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I’d like to moon around a garden 
barefoot

And rosy, instead I wake with 
night sweats I dedicate to my
landlord

Helen Charman, ‘The Tenancy’ 
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Author’s note

This is a work of non-fiction written between 2017 and early 2022, 
drawn from five years of research. When I began, Britain had just voted 
to leave the European Union and was embarking on the process of Brexit. 
As I finished, a global pandemic spread, making people’s homes into 
a frontline defence amid a major public health crisis and, in doing so, 
revealed that home was not a very safe place for some people. During 
that period, it felt at times as though the country was, at once, imploding 
and exploding. While some British people saw their dream – independ-
ence from Eurocracy – realised, others felt that just over half of the 
country had voted for something they did not want but would have to 
live with. The Labour Party, beleaguered and led by Jeremy Corbyn 
(and subsequently Keir Starmer), struggled. The Conservatives, led by 
David Cameron, then Theresa May, then Boris Johnson, fought among 
themselves and yet continued not only to win elections, but win big. In the 
early hours of 13 December 2019, Johnson declared victory in an election 
which delivered the Conservatives their biggest majority since Margaret 
Thatcher’s 1987 win and the largest overall majority since Tony Blair’s 
landslide in 2001. This provides important context for Tenants, which 
assesses Britain’s housing crisis within the framework of our country’s 
polarised and polarising party politics. 

Dates and figures were accurate at the time of writing. Unless specified 
otherwise, real names have been used. Where a pseudonym is used to 
protect a person’s privacy, it has been marked with an asterisk. Most of 
the events described in the book were witnessed first-hand or recounted 
to me over the phone when that was not possible due to coronavirus 
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restrictions. Some descriptions are pieced together from interviews with 
those who were there – tenants’ union members, politicians, staffers of 
politicians or charity support workers. 

The housing crisis is inextricable from wealth inequality. And to 
talk about wealth is to discuss the inequalities of class (as well as gender, 
sexuality and race, which I will get to later). It is vital that we unpack 
class, but throughout this book you will see that I regularly refer to ‘low-
income’ people as opposed to ‘working-class’ people. Why? Nobody is 
an entirely reliable narrator of their own story, and the subjectivity of 
class obfuscates productive conversations about inequality. In 2015, the 
British Social Attitudes Survey (BSAS) found that 60 per cent of people 
in Britain identify as working class, suggesting that broad class divisions 
hold meaning for people. The 2021 edition of the BSAS revealed that 
47 per cent of Britons in what sociologists would consider to be ‘middle- 
class professional and managerial jobs’ identify as ‘working class’. 
Curiously, a quarter of people in such jobs who come from middle-class 
backgrounds (in the sense that their parents did professional work) also 
identify as working class. As Professor Sam Friedman of the London 
School of Economics (LSE) notes in his own research and analysis of this 
phenomenon, ‘people find stories of the past – of working-class struggle, 
of upward social mobility, of meritocratic striving – that provide powerful 
frames for understanding their own experiences and identity’. A person’s 
class can change throughout their life and they may also feel that they 
belong to a different class to the one that their socio-economic status puts 
them in. Class is an identity. Income and wealth are a reality. In their 
2009 book The Spirit Level, Kate Pickett and Richard Wilkinson make a 
similar point, arguing that social class is subjective as it is classified dif-
ferently in various studies and pieces of research, but income differences 
are more objective. 

Any discussion of wealth and class in Britain necessarily intersects 
with race and ethnicity. The acronym BAME stands for Black, Asian and 
Minority Ethnic. Its usefulness is limited in terms of quantitative data 
and qualitative analysis because it collapses the myriad experiences of 
distinctive ethnic groups under one baggy umbrella. However, frustrat-
ingly, many data on the diversity of experience of housing and economic 
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inequality in the UK have used this term, collating varied experiences as 
one. So, where I use the acronym, it is because the research I refer to has 
limited itself to it. 

Speaking of acronyms, this subject is full of them. Such shorthand 
serves a purpose, but it has taken me years to learn the language of 
housing. I have tried to use technical terminology sparingly because I fear 
it both alienates people, preventing an understanding of the structural 
forces at play in the housing crisis, and dehumanises those most affected 
by the housing crisis. At the back of this book you will find a glossary of 
terms which I hope is helpful where the use of acronyms is unavoidable. 

Housing policy in the UK is complex. It is devolved, so while the 
symptoms and causes of housing stress and inequality overlap there are 
some differences in legislation between England, Wales, Scotland and 
Northern Ireland. This book focuses on the worst-hit areas in England 
and Wales, meaning that London and the south-east feature prominently, 
but Scotland and Northern Ireland also have their own unique housing 
emergencies which are referred to throughout. Indeed, the Republic of 
Ireland also faces a huge housing crisis. I spent the start of 2020 travel-
ling the length of the country and speaking to young people who couldn’t 
afford homes. However, Ireland is not discussed here because it would be 
wrong to conflate the country’s struggles, distinct and distinctive as they 
are, with those of the UK – though, of course, there are parallels (house 
price inflation, for instance). 

