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Tackling Bristol’s housing crisis

What can Bristol do to help people who are becoming homeless because of the Housing Benefit 
cuts?  This was the question considered by over 100 participants at a Housing Benefit Poverty 
Hearing in May, and Bristol Poverty Action will be presenting a report on that event to three leading 
city councillors – Jon Rogers, Anthony Negus and Gary Hopkins - on Thursday 20th September at 
12.30pm at Bristol Council House. 

The Poverty Hearing gave a platform for claimants to describe how their lives have been affected 
by the benefit cuts, and it also brought together representatives from housing associations and 
voluntary groups, local councillors, landlords, academics, the media and the public to discuss 
practical ways of alleviating the housing crisis. 

Hilary Saunders, Chair of Bristol Poverty Action commented: “The Housing Benefit cuts mostly affect 
tenants living in private rented accommodation, some of whom are facing very stark choices. The 
claimants who contributed to the Poverty Hearing included a single parent who took an overdose 
when she received a notice to quit because she could not pay her rent and feed her child after her 
Housing Benefit was cut by £50 a week. For years Housing Benefit has covered the bottom 50% 
of private rents in any area but now it only covers the bottom 30%. This will affect nearly 7,000 
households in Bristol, on average they will face a shortfall of £27.84 per week, and 37.5% of these 
claimants are families with children. 

“The cuts also make it much harder to obtain a private tenancy. Another claimant, a woman with 
chronic fatigue syndrome, was turned away by estate agents because she was on benefits. She 
only managed to obtain a small room in a flat by paying three months rent in advance, accepting a 
shortfall of £37 a month on her Housing Benefit and sharing with a younger couple whom she did 
not know.

“These cuts are very damaging for anyone who is vulnerable. One young woman, who had obtained 
work after four years of acute mental health problems, expressed her anguish at having to leave 
the security of her one bedroom flat because Housing Benefit now only covers the cost of a room 
in a shared house for single people under the age of 35. It is worth noting that two of our speakers 
actually had part-time jobs.”

 

With more than 13,000 applicants on the Bristol Housing Register and the average house price 
more than ten times the average wage, the outlook for young people in Bristol is bleak – and to 
make matters worse private renting (usually the only option open to young people) is now more 
expensive than home ownership. The council estimates that already there are at least 1,100 people 
with no legal basis to occupy any accommodation, who can be considered to be at immediate risk of 
homelessness.

 



Hilary Saunders commented: “Bristol Poverty Action urges councillors and mayoral candidates 
to respond to the report’s suggestions. These include calls for more social housing and self-build 
schemes, for the council’s land holdings to be used, and for reforms to prevent developers from 
hoarding land. Participants at the Hearing also wanted council tax/ rates to be increased on empty 
properties, and there were demands for fair rents and for special initiatives to help young people 
with training, employment and housing.

The handing of the report to the councillors will be a chance for Bristol to address a problem that 
is blighting the lives or more and more of our fellow citizens. We appreciate the efforts Bristol City 
Council has already made to mitigate the effects of these cuts, and we want to work with them to 
meet the challenges that are still to come.”

The audience at the Poverty Hearing made many valuable and practical suggestions. Full details of 
these, and of the claimants’ testimony, can be found at www.bristolpovertyaction.wordpress.com  

 

NOTES FOR EDITORS

 

1. For further information and interviews contact :
Hilary Saunders at h.saunders@clara.co.uk  or phone 07815 601986 

Ben Sansum at ben@advicenetwork.org.uk  or phone 0117 929 2153.

 

2. The full report on the Housing Benefit Poverty Hearing and statistics on the Housing Benefit 
cuts can be found at www.bristolpovertyaction.wordpress.com 
 

3. The Poverty Hearing was organised by Bristol Poverty Action, a non-political group formed 
by local advice agencies and Quakers, and the Hearing was facilitated by June Burrough, who 
in 2010 was a National Ambassador for the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social 
Exclusion. Most of the funding was provided by local Quakers. Its aim was to raise awareness 
of the suffering caused by the Housing Benefit cuts and to generate practical solutions to the 
problem.
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