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This book is dedicated to my dad, who I miss terribly, and to my family and mum, who I appreciate greatly.


For the bereaved friends and families of the Grenfell victims, the family of Awaab Ishak and to the many thousands who have suffered or died because of homelessness or disrepair, I also dedicate this to you.


Finally, I dedicate this to my online followers who have empowered my voice.
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‘Home is where one starts from.’


– T.S. Eliot, ‘East Coker’




Foreword by Daniel Hewitt


From the outside, there appears to be nothing unusual about Harris Primary Academy in Peckham Park, South London. On any weekday morning, you will find the welcoming smiles of hi-vis-clad teachers standing at the school gates, mirroring the bustle of beaming faces being dropped off by their parents as they file in for another day of learning. More than 300 children aged between four and eleven are taught there – and over half of those children are homeless. It is a remarkable, repugnant reality that should shame us all.


Behind the smile of each child is a story of instability and despair. They arrive at school having spent the night in a homeless shelter, a hostel, a bed and breakfast, or on the floor of a family friend’s living room. They live transient lives in temporary homes, often cramped, squalid flats, forced to share beds with their siblings or their parents. They may have lived this way for days or weeks, sometimes months; for some, it may be all they have ever known. Some of the children leave for school from one hotel, only to be taken to a different hotel when the school day has ended. A chronic shortage of available properties also pushes them out of their local area, many miles from school, meaning a mammoth commute across the capital, sometimes lasting more than an hour, before the day has even begun. Long journeys for small legs.


For the teachers of Harris Primary Academy, this is ‘the new normal’ – the housing crisis is so dire that it is the children in stable, secure housing that stand out, not those who are homeless.


What hope is there for this nowhere generation of children? What little life they have so far lived is defined by uncertainty. They are victims of a housing crisis that each day casts its net wider, trapping and traumatising families, and setting in train untold damage on young lives with no choice or voice in the matter – damaging their education, their physical and mental health, their prospects, their ambitions, their relationships, their view of power and authority.


Britain is full of these stories of shock and shame, squalor and systemic inequality. A voice is the least they deserve – if only there were more people able or willing to listen to them, and to tell their stories.


Journalism, the industry I have worked in for over a decade as a television reporter, has had too little to offer by way of attention and exposure to the real-life impact of Britain’s broken housing system. Housing is chronically under-reported as an issue in relation to its size and significance. Newspapers and broadcasters have health and science correspondents; transport and education reporters; sports and media editors – but there are very few dedicated housing reporters.


Politically, housing has simply not been a priority for Britain’s biggest parties. The role of Housing Secretary is seen as a stepping stone for ambitious ministers coveting so-called higher offices of state. It has long been a government department junior ministers use to impress the prime minister of the day in the hope of promotion. The UK has had fifteen Housing Ministers since 2010. Unlike Health, Education or Transport, housing was not even viewed as important enough to have its own dedicated departmental title – it was wedged between ‘Levelling Up’ and ‘Communities’ and before that, local government, until Lee Rowley was appointed as Minister for Housing on 13 November 2023. It was not just the Conservative Party, though – under New Labour too there was no named Housing Secretary of any kind. It was, in fact, Theresa May as prime minister who reinstated Housing as a Cabinet-level title.


Yet housing affects all of us, in myriad ways. Whether through rent or mortgage payments, housing costs are most people’s biggest financial expense, and those costs are growing. Safe, secure, affordable housing is the bedrock of happy, healthy lives. Where we live determines so much else. Home is where we start from.


There is a vital debate to be had as to why housing has been treated so often and for so long as a secondary issue by our political and media classes. It may be partly and perhaps crudely explained by the fact that, on a personal level, it is a secondary issue for the majority of those in senior positions in politics and the media – most in senior positions have been fortunate enough to live during a period when the cost of housing, even in London on a modest salary, was eminently affordable. Buying a home or finding a reasonably priced place to rent was not the near-impossible task it has become today. How many of today’s MPs or journalists grew up in a council house, or have been unable to afford to pay their rent, or have been forced to live in temporary or substandard accommodation?


