Greenbank Road residents battle rising tide of HMOs threatening community fabric
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Residents of Greenbank Road in Darlington, County Durham, are increasingly alarmed by the transformation of their once-unified neighbourhood into a landscape dominated by Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs). The shift, marked by the conversion of elegant 19th-century townhouses into cramped lodgings, has not only altered the community’s fabric but also threatens to reduce property values, instil safety concerns, and erode the once-vibrant familial atmosphere.
Longstanding residents report that the charm and stability of their residential street have been undermined by property developers exploiting loopholes to cram multiple tenants into single homes—often accommodating as many as nine individuals in a single property. Matt Fisher, a father of four, lamented the dramatic change since moving to the area 15 years ago. "When we moved here, these were all family homes. Now, there's only four families left on our side of the street, with the rest being converted into HMOs," he said, highlighting a shift that has left him and his neighbours feeling increasingly isolated.
The situation reflects wider trends, as similar issues have surfaced in various UK cities. For example, Salford has experienced a staggering rise in HMOs, with neighbourhoods undergoing a significant transformation from family housing to transient living spaces. The Ordsall area alone saw an increase from just three HMOs in 2017 to 437 by 2023. This not only disrupts community cohesion but also puts additional pressure on local infrastructure and services, compelling councils to introduce regulations to limit further conversions.
In Darlington, local authorities have identified around 400 HMOs but suspect the actual number may be much higher due to insufficient regulations on properties accommodating fewer than six occupants. Residents on Greenbank Road are now clamouring for tighter controls, including a petition advocating for the enforcement of an Article 4 direction. This legal provision could require planning permission for all conversions from family homes to HMOs, a measure already adopted in nearby cities like Middlesbrough and Durham.
Grandfather Sandy Duncan, who has lived on Greenbank Road for 43 years, echoed residents' fears regarding declining property values and safety issues. He noted, "I worry about rubbish and bins overflowing, and the drainage. Can the pipes cope with nine showers in a morning? I doubt it." Such concerns are not unfounded; with multiple tenants comes a higher likelihood of incidents such as anti-social behaviour and a rise in drug-related activity, as reported by Fisher.
The local council acknowledges the dual nature of HMOs, stating they can provide much-needed affordable housing but may also lead to a concentration of unregulated properties that adversely affect existing communities. The council claims it is actively exploring measures, including enhanced licensing for HMOs, to balance the interests of residents and landlords. However, residents remain sceptical about the effectiveness of these efforts, with one neighbour describing her ordeal living next to a property undergoing transformative renovations, stating, "I've had the same neighbours for 40 years. Now I'll have nine people coming and going at all times of the day." 
The issue highlights a growing conundrum across the UK regarding the management of HMOs. While they can offer affordable housing solutions, they invariably draw criticism for their impacts on local communities, from street cleanliness to overall neighbourhood spirit. Addressing these challenges is crucial for councils across the country, which must navigate the fine line between market demands for affordable housing and the need to maintain the character and integrity of residential areas.
As Greenbank Road’s residents continue to advocate for change, they face an uphill battle against structural forces driving the proliferation of HMOs. The situation embodies a wider unease among communities grappling with the implications of housing policies that allow for unregulated conversions amidst soaring housing costs, representing a significant challenge for the future of community cohesion.
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