Redbridge adopts controversial plan to relocate homeless residents outside London to cut costs and reduce waiting times
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Redbridge Council is adopting a strategy that includes relocating homeless residents beyond the borough boundaries, seeking to alleviate the intense pressure on temporary housing. This approach forms part of a newly published homelessness and rough sleeping strategy, which acknowledges the severe shortage of affordable and social housing within the borough. While a local consultation indicated that most residents prefer to remain in East London to stay close to schools and employment opportunities, the council contends that the current housing options are insufficient to meet demand.
The strategy outlines that expanding housing choices beyond London could reduce waiting times, which in Redbridge can extend beyond 20 years, and offer more affordable solutions, particularly for larger families. The council suggests that relocating residents to areas with lower demand allows them to access stable housing more quickly and thrive in fulfilling lives. This move is also intended to address the borough’s projected £23.5 million overspend in its housing budget, largely driven by the high costs associated with temporary accommodation such as expensive hotels and bed-and-breakfasts.
The scale of the housing challenge in Redbridge is substantial, with over 2,800 families currently in temporary housing and about 7,500 on the housing register. Many residents face long waits and uncertainty, as the council concedes that most people do not ultimately receive social housing despite significant need, including homelessness, medical conditions, or overcrowded living situations.
To mitigate these pressures, the council is prioritising early intervention to prevent homelessness. This includes identifying root causes such as financial instability or unemployment and providing tailored support with bills, benefits, employment, and alternative housing options. This preventive approach is deemed less stressful for residents and more cost-effective for the local authority.
Redbridge Council has set ambitious housing development targets, aiming to build 600 council homes by next year and acquire 800 rental properties by 2028. Progress is underway at sites like Luxford Lane, where 159 new homes are expected soon. However, the council admits it has struggled to meet its housing targets consistently and is currently behind schedule, having delivered only 14% of its 2024 quota, thereby falling short of London Plan requirements by over 1,100 homes. On a positive note, efforts to bring empty privately-owned homes back into use have seen 107 properties returned to the housing stock over the past year.
The council's housing cabinet member, Saima Ahmed, attributes some of the worsening housing crisis to the Covid-19 pandemic, citing delays in construction and leasing during social distancing measures. She also highlights that the ongoing cost of living crisis exacerbates the problem, with increasing numbers of Redbridge residents facing homelessness or the risk thereof.
Financially, Redbridge Council is navigating significant challenges. Despite the housing overspend, it has managed to approve balanced budgets in consecutive years, 2024/25 and 2025/26, prioritising key services. These budgets allocate substantial funds toward housing and homelessness support, with £50.2 million earmarked for housing services in 2025/26. Nevertheless, the pressures remain acute; a recent budgetary control report revealed a £15.3 million overspend in 2024/25, largely driven by the costs of temporary accommodation and social care demands.
To address financial sustainability, the council has recognised the need for efficiency and investment in permanent housing solutions to reduce reliance on costly temporary arrangements. It has sought additional government funding related to welfare reforms, which assists in mitigating some costs and improving service delivery.
Redbridge Council’s strategy reflects a balance of managing immediate housing crises through relocation and prevention, while simultaneously working towards increasing the availability of affordable and social homes within the borough. The challenge remains immense, with demographic pressures, funding constraints, and the legacy of pandemic-related delays complicating progress. The council’s ongoing efforts demonstrate a commitment to supporting vulnerable residents, though the scale of the housing shortage means that tough decisions, such as moving families outside London, are deemed necessary to ensure sustainable solutions.
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