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“The strength of a nation derives
from the integrity of the home”

Confucius
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The UK’s Housing Crisis
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Part 1/10 The UK is experiencing what many
describe as a housing crisis. Millions of
households are living in sub-standard or
overcrowded conditions. Many are on
local council waiting lists. Some
individuals are sleeping rough. House
prices and rentals are becoming
unaffordable for many. Today’s young are
living at home for longer, and some are
struggling to buy a home.

At the same time, we are building fewer
homes than in many periods in the past.

What can be done to resolve Britain’s
housing crisis? BBC Briefing assesses the
evidence and the options.
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There are 320,000 homeless people in the UK 

1.1 The UK’s Housing Crisis
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• Homelessness affects 140,000 families, including an
estimated 120,000 adults and 200,000 children

• The number of people sleeping rough – more than
5,000 - has almost tripled since 2010

• Most homeless people are not living on the street but
in temporary accommodation or shelters, or are
sleeping on friends’ sofas

• In England, 85,000 households are in temporary
accommodation, such as short-term private rentals;
temporary social housing stock; and B&Bs and hostels
- with an additional 10,000 on the waiting list for such
accommodation

• The rate of homelessness is significantly greater in
Northern Ireland than in the rest of the UK

The scale of homelessness in the UK 

Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS), Shelter, Crisis BBC News Reality Check - "How many people sleep rough in England and how are they counted?"

GETTY

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/articles/ukhomelessness/2005to2018#annex-data-sources
https://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/1620236/Homelessness_in_Great_Britain_-_the_numbers_behind_the_story_V2.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/240419/the_homelessness_monitor_england_2019.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-45983897


More than one million UK households are on council-housing waiting 
lists

1.2 The UK’s Housing Crisis
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• In April 2018, there were 1.11 million households on
English local authority waiting lists, down from a peak
of just over 1.8 million in 2012

• These are low-income households who are eligible for
accommodation provided by councils or in homes
managed by housing associations – sometimes (but not
always) not-for-profit bodies, which are subsidised and
regulated by the relevant government

• However, the stock of social housing has declined
substantially in recent decades

Note: There are some limitations with waiting lists as a measure of
need. Some people register in more than one place; local criteria
vary; there may be some double-counting; and some people stay on
the list even if their needs have been met elsewhere

Waiting lists 

Source: Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government

1960s flats in Leeds

GETTY

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/773079/Local_Authority_Housing_Statistics_England_year_ending_March_2018.pdf


More than four million people in the UK live in sub-standard or 
inappropriate accommodation

1.3 The UK’s Housing Crisis
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• “Non-decent”: A home is defined as “non-decent” when it is not in a reasonable state of repair, does not
have reasonably modern facilities and services, or has ineffective insulation or heating

• According to the English Housing Survey, 4.3 million households in England were living in “non-
decent” homes in 2018 - about one-sixth of all households

• Unfit for human habitation: Housing charity Shelter estimates that around one million homes in England,
affecting 2.5 million people, are unfit for human habitation

• These are homes that under a government rating system pose “a serious and immediate risk to a
person’s health and safety”. This can include structural weakness, dampness, pest infestations, or fire
hazards

• Overcrowding: On average, an annual 788,000 of the 23 million households in England were estimated to
be overcrowded in the period between 2016 and 2019

• “Inappropriate” housing: This category includes council tenants housed, for example, in unsuitable
converted office blocks, or elderly residents in homes that do not meet, for example, their mobility needs.
Research by Heriot-Watt University found that 326,000 households in Great Britain lived in such conditions

Categories of sub-standard housing

Source: Shelter The Housing Act 1985    English Housing Survey    Heriot-Watt University

https://blog.shelter.org.uk/2018/12/fitness-for-human-habitation-an-early-christmas-present-for-renters
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1985/68/contents
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/housing/housing-conditions/non-decent-homes/latest
https://pureapps2.hw.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/24741931/HousingSupplyMay2019.pdf


Many households would like their own homes but cannot afford either 
to buy or rent

