gestures 
towards the windows on the first floor. 
‘If you give people beauty they respond 
to it. What we’ve found is that by giving 
people this wonderful environment to 
live in, they’ve responded,’ he says.

Since 2010 – when the Ferry Project 
moved its hostel from a relatively 
cramped, institutional setting across 
town and incorporated it into a new 
‘community hub’ complete with café, 
art gallery and a community shop – its 
hostel service has improved signifi-
cantly. Now 85 per cent of residents 
enjoy positive outcomes – like moving 
onto independent living – compared 
with 64 per cent before the move, and 
their average stay has halved to 12 
weeks.

Inside Housing has travelled to the 
market town, plumb in the middle of 
The Fens, to discover how beauty, 
alongside a resolute focus on commu-
nity integration and self-reliance, has 
not only fuelled the Ferry Project’s 
success but could now prove key to 
its survival.

After the Ferry Project bought the 
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it of their own accord and the whole 
integration issue disappears.’ 

According to Mr Smith, a former 
chemistry teacher and member of the 
church group which established the 
project in 1999 and later negotiated 
its partnership with Luminus, more 

than 400 people visit the building a 
week. They might use the café, take 
an adult education class, buy some 
local craft from the shop (run by its 
social enterprise arm, Hope Social 
Enterprises) or hire a room for a busi-
ness meeting. Later in the year the 
venue will host its first wedding.

Since moving to the current site, 
managers have received just two 

Migrants eligible for UK benefits can 
use the Octavia View hostel, paying 
their rent while the project’s £202,000 
annual Supporting People funding 
covers their support – including ex-
offender and resettlement services. 

Those ineligible for benefits can 
access the Ferry Project’s 12-bed night 
shelter, also in Wisbech. ‘Almost two 
thirds of those who use the night shel-
ter are migrants,’ says Mr Smith, 
whose staff alert clients to useful 
services, such as drug and alcohol 
counselling.

Everybody welcome
The project also attracts those 
firmly established – and housed – in 
the community. Emma Dlucha, 31, 
arrived in Wisbech from her home 
in Swiebodzin, Poland, five years 
ago. Her husband is a self-employed 
mechanic, while she looks after their 
three children. She has been tak-
ing English classes in one of Octa-
via View’s education suites for three 
months, pleased to find a teacher 
offering ‘reasonable’ rates and a 

grade II listed site for almost £1 mil-
lion in 2008, it spent a further £2 mil-
lion – a combination of grants from 
the Homes and Communities Agency 
and council and bank loans – renovat-
ing it to create a space which aimed 
both to de-stigmatise hostel living for 
its 24 residents, plus minimise com-
munity friction by incorporating 
Octavia View into the town’s fabric.

‘If we’re being honest, society does 
not want to see homeless people,’ 
says Mr Smith, as frothy cappuccinos 
arrive at our table in the light-
drenched Octavia View café, our 
table overlooking a pretty garden 
courtyard tended by former client-
turned-caretaker John Heathorn (see 
box, overleaf: John’s story). 

Part of the community
‘One of the biggest issues [residents] 
have is reintegration back into soci-
ety,' he adds. 'It’s why we chose to 
move to one of the nicest buildings in 
town. The idea was, if we can make 
this building attractive, members of 
the local community will come into 

complaints. ‘Neither had anything to 
do with us – it was people messing 
about in the car park out the back. 
But we actually helped them sort it 
out,’ says Mr Smith.

‘Community integration is spot 
on,’ says Heather Petch, an independ-
ent housing consultant. ‘With the cur-
rent stereotype of people on benefits 
and people whose lives are in a mess, 
to actually make those links that show 
people have and are making a posi-
tive contribution is really important.’

Wisbech and the surrounding area 
have a significant Eastern European 
migrant population. Drawn by the 
promise of work in the area’s canning 
factories and agricultural industry, 
Mr Smith says migrants’ incomes 
and, consequently, housing, are vul-
nerable to the fluctuating labour 
needs of such employers. 

Eastern European migrants offi-
cially make up about 10 per cent of 
the local population, but, says 
Mr  Smith, ‘we use the figure of 
around a third of the population in 
our planning’. e

“The idea was, if we 
can make this building 
attractive, members of 
the local community 
will come into it of 
their own accord.”

Main image: Octavia 
View in Wisbech, 
Cambridgeshire. 

Right: the project’s 
café and shop
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place to meet other nationalities. 
‘[Learning] English is very, very 

important,’ she says. ‘In the future I 
would like to find a good job. My goal 
is maybe to open a shop.’

‘[The Ferry] Project needed cour-
age to set up in such a small town,’ 
reckons John Perry, policy advisor at 
the Chartered Institute of Housing. 
‘The key to success must be the 
degree to which it has shown it’s a 
service for Wisbech and not just the 
migrant community.’

Thanks to its enterprising streak, 
the Ferry Project earns around 
£150,000 a year from activities like the 
café, educational services and run-
ning a call centre for Luminus. Some 
residents volunteer in the café, but the 
call centre is staffed by Ferry Project 
employees. ‘Part of our goal of social 
enterprise activity is that if we lost, 
and I hope we don’t, our Supporting 
People contracts, this organisation 

“They help you a lot  
at Octavia View, but 
you have to put the 
work in.”

