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In the shadows of society, social housing carries the weight of countless untold stories, stories most people don’t hear until tragedy hits the headlines Stories like Lakanal House in 2009, where six people died in a preventable tower block fire; or the Grenfell Tower fire in 2017, which claimed seventy-two lives and exposed the deadly consequences of systemic neglect; or the death of Awaab Ishak in 2020, a 2-year-old boy who died from prolonged exposure to mould in his home. In those moments, the nation pauses, shocked by the conditions people have been living in, conditions many had the privilege of never having to think about. 

But for those of us who live or work within the system, social housing isn’t just a headline. It’s a daily reality, marked by hidden struggles, systemic neglect, and a quiet, persistent resilience that rarely gets recognised. Behind every broken boiler, damp wall or delayed repair is a human being trying to hold their life together in the margins of a system that too often overlooks them.

For over a decade, I’ve worked on the front line for various housing associations, completing more than 14,000 repairs. I’ve been inside the homes that rarely make the news, seen the mould creeping across walls, and listened to families dealing with cold, damp, and disrepair. But those issues are just the surface. Behind them lies a system strained by bureaucracy, underfunding, and policies that rarely reflect the realities we face on the ground.

This book takes you behind the scenes, into the everyday world of housing associations, and into the lives of the tenants they're meant to serve. It reveals what happens beyond the office walls and inside the homes where people are simply trying to live with dignity. Here, frontline workers do their best under immense pressure, while tenants navigate a system that often feels stacked against them.

These stories expose more than just leaking pipes or damp walls; they uncover the deeper fractures in our society: inequality, indifference, and systemic neglect. This book is not just about housing; it’s about people, the imbalance of power, and the urgent need for change. It’s a call to confront hard truths and to push for a system that truly values and serves everyone.
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The smell was like rotting meat. I never imagined that working as a tradesperson in social housing would expose me to such grim realities or situations so deeply unsettling. For over a year, I worked in a block of flats in Peckham, South East London, where an overpowering odour filled the corridors. Then, one winter morning, the truth came to light: it was the tragic, quiet consequence of a system that had failed a vulnerable tenant so badly that her body had been left to rot and decompose, unnoticed, for over two years.

This was just one of many harrowing experiences I encountered while working in social housing. I didn’t sign up for this kind of work, not in the sense of expecting to face situations where people’s safety and lives were at risk every day. But I quickly learned that this was the reality behind many closed doors.

There were times when I was verbally abused, threatened, or physically blocked from leaving properties. On one occasion, someone hurled objects at me from a walkway because I couldn’t provide a new front door. I watched as gangs and drug dealers took over entire blocks, turning communal areas into dangerous no-go zones. The aftermath of a stabbing was just one of many brutal reminders of how volatile and unsafe some estates had become.

Sex work became a last resort for some residents, a desperate way to survive in a system with no safety net. Violence, intimidation, and fear weren’t exceptions. They were part of the landscape I walked into every day.

Behind closed doors, domestic abuse went unnoticed and unaddressed. At the same time, many tenants lived in a state of constant instability, moving frequently from one unsafe temporary accommodation to another. Desperate families struggled just to make ends meet. I saw vulnerable single mothers evicted simply because they struggled with the cost of living. Alcoholism often took hold where hope had already slipped away. Families became trapped in cycles of debt, poverty, and neglect, with no clear way out. This wasn’t just about housing, it was about survival.

And yet, in neighbourhoods overshadowed by societal problems, violence, drug activity, and social breakdown, lived people simply trying to build a life. Families making homes in deteriorating buildings. Elderly residents striving to maintain their independence. People already grappling with mental or physical health challenges, now forced to navigate unsafe, broken spaces.

Single parents raising children in environments that feel anything but secure. Immigrant families, starting over in a new country, clinging to the hope of a better future. Young people at risk, trying to find their place in a world that feels hostile. Ex-offenders desperate to escape the weight of their past. Victims of domestic violence, rebuilding shattered lives. People with learning disabilities are left unsupported in a system that doesn’t account for their needs. They’re not asking for much, just a safe place to rest, a sense of stability, a space to call home.