That is why Kwajo Tweneboa is such a vital voice in this debate, and the debate about the future of Britain. I first met Kwajo in May 2021 on the Eastfields housing estate he’d been living on in Mitcham, South London, with his late father. Two months earlier, I had begun an investigation into social housing conditions, and had walked into a tower block in Croydon and witnessed the worst housing conditions imaginable. In one flat, where a single mum was living with her two young children, a small, persistent leak she had reported to her landlord, Croydon Council, had been ignored for months and allowed to spread uncontrollably. The walls of her home were covered in thick, black mould; water had soaked the carpets and their clothes and made its way into the light fittings, putting their lives in danger. The flat was not fit for human habitation. Other flats in the block were in the same squalid, dangerous state. The conditions were barely believable and totally unliveable. When we aired our findings on ITV News, we received an avalanche of emails and messages from thousands of tenants from across the country experiencing disrepair, and being ignored by their landlords. It was through my investigation that I learned of Kwajo’s experience.


Yet Kwajo was not just talking about the horror he had personally endured with his father. He instead wanted to highlight what his whole community had been facing for decades. He would become the voice of his entire estate, and later the voice for others around the country. Social housing tenants saw in him not only someone who cared, someone who understood and lived their experience, but, crucially, someone willing to do something about it. To stand up. To fight. Stories were there to be told, and Kwajo was willing to tell them, and to shame those responsible. In doing so, he has done more to bring attention to the importance of safe, secure housing than anyone living in Britain today – and with it, he has provided a glimmer of hope for those children at Harris Primary Academy, and beyond.




Preface


This book was written in 2023, with the anecdotes, experiences and facts drawn from six years of campaigning and research. All of the dates, facts and figures were accurate at the time of writing, but there will no doubt be shifts and changes in the world by the time this book launches. I welcome that, and hope in the future I could update this book with the progress made.


The housing crisis is a messy and unwieldy entity, and in this book I have simplified certain strands of it to help us get back to the core of the issue, as well as to hopefully make this book more accessible and engaging for the people this crisis impacts most – the working class. Now, I understand that class, especially what constitutes someone to be working class, is difficult to nail down, but in this book I understand working class to mean those who face the realities of low income and no wealth currently. There are many who identify as working class who are not, or who perhaps have been and are not any more, but in this book the people I am focusing on are those who are directly experiencing this crisis, facing extreme poverty and are on the waiting list for or are living in social housing. As Vicky Spratt identified in her book Tenants, ‘In 2015, the British Social Attitudes (BSA) survey found that 60 per cent of people in Britain identify as middle class.’ However, she also revealed that ‘the 2021 edition of the BSA survey found that 47 per cent of Britons in what sociologists would consider to be ‘middle-class professional and managerial jobs’ identify as ‘working class’. Social class is subjective and mouldable, and we need to remember that.


I have changed names of those in the book who didn’t want to be identified, but all of the stories included in this book are real, and many were witnessed by me first-hand. If I was not there to witness events I have made efforts to interview and speak to those who were. This book is about sparking a conversation, drawing attention to those people who should be amplified within the conversation. I know my book is important because it’s one of the first that is by someone who has directly experienced the impact of this crisis, and mine is a voice that usually goes unheard in these conversations. I have done my best not to intellectualise this subject because it is too raw, too real and too current, I believe, to do so. I understand I am not the leading voice or expert in this space, as I have reinforced a number of times. However, if I am to be the entry point, then I hope this book will build an understanding of the core parts of this crisis and will spread awareness. I have included further reading in this book to point to key books where anyone can deepen their knowledge of this crisis, and I hope you will support these authors just as you have supported me.




