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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT 

COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING 

AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 1
st
 November 2016 

Repeat:  Sunday 6
th

 November 2016 

 

Producer:  Nicola Dowling 

Reporter:  Simon Cox 

Editor:  Gail Champion 

 

MUSIC 

 

MANSOOR: This is our room.  There is a chair here, which I keep 

laundry on.  That is the basket that I take our toiletries to the bathroom.  This is bunkbeds.  

My oldest sleeps at the top, my middle one on the bottom.   This is my bed, well, where me 

and my youngest sleep together. 

 

COX: Natalie Mansoor lives in this one cramped room with 

her three children in East London - she has been here three months.  It’s supposed to be 

temporary, but she could be here a very long time.  

 

MANSOOR: The council have told me I could be here for two to 

three years.  I can’t imagine that I will stay sane doing this for even a year, let alone two to 

three, and it’s only been three months and they feel like the longest three months I have ever 

had to endure. 

 

COX: She is at the centre of a homelessness crisis - one of the 

70,000 households in England living in the limbo of temporary accommodation with a roof 

over their head, but not a home. 
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WEBB: There’s definitely a kind of quiet crisis developing in 

homelessness over the past five years, where the number of families who are losing their 

home has gone up at quite an unprecedented rate.   

 

COX: And it’s up to councils to house them, but increasingly 

they are faced with nowhere to put them. In tonight’s File on 4, we report on the personal and 

financial cost of a temporary solution turning into a permanent one. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

COX: Homelessness is on the rise - the latest figures up 10% 

on the previous year.  And if you want to know why, meet Nigel McCann. 

 

ACTUALITY WALKING UPSTAIRS 

 

MCCANN: That’s my street food staff ….. 

 

COX: Before the financial crash, Nigel was a successful 

businessman in Spain, with a catering company, 30 employees and a big villa.  When the 

banks stopped lending and his business and home went, he returned to the UK - to this.  

So that’s the shower - how many is that shared with?  Four of you.  Right. 

 

MCCANN: Three really.  

 

COX: Right.  You’re up the top. 

 

MCCANN: Yeah, it was the only place left available. 

 

COX: He is self-employed and runs his own Spanish food 

stall, but following a nervous breakdown, he has had to rely on housing benefit to help pay 

the rent for a bedsit in Tooting in South London. 
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MCCANN: There’s not a lot of space or anything like that and 

things just get on top of you.  I mean, it gets to the point where the last place you want to 

come home to is your home.  It’s very, very stressful because, like, your home should be, 

like, your safe place where you come back and relax, and this is not possible.  You are 

literally socially boxed in.  

 

COX: He says he’s lucky to have two rooms.  One is white 

with a sink and boiler in the corner, a cupboard and a damp, cracking wall.  The other is dirty 

beige with a murky stained carpet.  Nigel has asked for it to be cleaned, but he doesn’t want 

to make a fuss. 

 

MCCANN: When you come in here, there was literally 

nothing.  Whatever furniture you see, you know, pick up second-hand or things like that. 

 

COX: So was this totally empty when you came in? 

 

MCCANN: Yes.  That’s my bed as well, that I had to get, which I 

bought from the charity across the road.  And this is what we are paying £1,050 a month for. 

 

COX: £1,050 for this? 

 

MCCANN: £250.86 a week. 

 

COX: Wow. 

 

MCCANN: Yeah. 

 

COX: And looking at it, there’s a bit of damp over there, 

there’s sort of cracking here above the …. 

 

MCCANN: Oh, that’s all around.  I mean, this has been painted 

over probably so many times that you’re looking at a couple of layers of paint.  And as I say, 

it’s not exactly …. 
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COX: Although it’s not great, it does give him stability and 

it’s better than some of the other places he has seen.  But from next week it will be 

unaffordable.  As part of the Government’s benefit cap, Nigel will receive £200 a month less 

for his rent.  He asked the council for advice; they told him to negotiate with his landlord. 