Yet, despite their hopes and efforts, they remain trapped in a societal system and a social housing framework that seems to forget their most basic human need for safety and dignity. Forced to live side by side with violence, neglect, and danger, their resilience is extraordinary, but it shouldn’t have to be. Left to navigate a world of despair and hardship, many face daily battles that most people can’t even begin to imagine. And making things worse are social housing providers who, far too often, show little regard for the homes they manage or the people living in them.

This is the reality I’ve seen for over a decade as a frontline worker in social housing. The issues facing tenants and providers are far more complicated than most people assume, and far more insidious than many realise. I work in what I call the middle ground, the challenging space where tenants’ urgent needs meet the bureaucratic inertia of social housing providers. It’s a complicated, stressful, and often exhausting reality, one that far too many remain unaware of. Every day, I have witnessed housing providers overwhelmed by bureaucracy, stretched too thin by budgets and procedures, while tenants desperate for help feel ignored, sidelined, and forgotten.

Housing associations, in particular, have become faceless corporate giants, prioritising numbers over people. This disconnect leaves tenants vulnerable and unheard. Service quality has eroded due to mismanagement, staff shortages, and a culture of accountability that is either non-existent or far too slow to make a difference.

High-profile tragedies like Grenfell, Lakanal, and Awaab Ishak have thrust social housing into the public eye, but these are just the most visible cracks in a system that has been crumbling for years. 

The real solutions are found in the middle, where both sides can be understood. It’s in the space where I work, balancing the needs of tenants with the constraints of providers. Over the years, I’ve spent most of my career balancing pressures from both sides, knowing that both tenants and providers have legitimate concerns. The solution starts with acknowledging that the system isn’t serving anyone, not the providers, and certainly not the people living in these homes. Change is possible, but it requires more than just policy shifts. It requires listening, understanding, and reconnecting with the human side of this job.

Working in social housing is unpredictable. On estates, I’ve faced threats, abuse, and apathy. But I’ve also met incredible tenants. People who, despite facing the harshest of circumstances, have shown me resilience, kindness, and overwhelming compassion that I’ll never forget. These are the people who, often with little more than hope and determination, keep going for the sake of their families and their future.

Within housing associations, I’ve encountered both individuals looking out for their own gain and those truly committed to making a difference. It’s the dedicated few who keep the system from completely breaking down, those who go the extra mile, not for recognition, but because they believe in the importance of what they do. They fight for tenants who can’t fight for themselves and stand as a reminder that, even in a broken system, there’s still a chance for humanity to shine through.

This book is the product of all my experiences, a report from the frontline. After over 14,000 repairs and more than a decade in the field, it’s my honest attempt to shed light on what’s going wrong and how we might begin to make it right. This isn’t just a critique; it’s a call to recognise the reality and take action. Change won’t come without effort, and it certainly won’t come if we continue to turn a blind eye. The space between tenants and housing providers is where real change must begin. It’s time to step into that middle ground and find a way forward. 
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Roots and Repairs
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The streets of New Eltham, South East London, were the epitome of suburban calm. Quiet, tree-lined roads lined with neat rows of semi-detached houses, each one tucked behind a carefully tended front garden. The pavements were empty on weekdays, with the occasional car passing by with the hum of daily life. There was no hustle, no chaos, just the sound of birds chirping and children playing in the distance. I lived with my family in a three-bedroom house, one of many like it, where the air always seemed still and predictable. Life here felt sheltered, safe, and comfortably routine. We seemed to be insulated from the outside world, cocooned in a small pocket of calm that seemed untouched by and unaware of life’s struggles faced by many others.

It wasn’t until my early teens, when my father began telling stories of his life growing up on a council estate, that I started to glimpse another reality. Those stories, filled with struggle, hardship, and uncertainty, felt like something from a distant, almost unreal world, a place so different from the sheltered life I knew. But little did I know that, years later, I would come to understand that world far more intimately than I ever could have imagined.

