Edinburgh City Council suspends housing allocations to prioritise homeless support amid crisis
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Edinburgh City Council has once again suspended its council housing allocations amid ongoing challenges in meeting the Scottish Government’s housing requirements, as the city grapples with a growing housing crisis. This marks the second suspension within a year, following a similar halt initiated in November.
The suspension is part of an effort to prioritise housing for those experiencing homelessness. Under the new policy, almost all available council housing units will be dedicated to homeless households, except for cases involving individuals with acute medical needs or those awaiting hospital discharge. Vacant council properties will primarily serve as temporary accommodation or permanent homes for homeless people. Officials have set a target to make 120 units available each month by bringing void properties back into use.
At a Housing, Homelessness and Fair Work committee meeting held on Friday, councillors were informed of the severe pressures facing the city’s housing system. Figures revealed that in the past year, Edinburgh failed to provide accommodation for homeless individuals on 3,263 occasions—a rise of 115% compared to the previous year. In March alone, 750 homeless households seeking housing could not be accommodated, amounting to 58% of the requests received that month. The housing situation has worsened following a recent legal ruling that halted the use of certain hotel and bed and breakfast rooms for temporary accommodation, due to licensing issues.
In response to the crisis, Edinburgh Council is exploring multiple strategies to swiftly increase housing supply. Among the options under consideration is the purchase of private student housing blocks. SNP councillor Danny Aston, representing Craigentinny/Duddingston, disclosed during the committee meeting that councillors are examining the acquisition of purpose-built student accommodation, with rumours suggesting more than one block could be involved.
The council is understood to be considering a report planned for presentation to the Finance and Resources Committee next week, focusing on the potential purchase of ELS house on Gorgie Road, a prominent private student housing block in the city. Gareth Barwell, Edinburgh Council’s executive director of Place, acknowledged ongoing discussions regarding several sites. Speaking at the meeting, Barwell said: “There are some discussions ongoing with some sites as you’d expect, some commercially sensitive discussions. But we are aware of a number of opportunities in the city where we may be able to buy buildings that are either ready or will be ready within the next, I think, six to nine months. I think it’s an ongoing discussion.”
Council officers also indicated that longer-term plans for expanding the council housing stock are being explored to provide more sustainable solutions to the city’s housing demands.
The suspension of council housing allocations has prompted concerns among councillors about the potential impact on existing tenants and those on waiting lists. Stuart Dobbin, SNP councillor for the Forth ward, noted that approximately 1,000 families living in council housing in Edinburgh currently endure overcrowded conditions.
The council intends to review the suspension decision at a meeting scheduled towards the end of June. Meanwhile, the issue remains on the agenda for the upcoming formal meeting of the Housing, Homelessness and Fair Work committee on Tuesday, 13 May, which will be accessible for public viewing.
The developments reflect Edinburgh’s ongoing efforts to balance immediate needs against long-term housing strategies, as the city seeks solutions to alleviate the strain on its housing system.
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