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A life in unfit housing 

36-year-old Londoner Sireena has 
faced housing issues since 2016, dealing 
with damp and mould so severe her 
teenage son was forced to move out of 
his bedroom. Support and training from 
Shelter and Kingfisher have provided a 
much-needed lifeline, allowing Sireena to 
look to the future and focus on the goals 
and ambitions both she and her son 
have for their lives.

Name: Sireena 
Age: 36 
Location: London 
Ambitions: To send her son to university, 
do her own degree and start a business
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From doing dishes in the shower, to damp and 
mould destroying clothing and bedding, Sireena 
has experienced more than her share of unfit 
housing – but she still holds hope for the future.

In 2016, Sireena found herself going from renting 
privately in Hackney, to making a homeless 
application after the property she was living in 
was repossessed. She was placed in emergency 
accommodation by Hackney Council - one 
room to share with her then 11-year-old son, 
Ethan. This was where the living
nightmare began.

Then in 2018, Shelter was able to help 
Sireena fulfil a suitability check for social 
housing, with Hackney Council to move 
her to her current property.

“It had an ensuite shower and that was it - no 
kitchen area, no drinking water. It also had 
infestations of cockroaches and it was a mixed 
emergency accommodation, so there were young 
mothers, elderly people, and prison leavers. There 
was prostitution happening. There were numerous 
problems,” Sireena recalls.

“I remember being on my knees having to do 
dishes in a Tupperware box in the shower because 
there was nothing big enough to even wash a cup 
as the sink was tiny.”

The turning point 
into unfit housing
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But unfortunately, it didn’t end there. A lack of 
damp proofing on the building means damp 
and mould are an ever present, seemingly 
unstoppable challenge, pervading every corner 
and space of the flat - even clothing, electronics 
and chopping boards.

“This property has had a lot of issues with being 
unsuitable,” Sireena says. “The main issue has 
been severe damp in all the rooms. It seeps in 
from the roof and the side of the walls. It’s in the 
air all the time, it’s in the kitchen cupboards, it 
pours down from the windows.”

The intensity of the damp has wreaked havoc 
with her health - both physically and mentally.

“I have asthma, and there are days when I 
have to take my asthma pump every few hours 
just to get enough steroids in me to make my 
breathing better, but literally, the doctors are 
like, ‘there’s not much you can do, when you’re 
still in the environment that is damaging it’,” 
Sireena says.  

Beyond that, she adds, being in a continuous, 
seemingly never ending and often fruitless 
communications loop with the council, has has 
impacted her overall wellbeing. She already 
suffers from mental health issues, which, 
combined with a chronic pain disorder, means 
she is currently unable to work.

“It’s exhausting. Months of arguing with and 
chasing up different departments. You end up 
getting yourself so worked up, hyperventilating, 
having panic attacks,” Sireena says. “People 
think I’m just complaining but I know there’s 
mould behind these walls, it’s only just been 
painted over.” 

The main problem, she explains, is that the building 
she is currently living in has been earmarked 
by Hackney Council as part of a regeneration 
programme, with the whole estate scheduled to be 
knocked down block by block. The programme has 
put the council in a position where it is holding off 
on full scale repairs. Sireena is waiting to be moved 
to a new property again, with Shelter’s help.

Sireena hopes her new accommodation will be less 
problematic, but not knowing the exact location of 
her new residence has been a whole new cause for 
anxiety.

“I don’t know if it’s temporary or permanent, 
whether it’s going to be two bedrooms, or if it’s 
going to be close to Ethan’s school,” she questions.

“I’m not ungrateful for a home, but I am petrified 
they could send me somewhere far from my 
medical support. Anyone that knows my condition 
knows it’s really hard to get a doctor that will 
actually listen to you, let alone help you, so that’s a 
big fear now that they’re going to move me, and I 
haven’t got a choice.

“But I hope they give me a permanent property 
and I’ll be able to do it up how I want. I just want to 
be able to shut my door and have my home as my 
sanctuary – but I can’t escape my problem as my 
problem is my home, so it’s frustrating.”

From one situation to 
the next



The impact of unfit housing on now 14-year-
old Ethan has been “heartbreaking”, Sireena 
describes. His bedroom was “covered” in 
mould, forcing him to move out of his bedroom 
for eight months, as it had destroyed his 
clothes, mattresses and chairs, and damaged 
electronics. Sireena fears for Ethan’s mental 
health too, but is uplifted by his strength and 
resilience.

“He will say things like, ‘Mum, mould’s dripping 
into the bath again’, or ‘Mum, the cereal’s 
covered in mould again’. And he worries about 
me. I might be up all night cleaning because 
I can’t sleep, and he’ll come check on me at 
2am, which breaks my heart. I try and hide 
stuff – even when I’m having a bad day with my 
chronic pain disorder, or with my mental health, 
I make sure to at least have a bath and get 
changed, or that dinner’s ready, so it looks like I 
haven’t spent the day crying, when often I have,” 
she says.

“I’ve always tried to make it important to check 
in on his mental health and explain what’s going 
on, and I’ve always been lucky with him, as he’s 
a chilled out kid, but there’s no way that kind of 
stuff doesn’t affect him. Children shouldn’t have 
to be worrying about this.”

Support from Kingfisher, through the help 
and training of Shelter’s B&Q-funded DIY Skills 
Advisors, has been confidence building and life 
changing for both Sireena and Ethan.

“If Shelter hadn’t gotten the complaint process 
going with the council and dealt with all 
communications, I’d still be in that one room. 
That’s why I’ll do anything to support Shelter, 
because they’ve supported me whenever I’ve 
needed them,” she praises.
 
“Bekah (Shelter’s DIY Skills Advisor funded by 
B&Q) showed us how to do things like plastering 
and painting, and helped me seal around the 
kitchen sink and get limescale off my drains. 
She brought tools so I could make holes in 
my kitchen cupboard and fit my washing 
machine properly. It was so handy having 
someone trained who knows how to do this 
stuff. As a single woman it’s important to know 
some decorating skills. I’m not really a ‘stand-
around-waiting-for-a-man-to-do-stuff’ kind of 
woman!”
 
Once Sireena and Ethan settle into their new, 
hopefully mould-free home, she’s ready for a 
fresh start for both of them as they take on the 
next chapter of their lives.
 
“I would like to be able to not worry about 
housing and do something for myself – start a 
business and look after my health. I would like to 
go into my 40s and do a degree,” she reveals.
 
“I’m not allowing Ethan to fail – and I’m making 
sure by using every last penny I have to invest in 
him so he has every educational thing he needs. 
He’s so smart and capable, but are we going to 
be able to afford university? He doesn’t want to 

The “heartbreaking” 
impact on Sireena’s 
teenage son

A new chapter 
with Shelter and 
Kingfisher
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Sireena is just one of millions 
of people in the UK living with 
housing issues, as Kingfisher’s 
If Walls Could Talk research 
report illustrates. Read the 
report to find out how unfit 
housing has an impact on 
people’s lives, from physical 
and mental health to families, 
young people and work.