Introduction: My Story


I was born in King’s College Hospital, South London, in 1998 to a working-class family. Both of my parents worked hard in the health and social care sector as carers looking after the elderly and vulnerable – that’s how they met. Growing up, we definitely had to make the most of what we had; we didn’t have the latest of anything, but our parents always made sure we had clothes on our backs, food, heating and a roof over our heads. As I got older, I could see that they struggled financially more than others did, but one thing I know for sure is that we were given the very best that our parents had. I always thought that secondary school felt like my best years – I went to a state school, and I was never the most intelligent, but I got by. Back then, it felt like the only thing my friends and I worried about was whether we’d get our homework done in time. The first time that veneer started to crack was when I was twelve years old and my family was evicted from our home. It was the first time that we had experienced the cruel and destructive consequences of the housing crisis.


I remember us sitting with our belongings in Merton Council’s civic centre, my dad having to speak to several members of staff about how we’d been made homeless, and we needed somewhere to stay. His pleas clearly fell on deaf ears. As a child, having to sit there in the civic centre and declare yourself homeless was one of the most boring and embarrassing things you could do. We had to stay there all day, morning until evening, just to prove that we had nowhere else to go. I wouldn’t have had the words to describe it at the time, but looking back, the whole process was really dehumanising. I remember as a child sitting there thinking I hope nobody from school sees us. Even though we were asked to sit outside the meetings, we still could hear pretty much everything said in the room. Our dad always had a folder with his paperwork and letters neatly sorted when we went to the council, and it included doctors’ notes too. We’d hear him telling them about his medical conditions, including his depression, and there was nothing for us to do as children but sit and listen. I remember so clearly how patronising they were to him. He was often dismissed by staff who always seemed in a rush to get the conversation over and done with, as if they had something more pressing to do. They listened to respond instead of listening to understand.


That winter was bitterly cold as we walked the streets from hostel to hostel after school, not knowing where we’d be night after night. When we did get a hostel for the night, I remember drying our cold, wet socks on the radiators because our feet were freezing, the skin on them all wrinkled as our shoes were soaked through. There was a point where we slept in one of those big yellow storage units, on top of the furniture that was being stored there from our old flat. We had to sneak in and out every night and morning so that we weren’t caught, and then go off to school and pretend like everything was normal. My siblings and I never spoke about it, but I know we were all thinking and going through the same things, and it was traumatising and upsetting for us all. My sisters were thirteen and ten at the time and it goes without saying that we didn’t discuss anything about being homeless or our situation with anyone at school. As a matter of fact, with anyone at all.


Back then, I knew that we were homeless, but we never quite acknowledged our situation as ‘homelessness’. As the years progressed, things were a bit more comfortable – we’d finally been moved into another property, and it felt like everything was going great. Then it all came crashing down when we were evicted from another place we called home because the landlord wanted it back, and the cycle started again because renting privately from anywhere else was cripplingly expensive. I was in my last year of sixth form by this time, and my sister was about to sit her GCSEs – my goodness, it was stressful. When we were evicted, there we were again at the civic centre, and this time Dad was given two options: move to Luton or go into temporary accommodation. The ultimatums they give people don’t take into consideration current circumstances at all. Considering we were in school and had lived in London our whole lives, temporary accommodation was the only option – we couldn’t just pack our bags and move to Luton. When we agreed though, we had no idea how flexible their definition of ‘accommodation’ would turn out to be. We ended up being moved into a badly converted garage, with the garage door still on. The bathroom was about the size of a broom cupboard, and damp and black mould seeped from the wardrobe and grew on the bed frames. Just in case we weren’t uncomfortable enough, there was an infestation of ants and the place was freezing cold.


I remember waking up one morning and getting ready for sixth form – my dad had the news on, and they were showing the fire at Grenfell Tower live on TV. For me, that’s when I truly realised on a wider scale that social housing tenants just weren’t cared about. They were neglected, abused even, and were so clearly seen as worth less than everyone else in society. What made it even worse was the demographic of victims and families in the tower; it was the first thing I noticed as I watched. I found out later that 85 per cent of the residents who died the night of the fire were people of colour, a fact that hits me even harder when I consider that it accurately reflects the demographic of tenants who have reached out to me for help when I travel around the UK.