His memories painted vivid scenes of resilience and community in the face of adversity. His mother, an Irish immigrant, had moved from a town called Claremorris in County Mayo to West London in the late 1950s. She arrived at a time when many landlords displayed signs reading, ‘No Irish, No Blacks, No Dogs’. Despite widespread discrimination, she managed to rent a first-floor flat in Fulham, where she met my grandfather. They got married and eventually had my father. As the family grew, they moved to the Flower House Estate in Downham, South East London, where they were fortunate enough to secure a two-bedroom council flat in one of the estate’s blocks.

By then, they had four sons. Although the flat was overcrowded, they were grateful to have a secure roof over their heads. The boys would sleep two to a room in the summer, two in the bedroom, and two in the dining room. With only paraffin heaters for warmth, in the winter, all four would sleep together in one room to keep warm. The living conditions were far from perfect, but what stood out in my dad’s stories was the enduring sense of community. It was something that went beyond race, religion, or background.

He often spoke fondly of the Jamaican family, the Campbells, on one side of them, and the Welsh family, the Morgans, on the other. While there were tensions and prejudices in the wider society, within their block, neighbours of all races treated each other with respect. The bonds between the families were strong. They often invited each other over for dinner, and children of all backgrounds played together in the street, sharing the everyday realities of working-class life.

My dad would often tell me how, despite the clear poverty and overcrowded conditions, the estate became their playground. There was never enough money for new toys or shiny bikes, but that didn’t stop the kids. The estate was their world. Football games were played on the green, roller-skates and skateboards rattled over cracked pavements, and second-hand comics were passed around like treasure.

The launderette on the estate became more than just a place to wash clothes; it became a meeting spot for parents. Every evening, as the machines whirred, families gathered, sharing stories and life updates while waiting for their clothes to dry. There was a rhythm to it; kids running around, parents chatting, and everyone swapping tips about everything from where to get the freshest fruit at the local market to how to stretch a weekly shop. It wasn’t just about laundry, it was where the community breathed. My dad often mentioned how, back then, it felt like a big extended family, where neighbours looked out for each other, shared news, and made the best of what little they had. It was one of those places where no one felt isolated, and everyone had a hand to offer when needed.

The estate itself had a layered history. It was named after Flower House, an eighteenth-century mansion that once stood on the site. In the early twentieth century, the house was expanded and repurposed as a private lunatic asylum. However, during the Second World War, the building suffered bomb damage and was subsequently demolished. In its place, new flats were built to provide housing for working-class families.

By the mid-1980s, after more than a decade of living there, many families, including my dad’s, were being moved out to make way for a planned regeneration of the estate. His family was relocated to a three-bedroom townhouse in nearby Grove Park, but the memories of the Flower House Estate and the people he grew up with stayed with him. By 1990, the estate was fully redeveloped and renamed the Meadows Estate. This redevelopment was part of the city’s broader efforts to modernise and improve urban neighbourhoods.

When my father met my mother, he moved out of the family home in Grove Park and managed to get onto the property ladder, and they eventually settled in New Eltham. But with the weight of a mortgage, both of them worked long hours just to keep up with the bills. Despite the pressures, my dad’s drive and determination never faltered.

It was that same determination that led him to encourage me to learn a trade, something he hadn’t had the chance to pursue himself. He was a bus driver, like his father before him, and he often spoke of the frustration of not having a trade to fall back on, as it was something he was always interested in. The only tradesperson in our family was my mum’s father, a carpenter. From about the age of six, my grandad would take me into his garage and teach me woodworking, like how to use a hammer and nails to join bits of wood together. As I grew older, he introduced me to chisels, saws, and other tools. During my teenage years, I would go to work with him on weekends, and those experiences were invaluable. They sparked a passion for fixing things, and I often wonder what path I would have taken if it hadn’t been for his influence.