On the subject of housing policy: homelessness is generally distin-
guished between rough sleeping, street homelessness and what’s known 
as ‘hidden homelessness’, that is, people living in temporary accommo-
dation. These ‘hidden’ homeless have no place to call home but can be 
hidden from official statistics and aren’t always receiving support. They 
may be  sofa-surfing, sleeping rough, squatting or sleeping on public 
transport. They may also not be recorded in temporary accommodation 
statistics. I don’t like the term ‘hidden homeless’ because these people are 
anything but invisible and the type of homelessness they face is just as 
dangerous as rough sleeping, albeit distinctively different. If this term is 
used in this book, it is because an expert, charity or researcher has used it. 

Throughout this book you will notice that I sometimes refer to people 
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who are ‘vulnerable’ to poverty or to homelessness. This is the language 
of the housing and homelessness charity sector, but I should be clear: I 
think it’s important to acknowledge that these people are not ‘inherently’ 
vulnerable, they are often made so – oppressed by the structural forces of 
a broken social and economic system. 

Finally, Tenants began as an investigation into Britain’s precarious 
private rented sector. It turned out to be about what it means to have a 
safe and stable home in an unstable world, whether that’s amid political 
and economic turmoil or, as it happened, during a once-in-a-generation 
public health crisis. But above all this book is an investigation into how 
housing inequality is shaping our country politically, socially and eco-
nomically. I am a journalist. I am not an economist. However, there will 
be discussion of economics in this book and, when there is, my intention 
is that these discussions of the economy and the financial instruments 
which have shaped our collective experience of housing are accessible. I 
have included Further Reading for anyone who wants to go deeper into 
any of the ideas discussed. 

It feels important to state from the outset that this book is not a 
memoir. But there is a difference between impartiality and objectivity. 
I can relay events fairly but, of course, I am not an impartial observer. I 
cannot absent myself entirely from the narrative. I am here, I was there 
when these stories were told. As a human being who needs shelter, who is 
hardwired to make a home wherever I go, and as a witness who has been 
invited into people’s lives as they experience the sort of housing stress 
nobody should ever have imposed upon them, I am invested in change. 

As a journalist, in 2016 I fronted a successful campaign which 
amplified the work of organisations like the housing charity Shelter, 
tenants’ unions and Generation Rent (an independent lobby group 
who work to make sure that the voices of private renters are heard – by 
landlords, by policymakers and by politicians). It got letting fees banned 
and deposits capped via the Tenant Fees Act 2019. However, as I hear 
regularly, agencies and landlords exploit this piece of legislation and, 
during the pandemic, used loopholes to demand thousands of pounds 
of ‘rent up front’ from prospective tenants – which just goes to show 
how dynamic politicians need to be in responding to housing problems 
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as they evolve. In 2019, I became the i Paper’s housing correspondent, a 
role dedicated not, as is the case with many newspapers, to reporting on 
the property market and writing about ‘investment hotspots’ but solely to 
looking at how the housing crisis is impacting people across the country. I 
should also declare for transparency that since beginning this book I have 
also joined the board of Generation Rent.

This book may have my name on the cover, but it was a collabora-
tive project. Writing Tenants was possible because the individuals behind 
the stories in it invited me into their homes and lives over the course 
of several years, allowing me to shadow them during painful and chal-
lenging times. I have conducted hundreds of interviews since 2017. I 
couldn’t give every one of them space here, but, without each of them, 
this book could not exist. They have all informed it in some way. I am 
also indebted to the work of grassroots activists, scholars of housing law, 
charity sector workers, special advisors, civil servants and academics, all 
of whom shared their wisdom on and off the record, laying the founda-
tions for my own work. As a journalist I am constantly aware that I am 
a conduit for the stories and work of others. I stand on the shoulders of 
giants every day. It is my hope that this book will bring their knowledge, 
experiences, expertise and determination for change to a wider audience 
because, as much as the coronavirus crisis was a once-in-a-generation 
disaster, it presents a once-in-a-generation opportunity for change and 
innovation. And so, I hope Tenants can encourage everyone to expect and 
ask for more from Britain’s politicians and lawmakers.
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Prologue

A Crisis Foretold 

Brighton

Council: Brighton & Hove City Council
Average House Price: In the year 2020/21 the majority of sales 
in Brighton were terraced properties, selling for an average 
of £520,111. Flats sold for an average of £306,081, with semi-
detached properties fetching £489,681. Overall, sold prices in 
Brighton over the year were 15 per cent up on the previous year.
Average Private Rent: In 2021 the average rent for a one-bedroom 
home was £1,265, for a two-bed it was £1,750, and for a three-bed 
it was £2,087. 

It was 4 November 2020. One day before England would be placed into 
its second coronavirus lockdown. The sky was clear, the autumn air crisp. 
Forty-seven-year-old Anthony Howell, a labourer and part-time care 
worker, was being evicted by his private landlord. He had been dread-
ing this moment; oscillating between resistance and denial. For months, 
cortisol had coursed through his veins as he fought it – by email, over 
the phone – causing his muscles to tense up, the instinctive response that 
is supposed to guard the human body against injury. He didn’t want to 
leave the terraced Victorian redbrick house with its white-framed bay 
windows that had been his home for nine years.