1.4 The UK’s Housing Crisis
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• People who cannot afford to own or rent – the so-called hidden households – include:

• young adults who are still living at home with their parents

• 27% of 20-34-year-olds are still at home

• this category of 20-34-year-olds increased by one million between 1999 and 2019

• couples living with other family, such as in-laws

• couples who have divorced but are forced to keep living together because they cannot afford to live apart

• young adults sharing with groups of other young adults

• families sharing a dwelling with other families (multiple occupancy)

• In 2018 the average age of a first-time-buyer was 30 – only a slight increase on 40 years ago partly because
poorer people, who are unlikely to get on the property ladder, are not reflected in the figures

• The problem of hidden households is largely driven by unaffordable housing: house prices relative to income
have nearly doubled since 1978

• Rent prices are high compared with incomes in most regions of England

The ‘hidden households’

Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS), UK Finance

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/datasets/youngadultslivingwiththeirparents
https://www.ukfinance.org.uk/data-and-research/data/mortgages/lending-trends


There are significant variations in the price of housing and rentals 
across the UK 

1.5 The UK’s Housing Crisis
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• Both property and rental prices are much higher in London
and south-east England than in other parts of the UK

• As a result, young Londoners seeking to own their first
home are at a significant disadvantage compared with
first-time buyers elsewhere in the UK

• Population density and local economic performance are
critical to determining property prices: urban prices are
generally higher, though there are big variations between
towns and cities

• Edinburgh’s property prices, for example, are
significantly higher than Glasgow’s - reflecting the
different economic conditions in the two cities

• Similarly, property prices in Manchester are higher than
in nearby Liverpool

Determinants of regional variations

Source: ONS Rental Indices, UK House Price Index

Woman looking at properties in an estate agent’s window

GETTY

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/indexofprivatehousingrentalprices/previousReleases
https://landregistry.data.gov.uk/app/ukhpi
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Britain’s Housing Heritage
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Part 2/10

How have history, innovation and government
intervention affected the nature and ownership
of the UK’s housing stock?

And how do we compare with other European
countries?

Briefing - Housing
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“A man's house is his castle”

The Institutes of the Lawes of
England, Sir Edward Coke, 1628



Industrial change had a profound impact on the development of 
Britain’s cities and housing stock

Long-term trends and their effects on housing needs

• Pre-1800: The Industrial Revolution

• Millions left rural areas and moved into towns
and cities

• 1800-1900: The Victorian Transformation

• Rising earnings and better health led to a
population explosion: from 11 million in 1800
to 37 million in 1900

• However, population growth soon outstripped
housing supply: the result was overcrowded
tenements and slums in many of our major
cities

• In the late 1800s, a new burgeoning middle
class looked for ways of escaping from
crowded urban centres, and began moving to
leafy outer-city areas - “the suburbs”

26 February 2020
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2.1 Britain’s Housing Heritage

Wentworth Street, Whitechapel, 1870s LS Lowry’s ‘Going to Work’

Source: Bank of England 

GETTY BBC

https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/statistics/research-datasets


Crowded urban conditions encouraged social reformers to campaign 
for green spaces and better housing for the urban poor

Octavia Hill

• Octavia Hill was a campaigning social reformer in the late 19th and
early 20th Century

• She was a driving force behind the idea that people in cities needed
access to green spaces

• She helped to save Hampstead Heath and Parliament Fields in north
London from being built on, and to preserve them for the enjoyment
of Londoners

• She was one of the three founding members in 1895 of the National
Trust, a body set up to preserve places of historic interest or
outstanding beauty for the British public

• Octavia Hill was also a champion of social housing for the urban poor

• She started a number of housing projects for the London poor and
spawned similar projects by others, both in the UK and abroad

26 February 2020
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Octavia Hill painted by John Singer Sargent, 
1898

Source: Octavia Housing 

2.2 Britain’s Housing Heritage

BBC

https://www.octaviahousing.org.uk/about-octavia-housing


Rapid expansion of London’s Tube network in the second half of the 
19th Century powered suburban growth in south-east England
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Metropolitan 1863