Did you say to the landlord, would you take less money? 

 

MCCANN: Yes, I did try.  That was a good joke [LAUGHS]. 

 

COX: And that will mean you having to leave? 

 

MCCANN: Yes.  And it won’t take him very, very long.  When 

you can no longer afford the rent, you can get evicted within two weeks.    

 

COX: What’s the landlord said will happen to you if you 

can’t get that extra money? 

 

MCCANN: I actually get on well with him.  I can talk to him, but 

as he obviously points out - what do you expect me to do?  I can’t keep this up, I can’t do it 

like that, I need to rent this out, I’ve got my bills to pay, the bank aren’t going to let me off. 

 

COX: If he can’t find the money, Nigel’s likely to be evicted. 

His situation is becoming increasingly common - evictions by landlords the reason 17,000 

households in England became homeless last year.  It’s now the main reason for 

homelessness.  It’s worst in London, where the number of homeless households has shot up 

by almost 80% in just four years.  But this isn’t just a London problem. 

 

ACTUALITY BY THE SEA IN BRIGHTON 

 

HARRIS: It is a seaside town, but it’s a very unique place.  It’s a 

bit of a magnet, especially for homeless people.  People come here during the summer and 

they stay.  It’s a mini London.  
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COX: Brighton has always been a mini London and it has got 

some of the same problems too, with over 1,400 households classed as homeless.  When it’s 

families or the vulnerable, councils have a duty to house them.  Initially that can be in so-

called emergency accommodation.  And that’s what happened to Daniel Harris when, 

following a breakdown, he was put in a block called Percival Terrace.  

 

ACTUALITY AT PERCIVAL TERRACE 

 

COX: Is this it? 

 

HARRIS: This is it, yeah.  This is it.  Percival Terrace. 

 

COX: Are we allowed in?  No? 

 

HARRIS: No, absolutely not, no. 

 

COX: Why not? 

 

HARRIS: There’s no visitors, you’re not allowed any visitors 

here, so …. 

 

COX: Oh right.  No one at all?  No friends? 

 

HARRIS: No, no. 

 

COX: No journalists? 

 

HARRIS: You can ….definitely no journalists. 

 

COX: Percival Terrace is a set of Grade 2 listed Regency 

houses on the Brighton seafront with an impressive view of the choppy English Channel, but 

Daniel’s first impression wasn’t great. 
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HARRIS: It was really dark when I first walked in.  It was the 

beginning of the year, and I walked up the stairs and I remember a member of staff took me 

to the particular room.  Next to it was another room which had the front door kicked in. The 

member of staff took me into the room.  There were signs of drug use on the bed.  I just 

didn’t feel safe. 

 

COX: This was supposed to be short term, but weeks turned 

into months and Daniel became increasingly concerned about the state of the building, on one 

occasion filming on his phone as during a storm, water poured into his room through a window. 

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 

 

HARRIS: The guy’s come in.  As you can see, they’ve put all this 

stuff around the edges, so this was after I last complained.  Anyway, it’s now coming through 

here and dripping all over the place.  The water’s coming in, it’s going all down the stairs and 

next downstairs are going to be getting a wet ceiling.  It’s ridiculous this place, absolutely 

ridiculous.  If you have a look at this, you can see where the window doesn’t close properly -

can you see there’s like a little gap there?  That’s where the window …. 

 

COX: This was fixed, but worried by what he saw, Daniel 

started a blog to raise concerns about the conditions inside and outside of the building. 

 

ACTUALITY OUTDOORS 

 

HARRIS: When it rains, we’re against the ocean, the rain comes 

right in.  It goes straight down that facade wall.  Have a look here.  Can you see the cracks 

coming down the wall?  Look at the cracks coming down near the windows.  Can you see? 

 

COX: Oh right, yeah, yeah. 

Residents in Percival Terrace aren’t allowed guests, but when we contacted the company that 

owns the properties, Helgor Trading, they did allow the BBC to come in and look around.   

The manager, Angelique Glata, was our guide.  