The house had once been full. Anthony had shared it with several 
other adults, but as the fight against eviction became as intense as it was 
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futile, one by one they had left. Anthony usually describes himself as 
a ‘glass-half-full person’ but his characteristic optimism and sense that 
anything is possible was being tested. He had never, ever been homeless. 
Now he didn’t know where he would sleep that night. Sitting in the 
bedroom at the front of his home, Anthony looked around. He was 
humming with adrenaline. He had tried and failed to challenge his 
eviction through legal avenues. The court had sided with his landlord; 
there were no more official paths of resistance. 

It didn’t matter that Anthony was not behind on his rent when the 
eviction notice was served at the start of 2020. This was a Section 21 ‘no-
fault’ eviction, which allows a landlord to get rid of tenants, regardless 
of how long they have lived in their home, without having to give them 
a reason why. Anthony was still not sure why his landlord, who as far 
as he was aware owned about twenty properties in Brighton, had made 
the decision. ‘Is it because I made a fuss about repairs and the fact that 
he didn’t have a valid gas safety certificate? Could it be because they got 
a letting agent involved who realised it was worth more money – I was 
only paying £450 a month? Or was it because I told him that he needed 
to get a proper licence for the property because it was a house share and 
technically a house in multiple occupation?’ 

A house in multiple occupation (HMO) is a property rented out by at 
least three people who are not from the same family but share facilities 
like the bathroom and kitchen. It’s also known as a ‘house share’. Such 
properties are supposed to be licensed but, as was the case with Anthony 
and his housemates, some landlords don’t bother to do this. 

In England, as Anthony learned when his life was upturned, renting 
a property from a private landlord for a long period of time gives you 
no more right to stay in it than renting it short-term. You can be a good 
tenant who carries out repairs, pays bills on time and never disturbs the 
peace, but that still won’t protect you. There is a long-held maxim, attrib-
uted to both Mark Twain and the American folk humourist Will Rogers: 
‘Buy land – they’re not making any more of it.’ If you have a mortgage 
and pay it off, over time you accrue equity and increase your ownership 
over your home. Each monthly payment is an investment in your 
future prosperity and security. We have accepted that property is a good 
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investment, because paying rent only pays off someone else’s mortgage. 
This is known, in left-leaning housing policy circles, as ‘landlordism’: an 
economy where a few individuals own property and rent it out for profit. 

‘It can’t be right,’ Anthony thought, bewildered and infuriated that he 
had no rights over the home he had lived in for the best part of a decade. 
How could he be so easily turfed out when he had paid so much: £450 
a month in rent for nine years comes to £48,600. If he had been able to 
save that instead, it would have been more than enough for a deposit on 
a place of his own. 

His landlord had served the eviction notice prior to the pandemic, 
so Anthony was not protected by the government’s guidance to courts, 
brought in in March 2020, that they should consider the impact of the 
coronavirus economic crisis on a tenant’s income. But, in any case the 
guidance was just that – a recommendation, not a legal requirement. 
Anthony’s work had completely dried up during the first lockdown. He 
had been furloughed from his job as a carer, which involved working 
with children, and all his labouring work had disappeared. Before the 
pandemic, he earned between £1,200 and £1,300 a month; on the day 
of his eviction in November 2020, it was more like £700. In a study 
released in early 2021, which compared average rents, salaries and the 
cost of living, Brighton was ranked as the worst UK city for renters who 
were single. Anthony knew he wouldn’t be able to rent anything there 
by himself and that he would struggle in many other places nearby. He 
might be able to access Housing Benefit through Universal Credit, but, 
because it is capped at the lowest third of market rents, it might still leave 
him short. According to the council’s own analysis, just 6 per cent of 
homes available for private rental in the area would fall within Anthony’s 
benefit limit because there is a cap on the amount adults who are over 
sixteen but under the state pension age can receive.

Anthony had exhausted all legal avenues. Faced with his own fight-or-
flight reflexes, he dug in, pushing back the only way he could by vowing 
not to leave his home. He decided to stay until he was forcibly removed. 
Aware that it was in vain – a death rattle – this was his final attempt 
to get the institutions he felt had already forgotten about his case (the 
local council, the court system) to acknowledge the rights he did not have 
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but believed he should have. He had always considered himself forth-
right and more than capable of advocating for his best interests, but this 
encounter with the complex and opaque labyrinth that is UK housing 
law had left him feeling frustrated, disempowered and disoriented. Even 
trying to get the council to organise a bed for the night, or applying to the 
council for homelessness support, he had discovered that neither could be 
done until he was officially kicked out of his home. 

