Waltham Forest resorts to cross-borough housing as homelessness costs soar
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Waltham Forest Council is set to increase the practice of housing residents at risk of homelessness outside the borough as it confronts mounting pressures on temporary accommodation. The council’s new housing strategy, due for cabinet approval next week, emphasises securing “good homes over location” to address what it describes as a “severe housing crisis.” This shift reflects wider challenges faced by London boroughs in balancing affordability, availability, and legal duties to protect vulnerable residents.
Under legal obligations, Waltham Forest must provide housing to certain residents threatened with homelessness, yet the borough has struggled to meet demand amid soaring costs. Temporary accommodation frequently takes the form of hotels or bed-and-breakfast venues, an approach increasingly seen as unsustainable with the council projecting a £31 million budget overspend this financial year—almost half of which relates to temporary housing costs. Council leader Grace Williams, who also serves as deputy chair of London Councils, acknowledged the difficult choices involved, stating: “We don’t want to send families to the north-east, but if the choice is between settling someone into an affordable home or leaving them in hotels for months or years, what would residents think is reasonable?” This reflects a harsh reality in which families face long-distance relocation, sometimes as far as 275 miles, to find affordable housing.
This situation is reflected in a recent council report by Joe Garrod, Waltham Forest’s strategic director of place, which commits to prioritising high-quality temporary and settled accommodation, including accepting the necessity to look beyond borough boundaries. The council’s housing strategy recognises that for many residents, moving into the private rented sector outside Waltham Forest represents the most realistic route out of temporary accommodation, despite the financial and practical barriers highlighted by the council’s survey of those currently housed in temporary facilities. Respondents reported negative impacts on health, increased anxiety, and significant affordability challenges that undermined their stability and prospects.
To alleviate the crisis, Waltham Forest plans to increase its housing stock by acquiring existing homes. One recent cabinet decision approved spending nearly £29 million to purchase over 60 homes to convert into temporary accommodation, aiming to reduce reliance on costly private providers. This follows previous ambitions to buy 400 homes—half within London and half in the Home Counties—but plans were shelved in the face of high government borrowing rates. Despite these efforts, the council’s longer-term Local Plan targets the construction of 27,000 new homes by 2035, including significant social and affordable housing components, though slow progress and rising construction costs remain obstacles.
Financial pressures on Waltham Forest are stark. Housing families in temporary accommodation is forecast to cost £23 million this year alone, exceeding by £2 million what the council spent over two years from 2021 to 2023. This cost spiral, combined with overspending in adult social care, has pushed the council towards a £31 million overall deficit. Similar financial strains are visible across London; nearby Havering borough recently accepted an £88 million government loan to avoid bankruptcy, a warning that council leader Grace Williams acknowledges could potentially apply to Waltham Forest without “tough decisions” and budget cuts.
The situation underscores the broader crisis facing London’s local authorities in managing homelessness amid limited affordable housing supply and escalating costs. While Waltham Forest continues to seek solutions within and beyond its borders, the challenge remains formidable, forcing councils to balance legal duties, resident wellbeing, and financial sustainability in an increasingly constrained landscape.
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