Hammersmith & City 1864

District 1868

Circle 1871

Northern 1890

Waterloo & City 1898

Central 1900

Bakerloo 1906

Piccadilly 1906

• The evolution of the London
Underground system closely mirrors the
development of outer-London suburbs
in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries

The London Underground in 1906 London’s Tube network

• Overground rail networks had a similar
impact in South London and in other UK cities

2.3 Britain’s Housing Heritage

Source: Transport for London 

https://tfl.gov.uk/corporate/about-tfl/culture-and-heritage/londons-transport-a-history/london-underground/a-brief-history-of-the-underground


Rising affluence in the 20th Century created demand for new kinds of 
housing

The rise of suburbia and the new “garden cities”

• The 20th Century saw a huge expansion of new housing
in the suburbs in response to middle-class aspirations

• The advocacy of town planner Sir Ebenezer Howard,
who started the garden-city movement, led to new
“garden suburbs” being built. Letchworth, in 1903, was
the world’s first “garden city”

• A home with its own garden was a key attraction

• Letchworth boasted the UK’s first roundabout
(1909)

• A housing brochure from the 1920s proclaimed:

“It's the trees, the fairy dingles, and a hundred and one 
things in which dame nature's fingers have lingered long 
in setting out this beautiful array of wooden slope, trout 
stream, meadow and hill top sites”

26 February 2020
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The garden city of Letchworth

2.4 Britain’s Housing Heritage

Source: Transport for London 

BBC

https://tfl.gov.uk/corporate/about-tfl/culture-and-heritage/londons-transport-a-history/london-underground/a-brief-history-of-the-underground


Other UK cities responded to the challenges of industrialisation in a 
range of ways

26 February 2020

Briefing - Housing

17

• The leafy suburb of Didsbury
developed once it was
connected in 1880 by the
Midland Railway Line to
Manchester, as part of the
Victorians’ expansion of the city

• Didsbury includes the 21-acre
Fletcher Moss botanical gardens

Suburban developments

2.5 Britain’s Housing Heritage

Didsbury

• The coastal town of Helensburgh,
30 miles from Glasgow, developed
rapidly in the late 19th and early
20th Centuries as a suburban
escape from the slums of the city

• Hill House in the town (pictured
above), designed by architect
Charles Rennie Mackintosh, is
famous for its art deco interior

Helensburgh

• Bournville is a model village, on the
south side of Birmingham

• The Cadbury brothers built the tree-
lined village for workers at their
chocolate factory when it expanded
on to a green field site

• The village had railway links to
Birmingham and schools and sports
facilities

Bournville

BBC BBC



Home ownership in England and Wales rose throughout the 20th 
Century   

Proportion of households by tenure, England and Wales, 
1918 to 2001
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Increases in owner occupation

• Home ownership rose consistently throughout the
20th Century

• In 1918, only 23% of British people owned their own
home: most people not owning a home lived in
private rented accommodation

• During the 1930s, the suburbs mushroomed - with
an average of 300,000 new homes built every year

• By the end of the 20th Century, home ownership had
risen to almost 70%, and private rental had fallen to
around 10%

• The decline of private renting over the 20th Century
was the result of the increased availability of
mortgage-financed owner occupation and the rise of
social housing

Source: UK Government (Gov.uk)

2.6 Britain’s Housing Heritage
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/461440/Chapter_1_Trends_in_tenure.pdf


The development of a pioneering British institution – the building 
society – helped fuel 20th-Century home ownership

The evolution of the building society

• The building society is a British institution. Similar bodies evolved in other
countries but the UK institution led the way

• A building society is an organisation owned by members who contribute
their savings and who can borrow from the collective pool. It is thus known
as a mutual society

• The first building societies in the UK started in Birmingham in the 18th
Century; hundreds sprang up over time until virtually every British town and
city had its own

• Building societies specialised in providing long-term mortgages to its
members, and thus enabled millions of British people to buy their own home