Before his eviction Anthony had joined the community union 
ACORN, which he found while researching his rights, or rather lack of, 
online, because he realised that he might, as he put it, ‘have a problem’. 
Just as trade unions bring workers together to fight for and enforce their 
rights, ACORN aims to do the same on the social issues impacting local 
communities. Expensive and poor-quality housing is high on its priority 
list in every single region of Britain. The organisation is international and 
not uncontroversial; it was started in 1970 in Arkansas in the US as the 
Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now – though it 
is now largely defunct there. In the UK, ACORN was founded in 2014 in 
Bristol, and by 2020 it had become a nationwide network of communities, 
with 5,000 members across the country and branches in twenty-two cities. 
The people at ACORN – community as opposed to party political activists, 
whose thinking is often rigid – had long grasped a reality which had eluded 
most career politicians and, indeed, journalists: something important was 
happening. Desperate people with nowhere else to turn were being hung 
out to dry and crying out for community, even if that alone couldn’t help 
them materially. ACORN told me that during the pandemic they heard 
from more renters than ever before because people were turning to them 
for help in plugging the gaps in support which the state was failing to fill. 
Anthony contacted the Brighton branch and paid his £5 a month member-
ship fee. For that sum, he got support. ACORN does many things but its 
main focus is on Section 21 evictions. They told me that in October 2020 
alone they resisted twenty evictions in Brighton. They also held ‘eviction 
resistance bootcamps’ across the country, where participants were taught 
about renters’ rights. Anthony, who had never been in a union before, was 
learning as he went along that ‘if you go through the normal channels there 
is no legal aid and you’ve already been evicted before you get anywhere’.
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Sitting by the bay window in his bedroom, Anthony looked down on 
to the street as other ACORN members, twenty-seven of them in total, 
assembled outside his house, socially distanced and wearing masks, in a 
peaceful resistance not only of the eviction itself but of what ACORN 
condemns as the ‘hoarding of property’ by private landlords. He wasn’t 
due to be evicted until 12 p.m. and it was still only 11.15 a.m. The sun 
was shining, but not on his side of the road, and everyone was cold and 
nervous. The ACORN members took a fridge which had been discarded 
in the garden and put it in front of Anthony’s door as a barrier. They 
reminded him to make sure all of the doors and windows were locked. 
Cars went up and down; with each one, the group collectively held its 
breath in case it was the bailiffs. When they did arrive, they stood on the 
opposite side of the road and observed the group. As you might expect, 
bailiffs just want to do the job they are paid to do. Evicting people is their 
work; they have bills to pay, too. The men employed to evict Anthony 
wanted to get on with it. They called the police. 

Hours passed; the police did not arrive. Evictions are civil not criminal 
matters, so the police don’t usually get involved, but that doesn’t stop 
people calling them. Inside, Anthony barricaded the front door with 
more furniture. He had to stay indoors, which felt strange to him. He 
is someone who likes to defend himself and get stuck in, but, on this 
occasion, his task was to be quiet and stay put. The ACORN members, 
facing down the bailiffs outside, were also becoming more anxious by 
the minute. Anthony began to feel guilty. By this point, the prospect of 
staying felt as terrifying as leaving, but so many people had gathered on 
his behalf that he felt he couldn’t just throw in the towel, and anyway he 
was, by nature, ‘stubborn’. 

From his eyrie inside, Anthony could see each mini drama unfolding: 
someone talking to the bailiffs; another liaising with the police, who did 
(eventually) turn up; someone else filling in his neighbours on what was 
happening; all moving back and forth across the road. He could feel the 
tensions that everyone was experiencing though he couldn’t hear their 
conversations. Periodically, someone would phone him to tell him the 
latest. A feeling of dread descended on him. 

The police told the nervous crowd that they couldn’t intervene, they 
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could only observe. The bailiffs were becoming increasingly agitated and 
made it clear that they wanted to crack on. The locksmith they had called 
arrived and Anthony, accepting the end, agreed to leave the property 
willingly. It was just after 3 p.m. His twenty-seven supporters were sad 
but relieved; some cried. One of them, 34-year-old carer and mother of 
three Leila, felt particularly emotional. She lives in social housing in the 
nearby town of Worthing and had felt she had a duty to show solidarity 
with someone who did not have a secure home. She had joined ACORN 
in 2019 when she decided that no meaningful change was going to happen 
through the traditional political system. Her role in Brighton had been 
as the negotiator with the police. On her way home, she couldn’t stop 
thinking about Anthony. He had seemed OK at the start of the day. The 
support of the group had buoyed him up and everyone was hopeful that 
they might be able to stop the eviction. But, at the end, he was distressed, 
in shock. The eviction, after months of fighting, was very final.

As temperatures dropped and new coronavirus lockdown regulations 
came into force pausing evictions, Anthony camped out in his work van. 
He did not sleep a wink. Such was the arbitrary stop/start nature of the 
government’s support for renters during the pandemic that the second 
lockdown saw the reintroduction of a rule which had been in place 
earlier that year: bailiffs could not attend evictions personally because 
it could increase the transmission of Covid-19. Had Anthony’s eviction 
come twenty-four hours later, although it might still not have been 
stopped entirely, no bailiffs, symbolic as they are of a landlord’s power 
and control, would have been able to attend. That night, it was freezing. 
Awake, Anthony wondered where home would be now? He grew up in 
a council house with his brothers; he had no Bank of Mum and Dad to 
bail him out. ‘If it was this easy for landlords to make people homeless, it 
should be easier to get help,’ he thought as he lay there. 

Anthony had lived in Brighton for twenty years. He felt that every-
thing he had worked for ‘meant nothing’, the eviction was ‘a real kick in 
the teeth’. ‘You do a lot for the place, and it can just be taken away,’ he told 
me a few days later, still homeless. He wanted to leave the town he called 
home and ‘run for the hills’ because he felt so rejected by it. The days and 
weeks that followed were lonely. He had – he has – a lot of friends but 
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a sense of pride kicked in. He couldn’t call them. It would take him two 
weeks to pick up the phone and tell anyone what had happened. He felt 
‘worthless’ but ‘bloody grateful’ that he had his van.