In 2018, after years of bidding, my dad was finally given a Clarion Housing Association property, but the joy of finding somewhere permanent to stay wouldn’t last long. The property was in complete disrepair: damp, mould, cockroaches, mice, woodlice, water filling the bathroom light fixture, holes in the walls, a bath that was unfit for use, rotten kitchen units that we found out were nearly a hundred years old, broken back garden fences, a broken back door and even asbestos. Even with all of these problems it felt like a sigh of relief to have a permanent roof over our heads after the pressure my dad had felt battling the council waiting lists for years. We complained to the landlords over and over again about our living conditions, but nothing was done. We were greeted with silence each and every time. It was later that same year that my dad was diagnosed with stage 1 oesophageal cancer. I remember being at university at the start of my second year when he called to tell me. I then had the responsibility of calling my brother to tell him, too. I was devastated when I found out, but I was also naïve. The thought that the cancer was ‘only stage 1’ had me assuming that we’d found it early enough, and therefore Dad would be treated for it and would get better, but I had a lack of understanding about his cancer and just how aggressive it was. Looking back on Christmas that year, I know that at the time I thought he just wasn’t hungry when he barely ate anything. The truth was that I hadn’t realised he physically could no longer eat due to the mass in his oesophagus. Not long after, he was hooked up to a machine to receive chemotherapy. That would be one of his last Christmases.


As 2019 progressed, Dad began to get weaker and weaker and less talkative. He went from walking around to not having enough energy to finish a sentence. From eating and drinking to throwing up every five minutes because he was unable to swallow his own saliva. He had been the kind of person to look after others, and now he was the person being looked after by nurses three times a day, the person to be fed through his stomach. They often say having cancer is one of the worst things in the world, but watching someone close to you deteriorate is just as awful, and I can say first-hand that is the case. It’s almost like having sleep paralysis – you want to stop it progressing, you want to wake up and find out it’s all a dream, you want to change things, but instead you’re forced to watch and suffer. I didn’t understand how destructive the disease was. No one close to me had ever passed away or had cancer, so watching my dad have it felt like a massive blow I was completely unprepared for. Like being hit by a bus. The conditions of the property were becoming more mentally challenging, too. Knowing Dad was so ill, bed-bound, receiving medical treatment to try and save his life, while around him there was vermin, damp and mould felt completely unfair. Thinking back, that is one of the saddest parts of all this. Living and dying in a home not fit for human habitation. The thought is haunting.


I remember being so stressed at work too as I had two jobs at the time. I was doing an internship at Enterprise Rent-A-Car and during the summer I was working in GAP, too. I was often working six days a week, every other week with twelve-hour shifts, all the while worrying about Dad’s declining health. Eventually I decided to quit my job and move to a different one in a school with fewer working hours and weekends off so that I could try to balance home life without feeling overwhelmed. There was one morning a few days before I moved jobs when my sister called me to come to the hospital – she had found Dad having a seizure and he was unresponsive. When I got there, I was told they had found a mass on his brain, and they thought it was the cancer spreading. We later found out it was a cyst from an infection. Dad’s feeding tube had fallen out a couple of weeks before my sister found him fitting. He’d been in bed in the property when the tube fell out, and a new one was reinserted where he lay, in completely unsanitary conditions. My family and I had no doubt his home environment had a direct link to the infection which caused the cyst on his brain.


Dad was due to have surgery to remove his tumour, but instead he had to have brain surgery to drain the cyst – with the recovery required from that, his body couldn’t take another major surgery. He died on 21 January 2020 at 6.13 a.m. I remember a mixture of emotions: relief that it was over and that he was at peace, depressed, drained and angry at the fact that my dad was lost to me. More than anything, I felt resentment that his last few months were spent in such terrible conditions. How he wasn’t seen as a priority or treated in the same way that he had always treated others. I don’t think grief has a definitive feeling, it’s too large to contain in words.