• From 1989 onwards building societies were allowed to demutualise, which
meant they could become normal limited companies, like banks

• Most have now demutualised, closed down or been absorbed

• In January 2020 there were 43 building societies in operation. Nationwide
Building Society remains the largest building society in the world, with more
than 15 million members

26 February 2020
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Building societies are a common sight on Britain’s High 
Streets

2.7 Britain’s Housing Heritage

Source: Nationwide, Building Societies Association  

BBC

https://www.nationwide.co.uk/-/media/MainSite/documents/about/corporate-information/results-and-accounts/2017-2018/review-of-the-year-2018.pdf
https://www.bsa.org.uk/BSA/files/4c/4c973a8a-cfb5-4901-af3e-c51669e943e0.pdf


In the first half of the 20th Century, social housing evolved to provide 
for those unable to afford private accommodation

The rise of social housing

• In the late 19th Century, the housing needs of the urban poor were met mainly by
philanthropists, charities and the Church

• From 1919, the government, began to build homes for soldiers returning from
World War One. This was popularly referred to as “Homes Fit for Heroes”

• This development marked the effective beginning of council housing, aimed at
providing homes for those who could not afford private rentals or to buy their own

• Extensive slum clearance in the 1930s made way for more council house building -
half a million council homes by 1933

• The provision of council housing was further extended after World War Two when
bomb-damaged properties had to be replaced and further slum clearances were
undertaken: 1.5 million council homes were built in the decade from 1945

• Modernisation of high-rise building techniques allowed more people to be housed
in flats

• Council housebuilding peaked under the Conservatives in 1953, when 220,000
new social homes were built

26 February 2020
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Housing estate in Poplar, east  London 

2.8 Britain’s Housing Heritage

Source: BBC - Rethinking the Economics of Land and Housing

BBC

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-14380936


Most homes are now owner-occupied and little more than a third 
rented
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Source: UK Government (Gov.uk)
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• The majority of homes in Great

Britain, almost two-thirds, are

owner-occupied

• The remainder are rented, with

ownership split between the public

and the private sectors. The

private sector is now almost twice

the size of the public sector

• A small number of dwellings -

56,000 - are other public sector

homes, including nursing homes

and army barracks

2.9 Britain’s Housing Heritage

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-dwelling-stock-including-vacants
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The level of home ownership in the UK is close to the average for the 
EU
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EU patterns of home ownership

• Many EU countries have higher owner
occupancy than the UK because of lower
property prices, and in some cases because of
relatively undeveloped rental markets

• The UK has a higher-than-average proportion
of owners who bought their properties with a
mortgage or loan

• The home ownership rate in France is
virtually the same as the UK’s.

• Germany’s is lower, but because of
differences in tenure status, private renters
have similar levels of security to social
tenants in the UK

2.10 Britain’s Housing Heritage

Source: Eurostat
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https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_lvho02&lang=en


The UK’s housing stock is the oldest in Europe
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Source: Eurostat, Welsh Housing Conditions Survey, Scottish Housing Survey , English Housing Survey, Northern Ireland housing conditions survey 

Age characteristics of the housing stock across the UK 

• Compared with other European countries, the UK:

• has the largest proportion of homes built before
1970

• and the second-highest proportion built before 1919

• Northern Ireland has the newest housing stock of the
four nations:

• only 10% of its dwellings were built before 1919,
compared with 21% in England and Scotland, and
26% in Wales

• Older housing stock is more likely to:

• cause health hazards

• have higher maintenance costs

• be less energy-efficient, leading to higher energy
bills for occupants and more environmental damage
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2.11 Britain’s Housing Heritage

When were England’s homes built? 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Dwellings_by_period_of_construction,_national_averages_and_capital_regions,_2011_(%25_share_of_all_dwellings)_PITEU17.png
https://gov.wales/welsh-housing-conditions-survey
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-people-annual-report-results-2018-scottish-household-survey/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/english-housing-survey#2018-to-2019
https://www.nihe.gov.uk/Working-With-Us/Research/House-Condition-Survey