 

ACTUALITY AT PERCIVAL TERRACE 
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GLATA: Let me go and show you room 58, which is just along 

here.  And this is the top floor by the roof, so you’ve seen the scaffold outside, so we’ve been 

doing repairs to the roof.  And of course, this is where if any water comes in, this is the first 

place it comes.  So this is a fairly typical example of what people will arrive to - a bed with a 

sheet and a pillow.  If they don’t have their own duvet, we have duvets and we have duvet 

covers and we have spare sheets and what have you.  This room has a fridge, microwave, a 

little kitchenette which is nice and clean and a shower room. 

 

COX: Helgor Trading say they spent over £250,000 in the past 

three years for repairs and maintenance.  They say they have four maintenance staff constantly 

repairing windows and leaky rooves, which you’d expect in an old building on a seafront. 

 

GLATA: We have council inspections, where the council will 

come along and they will inspect all the rooms, talk to the tenants, so once a month we sit 

down with the council and we go through with them their report from their inspection and the 

month after we will review the stuff that they’ve asked us to do and go through the next lot of 

stuff that they’re asking us to do  - anything from a blocked sink to a window frame that’s 

broken to a pane of glass to a leaky shower.  

 

COX: It’s clear from our visit they are addressing the issues 

Daniel and others have raised.  Daniel Harris is no longer in emergency accommodation, but 

after his experience, he started a tenants’ group for other residents across the city, and came 

across people like Terri Taylor.  

 

TAYLOR: I have one room, which consists of living space, so 

they call it, and a kitchen with a cooker and a fridge, a really small bathroom and 

minimalistic space for me and my son to live. 

 

COX: She has spent the past year living with her 4 year old 

son Kane in Windsor Court, a former army barracks near pubs and nightclubs in the centre of 

Brighton, that has been converted into flats and bedsits for a mix of families, single adults 

and the disabled. 

And how did you end up here? 
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TAYLOR: It was a split from a partner.  He and I had split up and 

I came here and, to be quite honest, I was relieved when they said I was being moved to 

Windsor Court, I’m not going to lie to you, I was really overwhelmed, and then when I got 

here, six weeks after moving in, my son developed asthma. 

 

COX: She has complained about conditions here and that the 

rooms she has stayed in have had damp and mould.  Her current one has a cooker and a 

fridge, but is mostly filled by a double bed. 

 

TAYLOR: I mean, you’re sat on my bed, you know.  How many 

times do you have to go and do an interview and have to sit on somebody’s bed?  They just 

tell me to, you know, if I want more space, to put Kane’s bed on top of mine.  My bed’s 

already the playground, the dinner table, the sleeping ground, my relax zone and whatever 

else you want to call it. 

 

COX: What the council will say, though, is like lots of them 

around the country, they just haven’t got anywhere.  They haven’t got anywhere to put people 

so ... 

 

TAYLOR: My answer to that is, come and live here for a month in 

the winter and then tell me why you’re not doing anything to fix this.  My son’s memory, like 

proper official memory starts now.  He’s four years old, all his cognitive memory will start 

here.  This is what’s meant to be what my child remembers first.  You know, would you want 

to bring your children up here?  I beg any person in that council hall, I bet you any money 

you wouldn’t last a month here in the winter. 

 

COX: We’ll hear from the council later.  Windsor Court is 

owned by a company called Baron Homes Ltd.  They told us that they had employed a 

surveyor who found no evidence of damp, but that there was mould in some of the rooms. 

They said this is common when windows are double-glazed to ensure the rooms stay warm 

and when residents are at home for large parts of the day, cooking and drying laundry, so that 

moisture builds up.  They add the council is happy with the accommodation they provide and 

so are many of the other tenants.  But how much is this costing Brighton Council?  Daniel 

Harris calculated what was paid for his emergency accommodation. 
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HARRIS:  The nightly cost of the room was £27.86, which is 

about £847 a month or ten grand a year.  And then there’s obviously the service charge as 

well.  Now I also then had, I did a little check on social housing.  The average cost of a one 

bed on Homemove, which is a local service, was £75 a week, so that’s about £3,500, nearly 

£4,000 a year.  So basically to move me from a poky room, which is just full of problems into 

social housing, which gives me long term security and is affordable, would actually not only 

save me money, but it would actually save the Government and taxpayers, what, about six 

grand a year.  That’s just one person. 