In the aftermath I was angry and sadder than I had ever been before – I ended up being diagnosed with severe depression and anxiety. I even felt suicidal. I couldn’t stop feeling bitter at the level of disrepair we were living in as we tried to navigate through the worst time of our lives. I was too ashamed to bring my friends home at a time when I needed support the most. The day of his funeral, we had a major leak causing the partial collapse of a ceiling. Even though we complained about it in February 2020, nobody came out to look at it until months later, in October. All of the other problems still existed. Eventually they pulled the ceiling down, but they failed to let us know that it contained asbestos, and they left the dust everywhere. I remember asking when the new ceiling would go up, and I was told January of the following year, so we’d be left without a ceiling for months. The house was freezing. By that point I had already contacted a solicitor and opened a legal case, but still the landlord dragged their feet. We were promised repair dates time and time again, but they either got cancelled or nobody showed up. I found myself spending more time at work on the phone trying to chase repairs than doing my actual job – on one of those phone calls they just hung up on me.


I had reached the end of my tether, so I decided to take pictures and videos of the conditions we were forced to live in and upload them to Twitter. I’d had enough at that point; I was exhausted and depressed, and it became very clear that was the only move I could make. Even though at that point I was still ashamed about how we were living, and my friends didn’t even know about any of it, I knew that shame could no longer be a part of the equation if I wanted my situation to change. I figured that the worst that could happen is I would be insulted and maybe blamed for the conditions, but it was quite the opposite. My tweets went viral. There was a real outcry when people saw it, the local news picked it up and that is where my story started to change. The landlord finally responded with: ‘We’re sorry Mr Tweneboa feels as though he hasn’t received the service he deserves.’ Nothing to me could have been more insulting. That one line was a lightbulb moment for me. I decided it was me versus them, and I knew that this was a battle I was going to win. I visited every single home on my estate, looking inside and collating footage of the conditions people were living in on my phone, uploading every second of it to Twitter. The reaction was instant – again I went viral. This time, a team at ITV News who had been investigating poor living conditions got hold of it. The team consisted of Daniel Hewitt, Sarah O’Connell and Sophie Alexander, whom I now consider good friends, and for two weeks we worked with tenants to film how they were living. It went out on national news and was met with outrage from people across the country, including Members of Parliament. The ball was finally in my hands, and the housing provider was disgraced into carrying out hundreds of repairs on the estate and issuing a public apology after being grilled and publicly shamed by the ITV housing investigations team.


I knew that my work was not over, and this problem was much bigger than my estate, so I went to other local estates that were managed by the same organisation. I discovered that thousands of tenants were living in similar conditions. So I did what I do best: I shamed the landlords and associations who were responsible. It was the beginning of a pattern of work I’d become really familiar with – I started travelling across the country on behalf of tenants to post videos and images of their housing, putting the pressure on landlords to respond. In some cases, tenants were given new homes and moved out in under forty-eight hours after I had posted online. My following grew, and so did the shared sense of outrage and the list of tenants coming forward, showing the scale of the problem.


In the eighteen months that followed, I went from living in disrepair myself, to advising government officials on policy, meeting Grenfell United and Shelter along with other organisations, and going on news programmes to talk about poor living conditions that millions face. Recently, I presented my own documentary, highlighting the state of housing in the UK and the horrific conditions people are living in, including someone’s home which was flooded with raw sewage. I feel a great sense of fulfilment from the work I have been able to do, even though I wasn’t able to do it while my dad was alive. I am motivated by him; I want this to be his legacy.


In writing this, I want to lay out the facts. I want it to be raw just like my work. I want to be direct, impactful – sometimes shocking and uncomfortable because the truth unfortunately is. My family is proud of the work that I’m doing, and the fact that it’s impacting the lives of so many. They’ve become more actively involved themselves in keeping up with politics and issues affecting those who are worse off, and they’re as frustrated as I am at the way that tenants are treated, especially after Grenfell. I know they are with me, and that spurs me on. With this book, my hope is that by sharing my story, the facts, the realities and how I see the future, I can inspire more people to become more actively involved in change like my family and I have become. As a young Black man from a working-class estate, this is what we go through, and the reality isn’t rosy. But many voices are hard to ignore, and if we face this together, we could build something better.