To Be a Tenant 

Private renters are tenants. A tenant is someone who has temporary pos-
session of land or property which they rent from a landlord. The word 
has its roots in Old French and feudalism; it is related to the verb tenir, 
which means ‘to hold’ and is derived from the Latin tenere, which means 
‘to keep’ or ‘to grasp’. To be a tenant in Britain today is to try everything 
in your power to hold on to your sense of security, often clutching at 
straws.

The business of private renting is simple: private renters add to their 
landlord’s wealth while (usually) diminishing their own; but private 
renters like Anthony are generally poorer than owner-occupiers to begin 
with. Over the past twenty years, the number of people in England’s 
private rented sector has doubled. There are now some 11 million people 
living in precarious rented homes which could be taken away from them 
at any time. From 2011 to 2018, rents in England rose by 16 per cent, 
outpacing wages, which only increased by 10 per cent on average during 
the same period, according to the housing charity Shelter. 

In the year May 2020 to May 2021, the cost of rent to household 
income ratio (the amount of rent you pay compared with the amount of 
money you earn) increased in most regions in the United Kingdom. On 
average, private renters spend a third of their pre-tax earnings on rent 
(London 34 per cent, south-west 32 per cent, south-east 31.8 per cent, 
east England 31.3 per cent, north-west 29.4 per cent, Wales 29.1 per cent, 
East Midlands 29 per cent, West Midlands 29 per cent, Northern Ireland 
27.6 per cent, Yorkshire and Humber 26.8 per cent, Scotland 25.2 per 
cent, north-east 24 per cent). This means that most renters (63 per cent) 
struggle to save. Unlike homeowners, their place in the world becomes 
neither legally nor financially more stable over time. 

Across the UK there are currently 17.5 million adults without a safe, 
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secure or stable home (if children are included, this rises to 22 million 
people). That’s one in three. Maybe that’s you or someone you love. 
Women and people who are not White British are disproportionately 
impacted by this. But not only has rent skyrocketed in the past ten years, 
house prices are now more than 65 times that of the average home in 
1970. Meanwhile, average weekly wages are only 35.8 times higher. Now 
there is not, according to the independent not-for-profit organisation 
the Women’s Budget Group, a single place in the UK where a single 
woman on an average income can afford to buy or rent a home on her 
own. A third of all young people will be renting privately from cradle to 
grave. The number of older people who rely on a private landlord has 
also grown. 

Private renting is now so unaffordable and unstable, it has fuelled 
homelessness (particularly in London, but increasingly elsewhere, too). 
The number of families who became homeless because they were evicted 
or could not afford their rent despite being in work, went up by 73 per 
cent between 2013 and 2018. In the most basic – financial – terms, this 
has cost the state greatly. Figures from the Local Government Associa-
tion (LGA) show that councils in England spent £142 million placing 
homeless households in bed and breakfasts (most of which are privately 
owned, and, as I have reported, sometimes funded by offshore invest-
ments) in 2019/20, compared with £26.7 million in 2010/11 – that’s a 430 
per cent increase over the course of a decade. At the start of 2021, 253,000 
people in England, 130,000 of whom were children, were homeless and 
living in temporary accommodation – hostels, bed and breakfasts and 
even converted office blocks where you might find an entire family living 
in one room, sharing a bathroom and kitchen with total strangers. 

And so this book is about those people – like Anthony – who don’t 
own their homes. It’s also about those who help them. And it’s about 
the landlords, letting agents and investors who make money from this 
crisis while politicians look the other way. It unpacks a complex truth: 
that we aren’t facing one homogeneous housing crisis in Britain right 
now. Hardest hit, as ever, are those on no and low incomes, who would 
previously have lived in social housing. But so, too, are those on average 
and middle incomes who would once have been able to buy a home 
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relatively easily. This is the story of a series of localised crises which are 
distinct and distinctive. Reporting from HMOs in Bradford, modern 
slums in Weston-super-Mare, social housing in south London and the 
offices of Members of Parliament in Westminster, this book assesses the 
human impact of bad housing policy. It looks at how we got here, and 
how we can make things better in both the long and the short term. It 
asks a vital question: in an ideal world, what would we do with housing 
policy? And, ultimately, as the stories in this book show, the housing 
crisis underpins a range of social evils, from inequality to energy inef-
ficiency, from mental health to regional inequity, and from the cost of 
living to social mobility. And so, this book asks whether fixing housing 
could fix everything else, too. Could a more compassionate and loving 
social, political and economic model, one that brings more humanity to 
housing, be within reach?

These are not sentimental questions. The consequences of the housing 
crisis reach beyond the fact that houses are more expensive to buy, that 
people spend more of their income on rent and that homelessness is 
rising. Where we live dictates every aspect of our lives. Like a virus, the 
housing crisis is just a piece of information, but it infects its hosts and mul-
tiplies to make everything more difficult for them, impacting everyone 
they interact with – their children, their families, their colleagues, their 
neighbours, their doctors, their Universal Credit assessors, their housing 
officers. Like access to clean water, the right to adequate housing is a 
human right acknowledged by the United Nations (UN). Yet having a 
secure home for life is still seen as a luxury and housing is still seen as a 
commodity. Rather than being protected, it is framed as something that 
you should work towards and achieve. As this book shows, this is partly 
the work of party politics, which has used the twin aspirational ideas of 
homeownership and housing wealth to win elections, exploiting voters’ 
desire for stability, but equally to get rich without having to do much 
(and let’s be real, who doesn’t want that?). 