Just before finishing secondary school, I spotted an advert for a five-year joinery apprenticeship at a local factory and was fortunate enough to land the position. Grateful for the opportunity, I gave it my all, winning Apprentice of the Year awards and competing in woodwork competitions. But when the recession hit, I was made redundant. In the years that followed, I gained qualifications in other trades at college and worked in various maintenance roles. 

In February 2012, I applied for a job I saw in the local paper for maintenance operatives (ops) with a large housing association. To protect their identity, I’ll refer to them as Sunny Meadow Homes (SMH) throughout this book. SMH was establishing a new Direct Labour Department (DLD), an in-house maintenance team designed to improve service delivery and efficiency. 

Among a team of others, I’d be responsible for ensuring that empty social homes were brought back up to standard, ready for new tenants. The idea of improving living conditions for people and being part of something new appealed to me. It felt like a role with more responsibility and social purpose. So, when I was offered the job after the interview, I accepted without hesitation.

But little did I know, this job would open my eyes to a harsh new reality, one where the homes I was repairing weren’t just buildings in need of maintenance, but spaces that carried the weight of the lives inside. What I initially saw as a simple job of repairs and refurbishment soon revealed itself to be something far more complex. I was exposed to the lives of the people who lived there, woven into the very foundation of each home. And working within the DLD, I’d soon discover it wasn’t just the homes that needed fixing.
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In the Void



[image: ]




In March 2012, I began working at SMH and was partnered with Mike, a much older and more experienced tradesperson. Having worked with several housing associations over the years, he had a wealth of knowledge. We started refurbishing a sheltered housing property together, and I quickly learned that Mike wasn’t just skilled, he was passionate about teaching, too. Despite my own experience and qualifications, I’ve always believed in learning from others, and I continue to strive to learn something new every day.

From my experience, the best managers often come from the frontline, those who’ve worked their way up, understand the challenges, and know the job inside out. I used to tell Mike he should be a supervisor one day, as his practical knowledge and ability to connect with everyone made him the ideal candidate. And sure enough, a few years later, he was promoted. But even when people with real hands-on experience step into management roles, they're often sidelined by those higher up the chain, who may look good on paper but lack the practical understanding to lead effectively.

This was the case with the DLD. At the heart of the department were two key figures - Don and Teresa. Together, they managed the department under the supervision of a director overseeing the entire operation. Don was in charge of all maintenance operations and was responsible for decisions related to repairs, while Teresa oversaw the administrative staff, customer service, and the implementation of company policies.

Don was the type of guy you’d smile at in passing, maybe share a few casual words with, but that was where it ended. He showed up like clockwork, did the bare minimum, and clocked out. There was no urgency or passion in his work; he didn’t care much about what happened under his watch. When things went wrong, Don didn’t step up. He let problems pile up, hoping someone else would deal with them.

Teresa was the complete opposite, cold, distant, and unyielding. She ran the office with an iron fist and a frosty stare, silencing any resistance. The residents were numbers, and the staff were just resources to be managed, not people with struggles. Her decisions came from a place of detachment, often ignoring what was happening on the ground. Staff often whispered about her lack of empathy and how she’d dismiss concerns without a second thought. Where Don showed disengagement, Teresa exuded indifference and sometimes, outright hostility. Every day, she drove in a luxury car with a personalised plate, claiming the same parking spot as if it were her private domain. It was a stark, daily reminder of the divide between her insulated world and the gritty, demanding realities of social housing where the staff would work tirelessly beneath her, trying to navigate a system that seemed to care little for the people it was meant to serve.

I was told Don and Teresa had managed teams in other parts of the organisation, but the world of repairs and maintenance was a complex operation which neither would have the knowledge or experience to handle. The pace was relentless, the problems unpredictable, and the stakes deeply personal. Each delay wasn’t simply a missed deadline; it meant a tenant suffering through a leaking roof, broken heating, or faulty electrics. Eventually, Teresa unofficially took the lead in the department. The director seemed afraid of her, and Don appeared content to let her take charge. He came across as someone just waiting to see out his days and retire.