The size of UK homes is close to the European average
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Source: Eurostat 
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Average dwelling size

• The larger European countries
(Germany, France, Italy and Spain,
along with the UK) all have similar
sizes of dwelling

• The Eastern European countries
have significantly smaller homes

• Romania’s homes are less than half
the size of the European average

2.12 Britain’s Housing Heritage

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/People_in_the_EU_-_statistics_on_housing_conditions#Housing_characteristics:_the_average_size_of_dwellings


Semi-detached and terraced houses are the staple of the UK housing 
stock
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Source: Eurostat 

Types of dwelling by country

• The UK has a far larger
proportion of semi-detached
and terraced housing than the
EU average

• The UK is one of only three
countries in Europe where
more than half of residents are
living in a semi-detached or
terraced house - the others
being the Netherlands and
Ireland42
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https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do


The UK has a very low proportion of flats compared with other 
European countries 
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Source: UK Housing Review, NI House Conditions Survey (HCS) 2016 

The number of flats

• Houses account for 80% of the UK’s housing
stock and flats just 20%

• 42% of EU citizens lived in flats in 2016 -
more than double the percentage in the UK

• Scotland has the highest proportion of flats in
the UK, with 36%

• This is largely due to the prominence of
tenements in Scotland, which make up
23% of the housing stock

UK housing stock by type, 2017 

20% 29% 27% 23% 

DetachedFlats (high-
rise and 
low-rise) 
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detached 

Terrace 

2.14 Britain’s Housing Heritage

https://www.ukhousingreview.org.uk/
https://www.nihe.gov.uk/Working-With-Us/Research/House-Condition-Survey


Britain’s Housing Heritage
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The Industrial Revolution helped drive the
development of Britain’s cities and towns. Poor
living conditions prompted slum clearance and
encouraged governments to build social housing.
The spread of the railway network boosted more
suburban living. The arrival of the building society
led to high levels of home ownership.

Britain’s legacy in the 21st Century is the oldest
housing stock in Europe, and by far the largest
proportion of people in Europe living in houses as
opposed to flats.

Briefing
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Homelessness 
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Part 3/10
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How many families, children and lone
individuals in the UK have no home of their own
and are living in temporary accommodation or
sleeping rough? And why?
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“This Christmas as many as 25,000 
young people will be at risk of 
homelessness. And remember this: 
behind that appalling statistic is a 
human being not much older than many 
of our children and grandchildren who is 
alone, frightened and confronted with 
impossible choices. The scale of youth 
homelessness…is shameful.” 

Prince William, 2016



There are 140,000 families officially deemed homeless in the UK

Number of officially homeless households, UK, 2002-2018
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Homelessness

• Homelessness peaked in 2003-04 at 291,000
households but reduced rapidly in the following
five years

• The main reasons for this rapid reduction were:

• an improving economic environment

• high expenditure from the Labour
government on helping people back to
independent living

• Since the financial crisis of 2008, homelessness
has remained fairly constant at an average of
around 140,000 households, representing some
320,000 people

• This figure does not include types of
homelessness that are not officially recorded,
such as people sofa surfing with friends

Source: Shelter, UK Government (Gov.uk), Gov.scot ,Gov.wales
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3.1 Homelessness

https://england.shelter.org.uk/media/press_releases/articles/320,000_people_in_britain_are_now_homeless,_as_numbers_keep_rising
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-homelessness
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/RefTables
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2019-07/homelessness-april-2018-march-2019-993.pdf


Homelessness is not confined to people living on the streets
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Source: Shelter

3.2 Homelessness

UK housing charity Shelter’s definition of homelessness

• Staying with friends or family

• Staying in a hostel, night shelter or B&B

• Squatting (because there is no legal right to stay)

• At risk of violence or abuse in the home

• Living in poor conditions that affect health

• Living apart from family because there is no place to
live together

GETTY

https://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/1620236/Homelessness_in_Great_Britain_-_the_numbers_behind_the_story_V2.pdf


Many homeless families in the UK are living in temporary 
accommodation
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Source: BBC News

Mary Smith

• Mary Smith lives in temporary accommodation in
Watford with her three sons

• She struggled to hold on to her job in a shoe shop
because of her housing situation

• "We've lived in three different places in two years,
and it's been really tough on the children."

