London’s homelessness crisis spreads to surrounding towns amid cost-driven relocations
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London’s widening homelessness crisis is increasingly spilling beyond the capital's borders, with councils quietly relocating vulnerable families to temporary housing in surrounding towns and even further afield across the home counties. Towns such as Harlow, Basildon, Grays, and Slough are seeing a growing influx of Londoners placed in converted office blocks or other temporary accommodations by cash-strapped boroughs grappling with soaring housing costs and a shortage of affordable homes.
Chiara Repetti, a 31-year-old single mother, is one of many London residents uprooted to such outlying locations. After refusing a single room in Croydon, she was moved to Templefields House in Harlow by Lewisham Council, where she’s now endured five months in what she describes as prison-like conditions. The former office block has repeatedly been criticised for its unsafe environment, including reports of violence, drug use, and neglect. Chiara laments being isolated from her support network, unable to afford to visit her home borough, and facing what she calls a "cut off" life with her children.
This practice, according to council leaders in Harlow and Basildon, is "inhumane." Dan Swords, Leader of Harlow Council, condemned London boroughs for relocating homeless families far from their communities into substandard accommodation without sufficient support. The strain on Harlow’s infrastructure and services has been significant, with police data revealing a 20% spike in crime in the town centre following the opening of another temporary housing block there. Harlow Council has recently moved to buy and redevelop Terminus House, a symbol of the town’s decline linked directly to these housing pressures.
Families displaced by London boroughs face tremendous challenges. Momotaz Islam, another Templefields House resident from Redbridge, struggles to care for her husband who has severe health issues. She shares cramped accommodation with her children and has been unable to transfer her job to the new location. Her children endure exhausting commutes for their education, while the family receives little support from the placing council. Such disruption has profound consequences on residents’ wellbeing and stability.
The relocation of homeless Londoners is driven by the city’s acute housing shortage and ballooning costs. London Councils data reveals over 175,000 people now live in temporary accommodation arranged by local boroughs, equating to one in every 50 Londoners. Monthly spending on such accommodation has risen nearly 40% in a year, reaching £90 million, and boroughs collectively face a £740 million shortfall. The financial pressure means councils compete aggressively for cheaper housing outside London, sometimes paying double local rents, exacerbating tensions and creating bidding wars that further inflate prices.
The scale of the crisis is underscored by government data showing that over 336,000 London households are on social housing waiting lists, the highest number for a decade and a 32% rise since 2014. Many boroughs, such as Havering, now seek to convert empty office buildings in Essex and other counties into temporary housing to cut costs on expensive hotels and nightly lets. Yet this strategy merely relocates problems geographically rather than addressing root causes.
MyLondon’s Broken Homes campaign calls for reforms including a universal distance cap to prevent councils from placing families too far from their support networks, bans on discharging housing duties through unreasonable offers far away, and better collaboration between councils to manage temporary accommodation fairly and sustainably. Without national coordination and investment, the cycle of displacement is likely to continue, further stretching resources in towns around London and deepening hardship for thousands of displaced families.
This dispersed approach to housing vulnerable Londoners is widely viewed as unfair both to those forcibly moved and to the communities absorbing them. As leaders like Dan Swords emphasise, the Government must step in urgently to stop councils effectively pushing their homeless populations into other areas without support and to invest in long-term solutions focused on prevention and affordable housing provision.
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