John Heathorn, 48, arrived at 
the Ferry Project in 2010, 
following 15 months of 
sleeping rough after his 
release from prison and the 
breakdown of his marriage. 
He is now employed as the 
project’s caretaker.
‘Before prison I was a depot 
manager for [logistics company] 
DHL at Tilbury Docks [in Essex].  
My wife had relocated with the 
children to Peterborough. When 
I was released, I thought I’d 
come up this way, [and] that I’d 
soon find work.

‘There was nothing. I’d never 
been out of work before. Very 

quickly I was living on the 
streets. It was hard. Coming 
from Essex it seemed so much 
colder up here.

‘A big part of keeping warm 
was window shopping in charity 
shops. After a while if the people 
there can see you’re not buying 
anything, they start looking at 
you like you’re a shoplifter.

‘My probation officer told me 
about the Ferry Project. I 
thought he said at the time “The 
Fairy Project” and I thought, 
ooh, that sounds nice.

‘I was assigned a care worker 
who assessed what I was good 
at and what I wasn’t… I was 

referred to outside agencies, 
[and] to counselling. We 
looked at the educational 
side… and things to make me 
more actively seek work.

‘At first I was a little bit 
unsure, and then I could see 
how helpful everybody was 
and how hard they worked. 
I was put into a place where if I 
really wanted to turn myself 
around the help and support 
was there. So I took it. It was 
laid out to me quite clearly… 
what was expected and what 
I could expect back.

‘When I moved out to my 
own property [after six 

months], I started coming back 
here to volunteer. It was a way of 
paying back, plus it was keeping 
me active and in a routine. 

‘Now [as the paid caretaker] 
I’m developing my team. We’ve 
taken on an assistant. I’d like 
there to be a fleet of 
maintenance people.

‘I encourage [the clients] to 
come and volunteer, and the 
little rumour gets out and they 
say,  “you used to live here?” and 
I say, “yeah” and their attitude 
changes totally… They look at 
me and one of them says, “so I 
could be you” and I say, “yeah, 
quite easily”.’

payroll and plans include launching a 
printing business, initially to be 
manned by the two night shelter staff 
who find themselves with little to do 
while residents sleep. The business – 
due to open this summer – even has its 
first customer: Luminus Group will 
switch from its current commercial 
printer in return for favourable rates. 

Homelessness organisations are 
increasingly turning to social enter-
prise as a salve to SP cuts, says Ms 
Petch, who helps assess applications 
for grants from the government’s £20 
million homeless transition fund. But 
she warns the Ferry Project could be 
better-placed to benefit than others. 

‘We are quite concerned there’s a 
lot of naivety about the journey and 
how quickly you might see a shift to 
surplus,’ she adds. ‘The Ferry Project 
has been going for a long time. It 
started in good times and was think-
ing about these things [social enter-
prises] before times got tough. Plus it 
was able to, and had, the foresight to 
partner with Luminus. That relation-
ship is quite important in giving them 
some ballast and support.’

Nigel Finney, executive director of 
operations with Luminus Group, says 
that it has a ‘deep-rooted’ commit-
ment to supporting communities. ‘So, 
when the Ferry Project reached out to 
us for help in 2004, we saw an oppor-
tunity to support and nurture a like-
minded local organisation,’ he says.

Ultimately, the Ferry Project prac-
tises what it preaches. ‘They do help 
you a lot here, but you have to put the 
work in, says Amanda, who did not 
wish to give her surname. A Wisbech 
local, she is about to move into a flat 
following nine months at the hostel, 
but plans to return to volunteer.

‘I was at rock bottom when I came 
here,’ she says, glancing wistfully 
around her cosy attic room. ‘It’s been 
cool.’

Comment on this story at 
www.insidehousing.co.uk

from October, promises ‘more condi-
tionality and much tougher sanctions’ 
for those who breach their ‘claimant 
commitments’. As a result, his 35 staff 
expect demand for the night shelter – 
free at the point of entry – to increase 
as a growing number of people with 
incomes diminished by sanctions turn 
to the service. 

Developing the business
At the same time, the £250,000-a- 
year homeless transition fund grant, 
which currently pays for the shel-
ter, ends in December. Like the Ferry 
Project clients who understand, ‘this 
is not just a free bed for life, there 
should be some progress in what 
they’re doing’, says Mr Smith. He and 
his staff are aiming to make the night 
shelter self-supporting by increasing 
revenues by the £170,000 required to 
run the service each year.

A social entrepreneur has joined the 

  John’s story

could survive on its own, though the 
quality of support services would go 
down,’ says Mr Smith. ‘My dream… is 
saying “we don’t need you govern-
ment”, because we’re doing it all our-
selves.’

Welfare reform has increased the 
urgency of that ambition. ‘Universal 
credit doesn’t worry me,’ says Mr 
Smith of ministers’ plans to combine 
several benefits into one monthly 
payment direct to claimants this 
autumn. ‘What worries me is the Job 
Centre sanctions [if people don’t 
comply with the new system]. That’s 
going to hit some people like a truck.’ 

Universal credit, to be introduced 

Amanda has stayed at the hostel for 
nine months, and plans to volunteer 
there once she moves into her own flat
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