Carly Stutter and her children 

• Carly Stutter, 30, from Croydon, has been living in hostels and B&Bs
for more than two years with three children aged six, 10 and 11

• Miss Stutter shares a bed with Archie, her six-year-old son, and says
she turns everything off and lies in the dark at about 8.30pm so the
children can sleep

• They left their privately rented home after the landlord put up the 
rent from £1,200 to £1,500 a month, which Miss Stutter could not 
afford

3.3 Homelessness

B YOUD/SHELTER S FRANCK/SHELTER

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-46289259
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More than 200,000 children in England are officially deemed to be 
homeless 

Child homelessness 

In August 2019, the children’s commissioner for 
England said more than 210,000 children in 

England were estimated to be homeless:

• 120,000 are deemed officially homeless,
and are living in temporary
accommodation

• 90,000 are “sofa-surfing” with family or
friends

• Of the 120,000 children in temporary
accommodation in 2017:

• 51,000 had been in the accommodation
for more than six months

• 6,000 had been living in temporary
accommodation for more than a year

Source: Children's Commissioner

Bristol , Cardiff and London are among the cities where shipping containers are used  to house 
homeless people, including families with children

3.4 Homelessness

BBC

https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/publication/bleak-houses


There are many causes of homelessness
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Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS)

The causes of homelessness 

• The most immediate causes of homelessness are:

• being asked to leave by friends or family 

• domestic violence or breakups

• being evicted by a landlord 

• leaving prison or other institutions with no home 
to go to 

• Common reasons for eviction by a landlord are:

• lease violation

• rent arrears 

• property damage 

• In all these situations, inability to pay, mental health 
and drug or alcohol addiction can be contributory 
factors 

0% 10% 20% 30%

Evicted for rent arrears

Left institutional or local-authority

care

Breakdown of relationship with

partner (non-violent)

Loss of rental accomodation for

reasons other than termination of AST

Violence or threat of violence

Termination of AST - assured

shorthold tenancy (eviction)

Family or friends no longer willing or

able to accommodate

Reasons for homelessness (%), England 

Q3 2017- Q1 2018

3.5 Homelessness

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/statutory-homelessness-in-england-october-to-december-2018/statutory-homelessness-in-england-october-to-december-2018


Continuing homelessness since the financial crisis may in part be due 
to changes in public policy   

• Since 2013, after three decades of growth, housing benefit 
has been flat or falling. Reductions or delays in benefit 
payments may contribute to evictions and rent arrears

• Councils, affected by public spending cuts, have also reduced 
investment in activities relating to homelessness - from 
nearly £3bn in 2008 to just over £2bn in 2017  

• Due to Right to Buy and low levels of social housebuilding, 
the number of social homes currently available is very low

• The proportion of the available homes that are 
allocated to the homeless is also now slightly lower 
(23%) than it was before the 2008 recession (26%)

• As a result, 18,000 fewer social homes were provided 
to the homeless in 2017-18 than 10 years previously
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Source: UK Government (Gov.uk), Crisis 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

2
0

0
1

-2

2
0

0
2

-3

2
0

0
3

-4

2
0

0
4

-5

2
0

0
5

-6

2
0

0
6

-7

2
0

0
7

-8

2
0

0
8

-9

2
0

0
9

-1
0

2
0

1
0

-1
1

2
0

1
1

-1
2

2
0

1
2

-1
3

2
0

1
3

-1
4

2
0

1
4

-1
5

2
0

1
5

-1
6

2
0

1
6

-1
7

2
0

1
7

-1
8

2
0

1
8

-1
9

Housing benefit expenditure totals for countries and 
regions of Great Britain (£bn)