Part One:



How We Got Here


It’s not hard for it to feel like the end of days living in the United Kingdom at the moment. Each crisis feels more overwhelming than the last and often it’s hard to work out where to direct your attention. Politicians want that. When we’re angry, afraid, anxious and confused, they know we are looking for someone, anyone, to tell us how to fix our world in simple and concise ways. That’s exactly what they did with Brexit. ‘Oh, you are struggling right now? Why don’t we just leave the European Union?’ And of course, none of the rewards have appeared in the way we were promised. They achieved their political goal, and individuals around the country were left to pick up the pieces.


What we need to face up to and understand is that the three pillars of our society – housing, health and education – that so desperately need to be upheld and sustained, are buckling because they have not been repaired or reinforced for far too long. There have been botched paint jobs for sure, but when the foundations are crumbling, what good does that do for the long term?


In health, it’s clear for anyone who has tried to book a doctor’s appointment recently or is trying to get the time and attention of a medical professional in the NHS that times are bad, and resources are low. In fact, the number of hospital beds in England have halved over the past thirty years, yet populations are continuing to increase.1 Chronic understaffing, poor retention, insufficient funding, deteriorating estates and long waits are just some of the key issues the NHS is facing right now.2


In the education system, similar funding and budget cuts are having a real impact along with teacher retention, Covid catch-up and pupil mental health.3 The education system has arguably not been fit for purpose for many years, with the curriculum measuring all children’s abilities against the same archaic idea of what is exceptional and what isn’t. It’s like judging a fish on its ability to climb a tree. Fish are great swimmers, but you’re not seeing that. On top of this, children are coming to school hungry, and the cost of living is so serious that many have to rely on the school for their only meal of the day.


Then there’s housing, which is one of my main sources of frustration. I’ve experienced first-hand the neglect that is being allowed to happen and the disrepair that is costing lives. I’ve seen horrific things that many of you reading will not believe, and I’ll be outlining some of these later in this book. This isn’t just social housing, this is about private tenants, too. We all deserve somewhere safe and secure to live, but in recent years many people haven’t been able to afford to live anywhere, and for those who do have somewhere to stay, they often have to cope with conditions that impact hugely on their quality of life.


These issues are expansive and far-reaching. It isn’t just the most impoverished people in our society who are facing the brunt of this, it’s almost everyone aside from the elite few. And yet, it is often the elite few making decisions about our lives and our futures. Something has to give, and the voices of the masses need to be heard. For those of you who have seen me on TV or social media, you will know that I’m not afraid to speak up, to put my head above the parapet and call people to account, regardless of my age, background or the colour of my skin – and from what I’ve experienced it’s clearly needed. The progress I have been able to make in the housing sector has been largely because I’ve been loud, honest and unrelenting. And this is a message I want to carry through in this book. It can feel really hopeless at times, believe me I’ve been there. It can seem like nothing will change and that all you can expect from life is the shit hand you’ve been dealt. But that doesn’t have to be; we can turn it around. We can join our voices together in a resounding and unanimous shout, telling those who have the power that they must step the hell up and make change happen.


Reinvesting into society is exactly what is required for our country to no longer be in crisis. Short-term sacrifices might be needed, granted, but if we take care, fund our welfare systems and reinvigorate the basic pillars that support us, we can turn things around and the benefits will be felt by everyone. We’ve done it before, we can do it again, and that’s where I want to start.





A Very Short History of the Welfare State, Social Housing and the Right to Buy



It was after the Second World War that the incoming Labour government introduced the welfare state. It was a revolutionary move applying recommendations from pioneering civil servant Sir William Beveridge. The aim: to wipe out poverty and hardship in society.


The wars had taken a toll on Great Britain, just as they had on the rest of the world. Pre-war there had been an economic depression, and during the war, people faced severe austerity, trying to make a life during a time that was characterised by instability and chaos. Today, we can hardly begin to imagine it. Lives were intensely difficult, often punctuated by loss and devastation. When the war ended, the British were hungry for change and so they voted in a Labour government that promised to do so. The Beveridge Report of 1942 offered a brave new vision for the future that spelled out a system of social insurance covering every citizen, regardless of income. And so it was – Labour secured 393 seats in the House of Commons, and what followed were six momentous years of social change.


