Social housing tenants face worsening conditions amid rising complaints and health risks
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Kerianne Wilson’s struggle to secure safe and healthy living conditions for herself and her son encapsulates a broader crisis facing social housing tenants across the UK. Since 2022, the pair have been enduring a precarious situation in their west London flat, battling relentless mould, deteriorating ceilings, and the constant risk of health complications from their environment. Despite paying rent for a property that should provide sanctuary, Wilson finds herself increasingly anxious about her home’s condition, which has left her son “constantly coughing” amidst the dampness.
The circumstances surrounding Wilson’s housing situation are not unique; they reflect a deepening frustration that has emerged among tenants grappling with similar issues. Calls for action have intensified, with the Housing Ombudsman Service reporting a 474% increase in complaints about poor living conditions since 2019-20. Richard Blakeway, the housing ombudsman for England, has warned that the growing dissatisfaction could contribute to broader social discord if timely interventions are not made.
Wilson’s long tenure in her flat—she moved in when her son was just four months old—has seen her navigate a series of management changes and persisting issues. Managed now by one of London’s largest housing associations, Peabody, Wilson has had to fend off problems ranging from rodent infestations to frequent leaks, exacerbating the sense of neglect she feels from her housing provider. Peabody has stated that it is actively working on repairs and apologised for the delays; however, Wilson remains sceptical about the efficacy and timeliness of their responses. She indicated that communication has broken down entirely, rendering her reliant on complaints which often yield little urgency in resolution.
The significance of these grievances is amplified by the backdrop of the Grenfell Tower tragedy, which continues to haunt the community. The horror of lives lost and the systemic failures highlighted by that incident cast a long shadow over existing concerns about social housing quality. Local MP Joe Powell has recently launched a campaign demanding better conditions and accountability from housing associations, recognising that despite the affluence of the area, many continue to live in unacceptable situations.
Statistics underscore the urgency of the issue. Research by Crisis indicates that an overwhelming 1.5 million households are currently in social housing waiting lists, many living in unsuitable conditions that adversely affect their health and mental well-being. The study suggests that nearly two-thirds of respondents reported their living conditions negatively impacting their mental health, with many feeling trapped in a cycle that not only hinders their current quality of life but also delays crucial life progressions, such as starting a family or pursuing new career opportunities.
Amidst this backdrop, the dilemma surrounding social housing is closely tied to higher eviction rates and the overall housing crisis in England. Recent data indicates that over 25,000 households have faced homelessness due to no-fault evictions—a trend that has escalated markedly in recent years. Charities are advocating for urgent reforms, arguing that addressing issues like no-fault evictions is essential to stabilising housing for vulnerable communities and ensuring better living conditions.
Despite governmental recognition of the housing crisis, with plans for substantial construction initiatives and reforms in the planning laws aimed at increasing affordable housing, critics remain unconvinced. Structural changes are necessary to prevent the loss of social housing stock, especially with the Right to Buy scheme still in place, which has seen a significant reduction in the availability of affordable homes.
Kerianne Wilson’s story, while deeply personal, is emblematic of a systemic failure affecting thousands of social housing tenants. Her worries over her son’s health and their living conditions reflect a societal issue that cannot be ignored any longer. As housing quality remains a pressing concern, the collective voices of tenants like Wilson are crucial in demanding accountability from property managers and the government alike, pushing for a future where safe, secure housing is a guaranteed right rather than a constant struggle.
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