3.6 Homelessness

Some of the public policy shifts since 2008

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/benefit-expenditure-and-caseload-tables-2018
https://www.crisis.org.uk/ending-homelessness/homelessness-knowledge-hub/homelessness-monitor/england/the-homelessness-monitor-england-2019/


Homelessness is far higher in London than in the rest of England 
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Source: Shelter

Homelessness around the UK

• In London as a whole, the rate of homelessness is one in 53
people, high compared with the next highest regional rate, of
one in 246 in the West Midlands

• According to Crisis, a national charity for homeless people,
Newham in east London is the worst area for homelessness in
the UK: an estimated one in 24 people are homeless

• In some other major cities such as Newcastle (one in 1,168) and
Leeds (one in 8,794) the homeless rates are significantly lower

• Although direct comparisons are difficult, estimates suggest
that homelessness is worst in Northern Ireland, with around
one in 40 individuals identified as officially homeless by the
Northern Ireland Housing Executive

Region Homelessness rate

London 1 in 53

West Midlands 1 in 246

East 1 in 306

South East 1 in 307

South West 1 in 522

East Midlands 1 in 655

North West 1 in 681

Yorkshire and the Humber 1 in 962

North East 1 in 1163

3.7 Homelessness

https://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/1620236/Homelessness_in_Great_Britain_-_the_numbers_behind_the_story_V2.pdf


Of the 320,000 homeless people in the UK, just over 5,000 are rough-
sleepers
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Source: Shelter

Rough sleeping

• 92% of all homeless people are housed in temporary
accommodation, around 5% in homeless hostels and the remainder
are in social-services accommodation or sleeping rough

• Official homeless statistics do not include those who are sofa surfing

• Rough-sleeping is defined by the government as “people sleeping,
or bedded down, in the open air; people in buildings or other places
not designed for habitation”

• There are many possible causes of rough-sleeping, including family
conflict, mental-health problems, financial difficulties and substance
misuse

• These issues sometimes mean rough-sleepers cannot obtain
access to temporary accommodation

• Foreign nationals and asylum seekers sleeping rough may not
be eligible for public funds and facilities, thus exacerbating
their problems
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https://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/1620236/Homelessness_in_Great_Britain_-_the_numbers_behind_the_story_V2.pdf


The number of rough-sleepers in England and Wales has more than 
doubled since 2010
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Rough-sleeping trends  

• The number of rough-sleepers recorded in official figures in
England and Wales in 2018 was more than 2.5 times larger
than in 2010

• Rough-sleeping has levelled off in the last two years

• with official estimates recording a 2% decrease
nationally,

• and a 19% reduction in those areas targeted by the
Rough Sleeping Initiative, between 2017 and 2018

• These figures estimate the number of rough-sleepers on a
particular night, and therefore do not necessarily illustrate
the full scale of rough-sleeping

• For example, more detailed research by the Combined
Homelessness and Information Network found that there
were 8,655 people sleeping rough in 2018 in London alone

Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS), Combined Homelessness and Information Network (CHAIN)

3.9 HomelessnessBriefing - Housing

https://data.london.gov.uk/dataset/chain-reports
https://www.mungos.org/combined-homelessness-and-information-network/


People end up sleeping rough for different reasons 
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Dirk Holding 

• Dirk, 51, has slept rough most of his life and
spent four months living in a sewer in Brighton
in 2019

• He ran away from children’s homes as a
teenager and became addicted to prescription
drugs

• He got clean in prison but on release was housed
with drug addicts – so left and slept rough

• "There's stabbings and there's fights and there's
abuse and there's a lot of horrible things happen
when you're homeless”

3.10 Homelessness

Anthony

• Anthony was living on the streets of Lincoln
in 2019 - the second time he had been
homeless that year

• "It's down to drugs and coming out of jail. I
got out of prison five weeks ago"

• Anthony was sleeping in the doorway of
House of Fraser with other homeless people

• "I get woken up about 7am by the staff at
House of Fraser, pack my stuff, get
breakfast, get my meth and go and sit under
a bridge all day”

