London flat dubbed ‘death trap’ sparks urgent safety rethink in housing design

[image: ]
A two-bedroom Victorian flat in Brockley, South London, has sparked widespread concern among potential buyers due to a disconcerting design feature that many have labelled a ‘death trap.’ On the market for £500,000, this property initially presents as a charming home with a modern aesthetic, boasting polished floorboards and a sleek kitchen. However, a closer inspection reveals a gaping chasm in the living area, directly opposite the double bed, with a staircase leading down to the lower floor, but without any railings or glass barriers.
Online critics expressed alarm at this apparent safety oversight, with comments highlighting the danger posed by the unprotected opening. One user provocatively commented, “Deathtrap stairs to master bedroom. Yikes. How is there no railing around that?” Another chimed in, “I'd be dead in a week if I lived there. How have they survived?” Such sentiments echo a growing awareness around safety in housing design, especially in densely populated urban areas where architectural features sometimes prioritise aesthetics over functionality and security.
Interestingly, this incident taps into a wider discourse about housing design within London. The trend of innovative yet risky architectural elements—such as the so-called floating staircases—has surfaced in various properties around the capital. In a luxury rental apartment in Covent Garden, a similarly precarious staircase has attracted criticism for its jagged, unsupported steps. Guests there have labelled these stairs ‘scary’ and ‘dangerous,’ illustrating a growing unease over modern design choices that seem to flirt with danger.
The Brockley flat’s listing, managed by Conran Estates, maintains a focus on its aesthetic appeal while downplaying the apparent risk associated with its stairwell setup. Advertised as “bright and stylish,” it places emphasis on the desirable area, known for its tree-lined streets and access to amenities. Yet, it raises questions about the balance of form and function in residential design. 
Safety concerns surrounding architectural features are not confined to private sales but resonate throughout public housing discussions as well. Recent commentary on housing design flaws in Southwark highlights issues in local estates, which have been plagued by inadequate provisions for residents’ safety and wellbeing. Historical context sheds further light on this problem, with incidents such as the tragic death of a schoolboy in a poorly designed public estate serving as a somber reminder of the consequences of oversight in urban planning.
Critics point to evidence suggesting that certain design choices, including the use of safety railings, can create more hazards than they mitigate, raising the question of whether aesthetic choices overrule common sense in contemporary architecture. As municipal authorities reconsider such features, the Brockley flat’s questionable design might prompt a critical reevaluation of how future housing projects are conceptualised.
In a city grappling with a housing crisis that challenges its inhabitants to find secure, affordable living spaces, these design dilemmas affect not only individual safety but also the overall quality of life for Londoners. Buyers looking at properties like the one in Brockley must navigate these fraught issues, weighing the allure of contemporary design against the fundamental need for safety. 
As the property market continues to evolve, potential residents may find themselves advocating for designs that uphold both style and sense—a balance crucial for the future of urban living. 
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