  

COX: And it all adds up, which Daniel found when he put in 

a Freedom of Information request for the overall figures for Brighton and Hove for the two 

years up to 2015. 

 

HARRIS: If you have a look – look, temporary accommodation 

and B&Bs, nearly £8.5 million was spent in both years there, but look at the in-house service 

- £1.6 million is spent in-house, yet about £15 million is spent with private companies, so 

yeah, I just wanted to just do a little bit of research. 

 

ACTUALITY IN AMUSEMENT ARCADE 

 

COX: That’s the price Brighton has to pay to keep people off 

the streets.  Like many seaside towns, it’s a mecca for the homeless.  You see them all around 

the city - many with drug and alcohol problems.  The 78 people recorded as sleeping on the 

streets in the last Government figures are the third highest in England.  Claire Moonan is the 

councillor responsible for rough sleepers. 

 

MOONAN: We have 26,000 people on our housing register at the 

moment.  In any one year we only have between 700 and 800 council properties become 

available.  Our private rented sector is very expensive and very difficult for a lot of people on 

low incomes to access, and we have a wider context of, you know, austerity.  So our 

emergency accommodation is where we will put someone if they are homeless, they are in 

real dire need, and the idea is that then they are moved into temporary accommodation while 

they wait for something permanent.  Unfortunately we are in the middle of a housing crisis, 

  



- 10 - 

MOONAN cont: not just in Brighton and Hove, but in the wider 

country, and that means that people are staying in our emergency accommodation much 

longer than is ideal. 

 

COX: Because we’ve spoken to tenants in various emergency 

accommodation.  They complain that they are cramped, sometimes they’re damp, they’re 

developing health problems and they wonder why the council is sending them to this kind of 

accommodation. 

 

MOONAN: Yes, they are small.  They shouldn’t be damp.  If there 

are any issues with damp or leakage, that should be addressed.  And as I explained, we get 

people come to us in dire need, they’re often homeless, we need to place them somewhere, 

we have a duty to house them while we move them on into more appropriate accommodation. 

I visited a lot of tenants and often a lot of them are extremely grateful if they’ve been on the 

streets – it’s small but it’s clean, it’s warm, it’s dry, it’s safe.  So, you know, it is what it is 

and it’s the best that we can provide. 

 

COX: But is their best good enough - or is it actually making 

people sick?  That’s the belief of GPs like Dr Tim Worthley, who runs the Brighton 

Homeless Healthcare practice.  He has seen a rise in the number of homeless people dying in 

the city - 21 last year.  That’s up by a third compared to previous years.  He believes the 

quality of some of the emergency accommodation is contributing to this.  

 

WORTHLEY: Some of my patients’ health has clearly worsened and 

by virtue of the accommodation that they’re in. Some people’s mental health worsens 

because they feel isolated, they feel scared, and in terms of physical health as well, we 

certainly see people’s physical health deteriorate sometimes in emergency accommodation. 

 

COX: What kind of things do you see physically, where their 

health has got worse? 

 

WORTHLEY: Lots of different examples.  I can think of a patient 

who was discharged from hospital with severe heart failure and in the room that he was in, 

there wasn’t enough room for him to comfortably have his breathing apparatus, so he didn’t 
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WORTHLEY cont: have his breathing apparatus, which meant that his 

oxygen levels would drop very low at night.  And there wasn’t enough room for him to move 

around properly, there weren’t adequate toilet facilities, so he wouldn’t take his medicine that 

helped offload the fluid from his heart.  What we found with him was, when eventually he 

was placed in better accommodation, he improved very, very quickly. 