While my focus in this book is on the precarity of the private rented 
sector and those at the sharp end of it, it is impossible to talk about that 
without addressing the parallel problems of homelessness, homeowner-
ship and social housing. Homeowners are regularly defined as a wealthy 
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class of people and have become the target of much abuse, but the simple 
fact is that not all homeowners are rich. One third of all households in 
poverty after housing costs own their own homes and they experience the 
same sort of housing stress as the least well off private renters. Take one 
example, the building safety scandal which has unfurled in the wake of 
the Grenfell Tower disaster. This has revealed that thousands of people 
(many of whom bought their homes on a part-rent–part-buy basis via 
Shared Ownership or via the affordability scheme Help to Buy) are living 
in tower blocks covered in Grenfell-style cladding, or with safety defects 
such as missing fire breaks and inadequate and flammable insulation. 
Think, then, of the hundreds of thousands of social renters stuck in 
homes owned by local authorities and housing associations which don’t 
meet basic health and safety standards – they also experience the housing 
stress that private renters do. These examples of insecurity and instability 
are no less important issues, and they are related to the state of private 
renting, but I could not and do not attempt to cover everything here. (I 
have included suggestions for related topics which can only be addressed 
briefly in this book in the section on Further Reading.) 

‘Evil’ Landlords?

Drawing attention to the precarity of the status quo when it comes to 
housing is contentious; whether they are hedge fund investors, cryptocur-
rency speculators or landlords, those who speculate to make something 
out of nothing the world over don’t like to be challenged on the mech-
anisms which facilitate it. ‘As soon as the land of any country has all 
become private property, the landlords, like all other men, love to reap 
where they never sowed,’ the economist Adam Smith wrote in 1776 in 
his book The Wealth of Nations, ‘and demand a rent even for its natural 
produce.’ 

However, it is important to get something straight: the problem 
with the private rented sector is not that it is entirely a scam in which 
landlords are de facto screwing over tenants (although, as this book 
will expose in later chapters, there are rogue landlords who do exactly 
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this). It is that the reality in which we in Britain now find ourselves is 
that we rely on private landlords because we don’t have enough social 
housing and because homeownership has become increasingly unafford-
able. Our politicians have consciously outsourced a vital service – the 
provision of housing – to unqualified individuals – private landlords – 
who do not always have the financial or emotional resources to carry 
out this service properly. Private landlords are not professional housing 
providers, they are not social workers and, if they don’t have huge pots 
of cash themselves, their ability to carry out the necessary repairs to their 
properties may not always be straightforward. This does not excuse poor 
(and sometimes unlawful) behaviour, but it does reinforce the fact that all 
roads and, crucially, responsibility, here lead back to the state which, as it 
exists today in our democracy, ought to legislate to protect its citizens and 
enable them to live well. As the Genevan Enlightenment philosopher 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau noted in the second half of the eighteenth century, 
the unconditional and unqualified ownership of property resulted in 
inequality. As he saw it, powerful and wealthy people had stolen land 
belonging to everyone and fooled ordinary people into accepting them 
as rulers. This, in Rousseau’s eyes, meant that the social contract – the 
implicit agreement between citizens and their representatives which 
must exist – was not a willing agreement. 

Blaming landlords alone, even when justified, lets the state off the 
hook. Ditto blaming estate agents and letting agents. I have been vocal 
and public in my criticism of that industry which drove the Tenant Fees 
Act 2019 but, at the same time, I think caution is needed to avoid myopia. 

Landlords and letting agents make convenient villains, but a focus 
on them obstructs real change. My sister was an estate agent for several 
years. I know that, like her, not everyone who goes into that industry does 
so with malicious intent. It is a reasonably well-paid professional job for 
which you need few qualifications, and not everyone can afford to go 
to university or, indeed, find a similarly paid job afterwards if they do. 
Unlike being a landlord, you don’t need capital to become an estate agent. 
But I also know from her and from the messages from letting agents that 
flood my inboxes that practices that are openly encouraged by some large 
estate agencies (including playing buyers off against one another to inflate 
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prices, and dirty tricks to subvert the ban on letting fees that was brought 
in with the Tenant Fees Act) require scrutiny and more regulation. None 
the less, creating bogeymen out of estate agents and landlords takes the 
heat off politicians and ultimately flattens the conversation about what 
really needs to change: policy, legislation and enforcement.

The State of Housing

Having spent the past decade working as a journalist specialising in 
housing inequality, I have watched and listened as the term ‘housing 
crisis’ has been repeatedly used. I have used it myself hundreds of times; 
it is a convenient shorthand for an inchoate feeling of unfairness, a series 
of specific social and economic problems and myriad political failings. 
The very term housing crisis is problematic, though. It implies a sudden 
catastrophe. By their nature, catastrophes tend to blindside us, cannot be 
easily prevented and are usually temporary: a tsunami or an earthquake. 
That is not what this is. This was as predictable as it was avoidable. 

