London’s illegal housing crisis deepens as enforcement failures fuel deadly overcrowding
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A recent BBC investigation has exposed the true extent of London's housing disaster, revealing a thriving black market in rental properties, fueled by illegal Homes of Multiple Occupancy (HMOs). These Victorian-era houses—originally designed for small families—have become overcrowded dens of neglect, with up to 15 residents crammed into dangerously unsanitary conditions. Photographs depict adults sleeping on bare mattresses amid mould, vermin, and filth, exposing the grim reality behind London's so-called housing "crisis." Despite the law requiring HMOs to be licensed for safety compliance, data shows a lamentable failure in enforcement. In boroughs like Newham and Tower Hamlets—areas that hosted the Olympic Games—the number of illegal HMOs far outstrips those officially registered, with some flats accommodating up to 18 people. The tragic consequences are evident; a fire in such a property in East London resulted in a confirmed death, highlighting the deadly risks of neglect and lax oversight. Yet, enforcement efforts remain woefully inadequate—only a third of renters’ complaints have been inspected by councils between 2021 and 2023. Meanwhile, Mayor Sadiq Khan's administration is quick to blame others for the crisis, but the reality is that his policies have failed to crack down on landlords exploiting loopholes, allowing illegal rentals to flourish and endanger lives.
London’s housing catastrophe is far more than just illegal HMOs. Industry experts warn that the city's overall affordable housing stock has been decimated by inflation, skyrocketing building safety costs following the Grenfell Tower tragedy, and high-interest rates—factors deliberately overlooked by the current Labour-led government. Since the disaster, costly safety upgrades have drained budgets, leading to an 88% plunge in new affordable housing projects—an unprecedented collapse that leaves thousands of Londoners trapped in a cycle of overcrowding and homelessness. Councils now spend around £4 million daily on temporary accommodation; private rents soar, marginalizing lower-income families and pushing countless residents out of the city altogether. Yet the new government adoption of "compassionate" policies to expand homebuilding remains feeble and ineffective, weakened further by bureaucratic failures and endless regulatory delays.
Housing costs are spiraling out of control, with tenants in London now spending nearly 32% of their incomes on rent—more than any time in the past seven years—while wages stagnate. The situation is dire for ordinary families, but the response from political leaders is negligible. Instead of implementing direct measures to curb runaway rent increases or promote affordable homeownership, the Labour government refuses to consider rent controls—a misguided stance that only emboldens landlords and perpetuates the crisis. Instead, they talk of "regulating" markets while doing little to deliver real change. Campaign groups are crying out for meaningful reforms, but their calls fall on deaf ears as political inertia prevents decisive action.
Mayor Khan’s so-called efforts to address the housing shortage have been a disaster. Despite mouthing noble intentions, his tenure has seen a dramatic slowdown in new construction—down 74% compared to long-term averages—and repeated misses of his target to build 52,000 new homes annually. While his administration claims to have delivered over 100,000 social housing units, the overall rate remains far below what's needed to tackle the soaring prices and shortages choking London’s communities. His insistence on imposing a 35% affordable housing quota in private developments has alienated developers, discouraging new projects and fueling the downward spiral of supply. The truth is, the mayor’s powers are limited, and his inability to influence planning approvals across London's boroughs has left the housing crisis largely unaddressed. His repeated promises have proven hollow, with every passing year revealing just how disconnected his policies are from the scale of the problem.
In a vain attempt to salvage his failed strategies, Khan has announced initiatives like the Council Homes Acquisition Programme—to buy 10,000 private homes for social housing. Yet this is mere band-aid politics, desperately trying to stem a bleeding wound created by years of mismanagement. Meanwhile, reports estimate nearly 170,000 Londoners—including over 83,000 children—live in temporary accommodation, vulnerable to eviction and homelessness. London Councils warn that homelessness could affect at least 60,000 renters by 2030 unless government support increases. But no matter how many schemes are spun, the fundamental issue remains: the city is failing its most vulnerable, with policies that have only exacerbated the supply crisis and driven prices higher. 
The truth is clear: London's housing market is in meltdown. Illegal properties, regulatory failures, and political neglect have combined to create a perfect storm of overcrowding, unaffordability, and danger. The current leadership’s approach—more bans, more regulations, and more talk—has proven insufficient. What London needs is a fundamental overhaul, with zero tolerance for illegal landlords, a concerted effort to boost supply, and real policies that prioritize affordability and safety over bureaucratic inertia. Until then, residents will continue facing the devastating consequences of thisfailed system—living in squalor while politicians point fingers instead of taking decisive action.
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