I believe we are reaching this point again. Following the impact of Covid, the exposed lies and turbulence of the Tory government and the growing unrest of the nation, there is the possibility and potential that we could see this renewed trust in a Labour government that will reaffirm the social insurance that Beveridge originally proposed. Well, I’d hope so at least. From 1945 to 1951, while Labour was governing, the social reforms began in earnest. The 1944 Education Act introduced compulsory free secondary education for all. In 1948 there was the birth of the National Health Service. A massive programme to build social housing commenced, and in the 1950s, councils were building on average 147,000 homes a year. It soon went mainstream and in the 1960s a quarter of all the country’s housing was council housing.1 All of these things vastly improved the lives of UK citizens. It wasn’t a utopia by any means, and it didn’t see the end of all problems such as unemployment, wealth disparity and debt. There is an argument that winning the war meant solutions weren’t as extreme as they needed to be because we still had our economic class structures and systems intact, unlike Germany, for example. Of course, social and economic equalities were still evident. However, the Labour government in these years made more significant changes than any other government before and since.2


Progress had been made, whether the Conservative governments liked it or not, and for the most part they had to admit that the improved welfare of citizens was helpful in other ways. Of course, it was largely selfish in that they were happy that the lower classes were being more productive and making them more money because they were happier, better looked after, had fewer health issues, better education and somewhere safe to rest their head at night. It wasn’t going to take long before someone would take steps to undo all of the good social work that had been done, and reinforce the hierarchical structures that serve the powerful. And this is where we come to the moment that, to me, is the obvious catalyst that led us to where we are today. It can be traced back through consecutive governments who failed to act, all the way to Margaret Thatcher and the Right to Buy scheme.


It was 1980, and only a year into Margaret Thatcher’s first government, that a Housing Act was created ‘to give … the right to buy their homes … to tenants of local authorities’. It was a fuelling of consumerism and individualism, and it was enticing; the terms were generous, and so the wheels of Right to Buy were set in motion. Imagine how it must have felt for working-class individuals on estates when the government sold them that nice shiny idea? ‘Oh, you’ve always wanted to buy your home? Now you can! We can give you the opportunity to do so.’ People were quick to buy their homes, but Thatcher and her Cabinet failed to mention to anyone that as the available social housing was sold off and as the income started to feed its way back into government and local authorities, that they had no plan to replace any of the housing.


This incentive, which on the surface sounded positive, meant that nearly 2 million homes have been bought since its introduction in 1980. In 2016, David Cameron promised the reintroduction of the right to buy for housing association tenants up and down the country, meaning the selling off of more public sector homes. Many people ask whether this scheme was a success or not. Of course, there are happy stories that exist because of the scheme – people with limited means or immigrants to the country able to own property and gain security they could never have imagined. But the broader picture is not so positive. In my eyes, the Right to Buy scheme is a massive reason why we find ourselves in this dire situation when it comes to social housing in the UK today.


For example, you are only able to sell your right to buy property after five years, however, you can start privately renting it out straight away. The incentive then is to let out these properties in the private sector in order to generate a profit, but due to the lack of regulation in the private sector, rental prices keep rising, reaching unaffordable heights. In 2013, it was reported that a third of all right to buy homes were owned by private landlords. It was also stated that multimillionaire tycoon Charles Gow, son of Margaret Thatcher’s Housing Minister, Ian Gow, owned at least forty ex-council homes on a single council estate. This chills me to the bone. It was also revealed at the time that in Wandsworth alone there were ninety-five landlords who owned and rented out five or more ex-council properties. People who perhaps would have used social housing now have to rent these properties privately that were once social housing for those in need. It is a vicious cycle of consumerism, and so many people are now at risk of being exploited by slum landlords who carve up their properties room by room, forcing upwards of eight people to share one bathroom and one kitchen. The largest leasehold landlord owned the leases of ninety-three of its freehold properties. These are the realities we have to face.
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