The housing crisis is made up of a series of distinct but related emer-
gencies: the instability of the private rented sector; rising street and hidden 
homelessness; unaffordable housing enabled by our country’s economic 
reliance on the housing market; the hoarding of property wealth; and a 
lack of social housing. All of these are symptoms of the slow and delib-
erate undoing of our welfare safety net and the intentional but artificial 
inflation of our housing market in the past thirty years. All of these have 
resulted in the endemic inequality that has become the status quo in 
Britain.

There are myriad reasons for the emergency we now face and it’s 
certainly not the case that all economists agree on the causes of the 
housing crisis. Economics is the subjective art of explaining the produc-
tion, consumption and transfer of goods and services. One of its most 
important concepts is that of the ‘free market’, which is a system wherein 
the prices of goods and services are self-regulated by buyers and sellers 
negotiating in an open market rather than by government intervention. 
When it comes to housing, this is, of course, nonsense because the idea 
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that everyone who needs housing has the necessary power to negotiate is 
pure fiction. There is nothing ‘free’ about the housing market, which, far 
from regulating itself, is controlled by politicians, banks and those with 
wealth and, therefore, power.

Broadly, since the 1980s, four key factors have caused the situation 
we find ourselves in today. Identifying these provides a framework for 
understanding how we get out of the mess they have created. 

1. Diminishing Returns: The Social Housing Shortage 
This has driven low-income people into the insecure private 
rented sector and caused it to expand. This sector has expanded 
because social housing has been sold off through Right to Buy 
and has not been replaced. To date, 2 million homes have been 
sold – and therefore lost to social housing – through the scheme 
in England alone. Margaret Thatcher’s government introduced 
Right to Buy in 1980, but it was originally a Labour policy (albeit 
a tamer version). Successive governments on both the left and the 
right have not reined in the scheme, despite the obvious problems 
it has created. At the end of 2021, there were 1,187,641 house-
holds on social housing waiting lists. In the same year, 6,850 social 
homes were sold off through Right to Buy. In 2020 we lost 17,453. 
The state did not replace the homes it sold off. The number of 
new homes built for social rent fell by almost four-fifths in the 
decade 2007/8 to 2017/18. However, Right to Buy is only part of 
the picture. 

2. Crash Course: Inflated House Prices 
Attention must be given to one of the biggest shifts to take place 
in British society in the past thirty to forty years: house price 
inflation. Between the 1980s and the 2020s, though there have been 
two periods where house prices have dipped, the overwhelming 
story of the housing market has been one of house price inflation. 
And house prices have far outpaced wages. In 2007, they reached 
record highs before dipping during the global financial crisis 
(when investors pounced) and then rising again. As 2021 drew 
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to a close, figures from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
showed British households’ net worth grew to £11.2 trillion in the 
year 2020/21. This is an increase of 8.4 per cent on 2019 and the 
highest rate of growth since before the global financial crisis of 
2008. What drove this rise in household wealth? Next to pension 
schemes, land was the largest contributor. The rapidly rising value 
of property, fuelled by low interest rates and tax breaks for home-
owners via the coronavirus Stamp Duty cut, accounted for 40 per 
cent of this rise. Research by the think tank the Resolution Founda-
tion highlighted that this inflation was merely the confirmation of 
a longer-term trend. It found that over the past thirty years house 
prices have added about £3-trillion-worth of housing wealth from 
main residences alone. Houses made more money than workers. 
It is important to note that the financial crisis had a role to play 
here, too. Banks became more risk averse in its wake and in 2008 
banking regulations (known as Basel II) were tightened, which 
meant that high loan-to-value lending became more costly for 
them. These two factors were crucial in the collapse of homeowner-
ship: rising house prices, combined with the fact that banks wanted 
larger deposits and tightened affordability checks made it harder 
for first-time buyers to get on to the property ladder, meaning that 
middle-income young people and those without family wealth 
were pushed into the expanding private rented sector. Later, inter-
ventions such as George Osborne and David Cameron’s Help to 
Buy scheme, ostensibly designed to help this group by getting credit 
to first-time buyers, appear to have inflated house prices further. 

3. Increased Availability of Credit, Particularly for Landlords
While social housing was diminishing, in 1986 our financial 
services sector was experiencing large-scale deregulation known 
as the ‘Big Bang’. Throughout the 1980s, mortgages became more 
accessible and interest rates were high (reaching 18.63 per cent in 
the week of 9 October 1981), making lending to people so they 
could buy homes a lucrative business for banks. People’s wages 
were rising at the same time as regulations were relaxed: buyers 