 

COX: And I know one of the things you mention is about the 

high number of deaths.  What did you make of that? 

 

WORTHLEY: My fear is that it has a role to play in the deaths that we 

see.  If you have very unwell people placed in situations where they become more depressed 

and slip into drug use and then end up dying from suicide or from drug use, then you would 

have to argue that the fact that they were placed somewhere which was so bad for their 

mental health was partly responsible. 

 

COX: Shocked by the state of some of the emergency 

accommodation he has seen, earlier this year he and other GPs raised their concerns with the 

council - first in a letter and then a meeting.  So what was the council’s response?  

 

WORTHLEY: They don’t believe us, they don’t.  It might be that we 

just see the worst of the worst.  I have talked to a number of my colleagues, because I’m 

worried that I’m seeing, I’m reading this situation very badly.  My colleagues don’t think I 

am.  My colleagues tend to agree with me that the situation is not a good one. 

 

COX: Now I was surprised.  Normally when doctors issue 

warnings, officials sit up and take notice.  So is he right?  Do the council not believe him?  I 

asked Claire Moonan, the councillor responsible. 

 

MOONAN: The problem is we are in the middle of a housing 

crisis, both within Brighton and Hove and the wider city.  We have such a lot of people in the 

city that we need to house and we contract for the very best accommodation we can. It is 

clean, it is safe.  Some of these people are very vulnerable and they have broader issues and 

therefore they’re often in touch with health services, with the social care service, but they are 

vulnerable and unfortunately some of them are very ill. 
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COX: The GPs who deal with the homeless, though, had said 

to us that some of this emergency accommodation they think is definitely not up to scratch – 

it’s poor quality and that it’s actually damaging people’s health, and that’s pretty worrying. 

  

MOONAN: Yes, if that was the case, that would be very worrying. 

 

COX: You don’t think it is? 

 

MOONAN: I don’t think the accommodation in itself is 

contributing to people’s ill health.  I think there’s a much bigger picture around that. 

 

COX: So you don’t believe the doctors? 

 

MOONAN: That’s not true at all.  I’ve met Dr Tim Worthley and 

spoke at length with him about some of the issues with emergency accommodation and, you 

know, the sooner we can move people on and they can get housed as stably as possible, the 

better. 

 

COX: That’s easier said than done.  The council is planning 

to build 500 affordable homes, which they hope will ease demand for emergency 

accommodation, but they do have 26,000 people on their housing waiting list.  Councils like 

Brighton are caught in a perfect storm, having to house increasing numbers of homeless 

people, but with fewer council properties to put them in.  Kate Webb, Head of Policy at the 

charity, Shelter, says the situation has become noticeably worse since 2010. 

 

WEBB: There’s definitely been a kind of quiet crisis 

developing in homelessness over the past five years, where the number of families who are 

losing their home has gone up at quite an unprecedented rate.  And what’s really alarming us 

is when you look at why people are losing their home.  It’s really pointing to something 

getting fundamentally broken in the housing market. 

 

COX: What about the problems with temporary 

accommodation and the costs of that?  Because there’s been a big increase, hasn’t there, in 

the numbers of families in that kind of accommodation? 
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WEBB:  There has been a big increase in the number of 

families in temporary accommodation, and that is because more people have been becoming 

homeless, and for the very same reasons - lack of affordable housing - it’s been much harder 

for councils to rehouse people, so the number of people they’re having to find temporary 

accommodation for has been going up. Inevitably, this is creating cost pressures for local 

authorities, and it’s those cost pressures that are driving some of the really desperate 

measures, such as sending people very far out of area or even where there’s been cases such 

as kind of councils buying former army barracks, so they can house people en masse.  I think 

the challenge for us is how can you provide that temporary accommodation in a way which is 

affordable for the council, but also appropriate for the family, because we do really hear some 

horror stories about what happens when too many corners are cut.  