Unlike their previous roles, which followed neat structures and predictable workflows, this environment demanded quick thinking, adaptability, and experience, qualities neither of them had. Their management skills, honed in controlled settings, would falter when faced with the chaos and urgency of reactive repairs. The system didn’t wait for meetings or reports; it demanded immediate action, decisiveness, and a real understanding of the human impact. It became clear that, despite their best efforts, neither was equipped to lead in a world defined by crisis and constant disruption.

After our two-week pilot, Mike and I were pulled off the tools for an induction with ten other new starters. The management had a packed two week schedule for us, spending time in different departments, including the call centre, team-building activities, and a tour of the organisation’s history and newer estates.

We were well looked after. Breakfast and lunch were hearty, served as proper hot meals in the canteen, with drinks available throughout the day. Lunch felt more like a dinner, meat, sides, and desserts like something you'd expect at a good restaurant, all completely free. At the end of the induction, they treated us to a Chinese meal and even threw a party. They also took us shopping for workwear, letting us pick out whatever we needed. No expense was spared.

Despite Don and Teresa’s lacklustre management, from the outset the majority of those within the DLD management somehow made you feel like part of a family. For those two weeks they went all out, offering the kind of treatment that would never happen now.

But even with that family feeling in the DLD, within the rest of the organisation it was clear we didn’t quite belong. Apart from the caretakers and cleaners, everyone else in the organisation was office-based, and we were definitely seen as ‘the builders’.

That divide was especially clear at the Christmas party later that year. Held at a lavish hotel in central London, it was the kind of venue you'd expect to see in a glossy magazine. Fancy food and wine were served on silver trays by waiters in tuxedos, and the whole event had a polished, upscale feel, nothing like the places we were used to. A party like this felt completely out of step with the values of a registered charity. It was hard not to question the priorities when the people in charge were living it up in luxury, while the very tenants they were supposed to serve were enduring appalling living conditions. 

The contrast was stark, while the higher-ups mingled in their suits and dresses; we just felt like outsiders. It was clear we didn’t belong to the same world. And just like the tenants we worked for, who faced their own stigmatisation, tradespeople were often treated with the same disregard. We were seen as rough around the edges, less refined, and somehow less important than those in office roles. 

At the end of the night, they had coaches arranged to take everyone back to the office. Before we got on, I saw a woman arguing with Don. She was saying the DLD wouldn’t last and that the work would eventually be outsourced again. 

Later, on the coach, Don told me she had been one of the individuals in charge of allocating and outsourcing repairs and maintenance contracts and that she had done ‘very well’. I got the sense he was a little embarrassed from being shouted at by her, and he was slightly drunk, so his guard was down and he spoke more freely than usual. He went on to explain that with the long-term plan to let most external contracts run their course, and no new repairs or maintenance contracts being put out to tender, there were fewer opportunities for people like her. As a result, she was fired and later rehired in a different role.

He smirked and raised his eyebrows, dropping hints I couldn’t ignore. There was more behind his words than he let on. His comment suggested her success in securing contracts for external contractors, and now, it seemed, she had comfortably positioned herself in a role she had chosen.

It’s no secret that stories circulate about how contracts are awarded. A contracts manager might meet a contractor informally, maybe on a golf course, and they build a rapport. The manager casually mentions he’s overdue for a family holiday. Soon after, the contractor offers a generous gift, perhaps even an all-expenses-paid trip. Then, when the contract goes to tender, that same contractor submits a competitive bid and wins the work. There’s rarely hard evidence, just rumours and assumptions. But these stories persist in the industry, and Don was clearly hinting at just that. His smirk, comments, and raised eyebrows left little doubt that he was referring to those unspoken deals. 

It wasn’t just contractors. Inside the organisation, nepotism, cronyism, and favouritism were just as common. In a place that large, it was inevitable that family, old schoolmates, neighbours, former colleagues, or social acquaintances would land roles of their choosing. Over time, I noticed people getting hired or promoted or quietly moved into more comfortable roles, even when they didn’t have the right experience. It's hard to prove, of course, but when you’re inside a big organisation, the patterns and rumours become impossible to ignore. Don wasn’t innocent by any means. As time went on, it came to light that at least two associates he regularly drank with at the pub were hired as ops, and one of them was, at best, a DIYer. Not great when these people were part of the new department, the ‘new kids on the block’, as someone in the office put it. 