Tenants.indd   14 31/03/2022   11:36



 A Crisis Foretold  // 15

didn’t need big deposits (the average loan-to-value ratio was about 
94 per cent), and you no longer had to prove you could save before 
you could borrow. House prices were going up and banks were 
willing to lend because the yield on housing justified it. There was 
then a recession and, in the early 1990s, many homebuyers went 
into negative equity (that is, their mortgages were bigger than the 
value of the homes they were secured against). Repossessions rose, 
peaking at 75,500 in 1991. Those homes went back on the market 
at low prices. The housing market bounced back in 1993 and house 
prices began rising again. Homeownership carried on increasing 
until 2003, with the number of first-time buyers remaining high 
until 2007. But something else was going on in the background. 
In 1996, the Association of Residential Letting Agents (ARLA) 
and several lenders launched the ‘buy-to-let’ mortgage, making 
it easier for individual landlords to invest in property by offering 
specialist mortgages that factored in rental incomes. Over the 
next two decades, falling interest rates and rising house prices 
persuaded more and more people that the property market was a 
good place to invest. This fuelled price rises further and caused a 
fundamental shift in who owned Britain’s homes – banks chose to 
lend to landlords in greater numbers which led to the growth of 
private renting. The idea that houses were assets not homes was 
normalised. The private rented sector grew. After the financial 
crisis of 2008, buy-to-let mortgages became a vehicle for redirect-
ing lending away from first-time buyers and towards investors 
who were considered safer bets. By 2014, the number of loans 
granted to landlords outstripped the number given to first-time 
buyers – almost 200,000 buy-to-let mortgages were approved in 
one year alone. 

4. The Rise of the Renter: Unaffordable Private Rents
The social housing shortage and difficulty in getting a mortgage 
(high house prices and lower mortgage availability for first-time 
buyers) put pressure on the private rented sector by driving up 
demand as more people needed to rent from a private landlord. As 
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a result, the landlord class expanded. And those who would once 
have qualified for social housing were forced to rent privately. The 
sector became a substitute for social housing, with the state paying 
private landlords to house people, in some cases in properties that 
were once owned by local authorities. It is believed that just over 
40 per cent of former council homes sold through the Right to 
Buy scheme have been bought by private landlords, who charge 
as much as twice the rent that a local authority would. In some 
places, such as Milton Keynes, the figure is higher – at 70.9 per 
cent. The government now spends an astonishing £22 billion a year 
on Housing Benefit. About half of that is thought to go directly to 
private landlords, meaning we – the taxpayers – give them some 
£10 billion a year via benefit payments. (As we shall see later in the 
book, ill-conceived attempts to do something about this in recent 
years by cutting Housing Benefit have been brutal, leaving many 
private renters on the breadline.) 

Like financial services, the private rented sector was deregu-
lated in favour of landlords by the Housing Act 1988 (more on this 
later), which left renters with very few rights but gave landlords a 
captive and subdued market as rents and house prices rose alike. 
Younger people were renting privately for longer, also increas-
ing demand. Landlords put up rents because a) they could and 
b) people needed somewhere to live and had no choice but to pay 
these higher rents. In the run-up to the 2008 financial crash private 
rents rose; they then stabilised slightly, but in recent years they have 
been rising again – beyond earnings in many parts of the country – 
to reach new record highs in 2021. Housing Benefit (now accessed 
via Universal Credit) had also been slashed, and certainly had 
not kept up with rent rises, meaning that many renters receiving 
state support couldn’t afford the market rates they were facing, 
while private renters without state support stretched themselves, 
sometimes even getting into debt to make rent. According to the 
ONS, the number of households living in the private rented sector 
in the UK grew from 2.8 million in 2007 to 4.5 million in 2017. 
This was an increase of 61 per cent. In the twenty-five years since 
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buy-to-let mortgages became available, Britain began to turn back 
from a country where there was social housing and homeowner-
ship (which peaked in 2003 at 71 per cent) into an almost feudal 
nation of tenants living at the behest of landlords, paying unafford-
able rents and living in substandard, mouldy, overcrowded, cold or 
vermin-infested homes. 

Many of us, I am sure, have long sensed an unravelling, felt that something 
is wrong. But now there is a palpable feeling that we are on the verge 
of something, that change is possible. The pandemic exposed ethical and 
socio-economic fault lines that already existed and has widened them. A 
grassroots resistance to housing inequality is already underway because 
of the work of many dedicated individuals – like those ACORN volun-
teers – who plug gaps in state housing support. A new approach may yet 
be conceivable. We are seeking answers about the future, so it’s time to 
start asking the right questions about how the housing crisis was created 
and how it might be resolved, about how someone like Anthony could 
find himself homeless and struggling to access support. To do that, let’s 
scroll back two generations.
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Part one 

the Problem oF rent 

In his landmark 1942 report on Social Insurance and Allied Services, Sir 
William Beveridge set out to slay ‘five giants on the road to reconstruction’: 
want, disease, ignorance, squalor and idleness. There was one problem he 
struggled to solve. He called it ‘the problem of rent’ and he devoted nine pages 
of the report to it. The issue he identified with private rent still rings true 
today. He wrote: ‘The attempt to fix rates of insurance benefit and pension 
on a scientific basis with regard to subsistence needs has brought to notice 
a serious difficulty in doing so in the conditions of modern Britain. This is 
the problem of rent. In this, as in other respects, the framing of a satisfactory 
scheme of social security depends on the solution of other problems of economic 
and social organisation.’ The problem of rent was that it varied across the 
country and changed according to what landlords felt they could charge. So, a 
flat rate benefit with an average allowance for private rent would leave people 
in more expensive homes below subsistence level, once they had paid their 
rent, and people in cheaper homes with a surplus. Today we have the Local 
Housing Allowance to help calculate Housing Benefit, which is administered 
via Universal Credit. But, for many, it just doesn’t stretch far enough.
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