 

COX: This accommodation became a lot more expensive 

after many landlords decided to switch from long term contracts for emergency 

accommodation to nightly rates. Steve Bullock, who’s Executive Member for Housing for the 

umbrella body, London Councils, says this has given landlords the upper hand. 

 

BULLOCK: If you are a council officer working in a housing 

advice centre, the probability is that a family will come in quite late in the day, who - usually 

through no fault of their own - are homeless, and you need to find them accommodation that 

night. Now unless you happen to have some hostel accommodation readily available, you are 

going to be ringing round and, bluntly, will have to take whatever you can find, and not all 

landlords, but there will be some landlords who know that and, bluntly, are prepared to take 

advantage of it. We’ve seen a growth in landlords only being prepared to let on a nightly 

basis – that doesn’t mean people have to move every night, but that’s how they charge and 

that’s racked up the costs as well, so I have to say, I think the staff who do that, it is an 

extraordinarily difficult job, so night after night will there be enough properties available for 

everyone we need to house tonight. 

 

COX: And that private sector accommodation, how much 

power do those landlords have? 
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BULLOCK: Well they have a lot in that the demand is so great, the 

temptation must be to play one borough off against another.  We try to resist that by working 

together, but when demand exceeds supply, the people who’ve got the supply are clearly at 

an advantage. 

 

COX: What can you do about the landlords, because clearly 

they’ve got councils over a barrel a bit.  How can you get them to change their behaviour? 

 

BULLOCK: I don’t like to kind of treat all landlords as if they’re 

the same.  There are people who are landlords for a whole variety of reasons.  There are some 

who have just figured out that this is a very easy way to make a lot of money very quickly. 

 

COX: Councils in London wanted to find out just how much 

this temporary accommodation was costing them, so they commissioned housing academic 

Dr Julie Rugg from York University to carry out research earlier this year. 

 

RUGG: We found the cost of temporary accommodation in 

2015 £663 million, which was shocking to me, and local authorities across London were 

themselves subsidising that to the tune of £170 million, and that’s an underestimate.  We 

were very, very cautious about how we were doing the estimation. 

  

COX: And when you saw those figures, this £663 million, 

was that a surprise to you? 

 

RUGG: It was really shocking, I was really surprised, because I 

knew that London had a very, very big problem, but that kind of money really does make you 

think, surely this money can go to something a little bit more substantial than temporary 

accommodation. 

 

COX: And with that cost, the £170 million that the councils 

are having to put into it, what effect is that having on them, do you think? 
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RUGG: Well, councils have got to decide where they’re going 

to spend their money, you know.  If they spend £170 million on this, it’s £170 million they’re 

not spending on children’s services, on libraries, on parks, on all the other facilities that make 

our lives so much more liveable. 

 

COX: The landlords who specialise in temporary 

accommodation, are they different from the ones who might be doing longer term stuff? 

 

RUGG: I think these are landlords that are able to operate quite 

strategically, because there’s some really large property owners in the market that are doing 

this kind of work and that understand the constraints under, they operate almost like cartel 

type behaviour, that once they’ve found something out, it goes across their portfolio, they are 

able to respond to it very quickly. 

 

COX: For councils who want to avoid paying these landlords 

and in some cases being held to ransom, it means putting families in places they wouldn’t 

previously have considered, which took us to the outer London borough of Redbridge.   

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

COX: So I’ve just turned into this narrow driveway and I can 

see at the end there’s this group of seventies looking buildings at the end, very institutional, 

and that’s because it used to be an old people’s home, but the housing situation is so 

desperate around here, they have now been converted into a homeless hostel, and there’s 

quite a few families living inside there, and I’m going to go and see one of them. 

 

ACTUALITY OF CHILDREN PLAYING 

 

COX: Inside the dining room, several children are playing, 

chasing each other.  This is the only big space they have here.  Three of the children are 

Natalie Mansoor’s.  Guests aren’t allowed in the bedrooms, so we talk in a small office facing 

onto the car park, where several women are chatting outside as they smoke.  