We were all under constant scrutiny. Teresa made it clear from the start that we needed to be on our best behaviour and avoid drawing attention to ourselves, as if we were children and she was the mother. Everyone knew she cared more about her own image. She treated the department like her baby

SMH had invested heavily in getting the in-house team off the ground. But we all knew that if it didn’t work, we’d be the first to go. From day one, the pressure was intense and everything was monitored; our speed, the number of complaints, and how efficiently we completed the work. It felt like even the smallest mistake could lead the way to outsourcing being back on the table. For many, outsourcing was the norm, distant and convenient. Tradespeople walking through the office and using the same canteen simply didn’t fit the corporate image they had in mind.

But we kept pushing and, over time, we proved ourselves. As the results began to speak for themselves, that constant sense of being under a microscope started to fade. The department found its rhythm, and management’s focus shifted to the upcoming expiry of the reactive repairs contract in our area. This would be the first reactive repairs service fully brought in-house and managed directly by the DLD. Don was keen to build a strong team, blending fresh recruits with experienced tradespeople transferring from the outgoing contractors.

After eleven months working on void properties, I realised it just wasn’t for me. The work felt repetitive and routine, and I knew I wanted something more challenging. So I went to see Don and asked if I could move over to the new reactive repairs team. He was more than open to it; he encouraged the move.

In my previous role, I’d thrived on variety, moving from job to job, never quite knowing what the day would bring. With the reactive repairs contract for our patch about to be brought in-house, it felt like the perfect opportunity to switch into something that suited me better.

Unlike voids, which involve empty properties, reactive repairs are carried out in tenanted homes. These unplanned maintenance tasks respond to issues reported by tenants, such as leaking pipes, broken heating systems, faulty electrics, or damaged doors and windows. Once a problem is reported, the housing provider assesses its urgency and arranges for it to be resolved within a set timeframe, depending on severity.

This differs from planned or preventative maintenance, which is scheduled in advance to avoid issues before they arise. Reactive repairs are all about restoring essential services as quickly as possible when something goes wrong.

Here, everything felt too routine. For example, if you were assigned a void in a sheltered housing scheme, most of the work was painting and decorating, which I found too repetitive. I missed the variety: meeting new people, tackling different repairs, and seeing new places. On a void, you could be stuck in the same spot for weeks, interacting only with your work colleague. It was like being trapped in the void itself, caught in an endless loop of monotony. The working environment was grim at times, but it really didn’t bother me much. For others in the void team, though, it was different; some struggled with the smell, the conditions, or just the atmosphere of many former homes, which were left in a poor condition or run into the ground by SMH themselves. 

Imagine stepping into a void property where the windows have been temporarily removed, replaced by cold, metal hoarding designed to keep squatters out but also trapping the light and air. No fresh breeze, no sunlight. Just a dark, suffocating atmosphere that feels like it's pressing in on you from every side. That’s what most void properties are like, and this was the scene one winter month with a vacant one-bedroom maisonette which Mike and I were assigned to. 

This wasn’t just any vacant property. The previous tenant, a woman with no family, had died on the sofa, and her body decomposed for four months. Her body went untouched and undiscovered until a neighbour upstairs complained about a strange smell, thinking it was a plumbing issue. When they reported it, a forced entry was made, and that’s when they found her. 

The refurbishment took a month to complete. It was mid-winter, and most days were cold, wet, and dark, with no airflow. The smell of death still clung to every room, and flies were everywhere for the whole duration. Despite the conditions, people like me and Mike had an easy job. It was much worse for those who made the discovery and for the biohazard and trauma team who had to deal with the aftermath. Then there’s the impact on neighbouring tenants, the smell, the shock, the silence that follows. They’re the ones left living with the memory.
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