Samantha Bird

• Samantha, 30, has been sleeping on the
streets of Birmingham for two years

• She grew up in foster care and has been
sectioned for mental-health issues

• Ms Bird said life on the streets was
dangerous

• "A friend of mine was asleep and he got
kicked in the face. People go, ‘Look at her,
she's a druggy, she's an alcoholic'. We're
not all like that”

Source: BBC News - Rough sleeping stories, December 2019, BBC News - Homelessness in the UK

BBC BBC BBC

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-50823552
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/topics/cq5p4rz6q88t/homelessness-in-the-uk


Finland is the only EU country to have seen a substantial reduction in 
homelessness

Finland’s Housing First policy

• Finland’s Housing First initiative is aimed
particularly at rough sleepers: in Helsinki, there
used to be thousands of people sleeping rough in
the streets, whereas today there are virtually none

• The Finnish government has been operating
Housing First since 2007. Under the policy,
homeless people are provided with their own
permanent accommodation with no questions asked
or rules imposed

• For example, people with addictions can
continue to drink or to take drugs in the
accommodation provided

• They are also given mentoring and constant
human support
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Source: BBC News - The city with no homeless on the streets, January 2019, BBC News - Homelessness

3.11 Homelessness

M TREWERN/BBC

Thomas Salmi

Thomas Salmi, 24, was an alcoholic. He became
homeless at 18 and lived on the streets of Helsinki for
three years, often in sub-zero temperatures. Recently, he
has been living in his own apartment under the Housing
First policy. Thomas now drinks only at weekends

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-46891392
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/topics/c48yr9322xrt/homelessness


Pilot projects based on the Finnish Housing First approach are being 
trialled around the UK 

UK Housing First pilot schemes

• UK Housing First pilots - based on the Finnish model of providing rough
sleepers with accommodation without any preconditions attached -
were first tried in Glasgow and Camden, north London, in 2010

• In 2018 the government provided £28m for three Housing First pilots in
Greater Manchester, Liverpool and the West Midlands

• In London there are small-scale Housing First programmes running in
11 boroughs; In Scotland five cities are trialling Housing First schemes

• The success of the schemes is still being assessed but international
evidence from other Housing First pilots suggests they are having
similar beneficial results to schemes in Finland

• Nevertheless, any success is conditional

• “There’s a lot of cheerleading around Housing First but not a lot of
examination of it,” says Tony Cain, policy manager at the
Association of Local Authority Chief Housing Officers. “It requires a
co-ordinated and consistent high-level support response. If there’s
a concern at the moment, it’s that the support is not there.”
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Source:The Sunday Times, Inside Housing, 
London Assembly Publications - "Housing First: a solution to chronic homelessness?", 2019, 

3.12 Homelessness

Jeff Aulton and Martyn Matthews

Jeff Aulton (left), 48, was a heroin addict who lived
rough on the streets of Walsall. In 2018 he was one of
the first people to benefit from the town’s Housing First
scheme. He is now clean and has made his flat his own

Martyn Matthews, 33, was a drug addict sleeping rough,
until Jeff offered him a home and helped him kick his
habit

“I can’t thank him enough,” says Martyn

A SHERRATT

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/the-key-to-the-homeless-crisis-a-flat-of-ones-own-7hxm67n2k?shareToken=a10292188fe32cc87a375797fd319bfd
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/the-key-to-the-homeless-crisis-a-flat-of-ones-own-7hxm67n2k?shareToken=a10292188fe32cc87a375797fd319bfd
london.gov.uk/about-us/london-assembly/london-assembly-publications/housing-first-solution-chronic-homelessness


Homelessness 
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The scale of homelessness in the UK reduced
significantly after 2003 but has been at a constant
level in recent years, as housing benefit has
remained flat or fallen; as less social housing has
been available, and as there has been a substantial
drop in local-authority investment in services for
the homeless.

Currently, 140,000 families - including 200,000
children - live in temporary accommodation - or
live in hostels or B&Bs. An estimated 5,000-8,000
individuals sleep rough - figures which have risen
substantially in the past decade.
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