And what was it like when you first arrived, when you did that drive we’ve just done, coming 

up? 
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MANSOOR: I cried my eyes out.  If I’m totally honest, it was a 

really long, emotional day.  I had the bailiff come at 10.30 in the morning.  By the time I’d 

finished packing the house and got to the housing, it was 3 o’clock in the afternoon. We got 

here at 5 o’clock, I was exhausted and, yeah, just the sight of the place, I thought, I can’t 

believe this, this is where I’m bringing my kids. 

  

COX: Natalie pays £55 a night for this accommodation, 

which isn’t fully covered by her housing benefit, so she has built up arrears while she has 

been here.  Because guests aren’t allowed in the rooms, she sent us this recording showing 

what life’s like when it’s squeezed into one room. 

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 

 

MANSOOR: Okay, this is our room.  I can show you what space we 

have.  There is a chair here, which I keep laundry on.  Underneath I have some toiletries and 

toilet roll and that is the basket that I take our toiletries to the bathroom.  You can see here 

there’s a sink area, my clothes horse is in the way. This is my bed, where me and my 

youngest sleep together.  This is bunk beds, my eldest sleeps at the top, my middle on the 

bottom.  Here are their suitcases.  As there is three of them, I keep their clothes in the 

suitcases so I know whose is whose.  Holdalls and shoes under the bed. 

 

COX: There are also food boxes, a little fridge and a small 

table where her children eat.  Natalie has to share a toilet and bathroom and, according to the 

legislation, this makes it a B&B.  It was recognised this isn’t appropriate for families, so  

under the law they shouldn’t be there for longer than six weeks, but Natalie has already been 

here for three months.  Crammed into one room at night, she recorded herself as she sat in the 

dark, trying not to wake her sleeping children. 

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO  

 

MANSOOR:  I’m sitting in the dark because the boys are sleeping 

and if I put any lights on or I move around, then they either won’t fall asleep or I’ll wake 

them up.  The council have told me I could be here for two to three years.  I can’t imagine 

that I will stay sane doing this for even a year, let alone two to three, and it’s only been three 
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MANSOOR cont: months and they feel like the longest three months I’ve 

ever had to endure.  I’m petrified, to be honest with you.  I have three little human beings 

who solely depend on me.  I try to keep as much away from them as possible, because they’re 

already scared and emotionally unsettled enough.  I’m doing my best to keep myself 

emotionally stable and not let them see how worried and upset I am, because that is going to 

make it worse for them.  What the future holds I just don’t know.  I’ve got to watch my boys 

cry, suffer, be completely exhausted.  We try our best as parents to protect our children, but 

in a place like this they’re just exposed to everything.  And as a mother it makes you feel 

extremely inadequate and guilty and helpless really.  The only thing I can kind of do is to say 

that it’s going to be okay, but I feel like I’m lying to them, because I really don’t know if it is 

going to be okay.  So when the kids do finally fall asleep, I am left to sit in the dark with my 

own worries really.  Every night I try to think of a solution about how I can get them out of 

here and give them a better life, but at the moment that just doesn’t seem like it’s going to 

happen.  I can’t really find a solution.  

 

COX: The property is run by Redbridge Council, who told us 

it is well managed and maintained and gives families the opportunity to remain within 

reasonable distances of jobs, schools and other support networks. Her accommodation does 

seem like a B&B, but there is a loophole, which means it isn’t, which I discovered from 

William Flack, a housing lawyer who is helping Natalie. 

 

FLACK: Well the loophole is, if the council own the property 

which is rented out, then even though it would count as bed and breakfast if it was a private 

owner, it doesn’t count as bed and breakfast if the council own it.   

 

COX: So therefore she can stay there longer? 

 

FLACK: Therefore they can house her there as long as they like, 

and I’ve known of people being in similar situations for months and months, which is very 

worrying. 

 

COX: And were you surprised when you saw that there was 

this loophole? 
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FLACK: I was surprised when I first learned of it, because I 

thought if bed and breakfast accommodation is unsuitable then it’s unsuitable and it doesn’t 

really matter whose name is on the deeds.  The whole system is full of unfortunate sort of 

twists that recognise the fact that although there are rights to accommodation, those are 

limited by the resources. 

 

COX: In the 20 years he has been working in this field, 

William Flack has seen increasing problems with people being placed in unsuitable 

accommodation.  He doesn’t blame councils - he says they are under such pressure, it’s 

leading to increasingly dire situations. 

When you looked at Natalie’s case and the kind of conditions she was living in before the 

condition she’s in now, how typical is that of the kind of cases you are seeing? 

 

FLACK: Unfortunately it’s getting very typical of the cases I’m 

seeing.  I mean, she’s moved from very unsuitable private sector accommodation into very 

unsuitable council hostel accommodation.  I had a family in August who spent a week 

sleeping in the Accident & Emergency waiting area in hospital.  I always used to say 

fortunately in this country you never see children sleeping on the street, but we are getting to 

a stage now where we could expect to see it if we look - not necessarily on the street, but in 

places where we wouldn’t want to see children sleeping, like in night buses and hospital 

waiting areas.  It’s quite common for children to be sleeping on the floor in churches and 

things now, because often the church groups are the last sort of place they can go for support. 

 

COX: The official figures show more and more children are 

officially homeless - over 110,000 in England at the last count - back to levels seen ten years 

ago.  Kate Webb from the housing charity, Shelter, believes that one reason for the number 

increasing is the cut to the local housing allowance or LHA - the amount which the 

Government sets for housing benefit for private landlords. 

 

WEBB: What’s been happening to LHA is hugely important 

and it is no coincidence that the increase in homelessness really kicked off when LHA was 

first cut back in 2011 and 2012.  People cannot afford to rent what is available to them in 

their local area.  And the problem is, unless the Government kind of gets to grips with this 

and fixes the system now, unless it does that and reverses the freeze, it’s going to really push 
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WEBB cont: the system to breaking point, which is going to lead to 

dire human consequences, but also a hugely expensive problem to try and unravel in three or 

four years’ time.  Housing is at the heart of sort of every decision people make.  You know, 

we see time and time again that until someone is in just stable accommodation, their children 

are not going to thrive in school, they are not going to get the next promotion at work, they 

are not going to feel safe about their future, you know.  And we hear some really 

heartbreaking stories from families who are in these situations, that are living in one bed & 

breakfast room where, you know, the children are so anxious that they’re actually going 

backwards in developmental terms, you know, they’re returning to bedwetting, they’re 

playing up at school, you know.  Until people have that stability of a safe and decent home, 

nothing else is going to follow. 

 

COX: If we don’t build more social housing, what’s going to 

happen? 

 

WEBB: It’s a big social crisis, but it’s also going to be a huge 

homelessness crisis, you know.  Homelessness happens because people can’t house 

themselves and fundamentally, unless we’re building social housing, the type of stories we’ve 

been hearing about are only going to get more common. 

 

COX: She is looking to the autumn statement in November 

for some clues about what the Government is planning to do.  We asked to speak to the 

Housing Minister, but he turned us down.  A spokesman for the Department for Communities 

and Local Government said the Government was investing over £500 million in the next four 

years to tackle homelessness.  They are also supporting a new bill currently going through 

Parliament, which means councils will have to do more to prevent people becoming homeless 

who aren’t in priority need, such as single women and men.  Councils say this will add to the 

pressure on them.  

 

MUSIC 

 

COX: And for those stuck in temporary accommodation, like 

Natalie Mansoor, it remains an emergency.  
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MANSOOR: I am literally watching my life go through my fingers 

like grains of sand and there’s nothing I can do to hold onto anything.  [CRYING] I feel like 

I’ve got no control whatsoever.  It’s really scary.  I don’t really know how to articulate it in 

words.  Erm, it’s scary, it’s demeaning - you just kind of feel like there’s no light at the end 

of the tunnel. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


