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INTRODUCTION

IGNITE is a Participatory Action Research project exclusively designed 
for undergraduate and postgraduate students from the Department of  
Geography at LSE.

In co-operation with the four London boroughs of  Camden, Islington, 
Westminster and the Royal Borough of  Kensington and Chelsea, our four 
groups of  selected volunteers will measure the impact of  short-term 
lettings (STL) on local communities. The purpose of  our research is 
to provide the four boroughs with a solid evidence base for changing the 
way that renter data is reported. As a result, the local authorities would 
be able to monitor, more effectively, who is renting, where and when.
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Source for all rental data: https://www.london.gov.uk/priorities/housing-land/renting-home/rents-map. Source for 
indicative prices for Short-term letting: www.airbnb.com
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WHY WAS THE DEREGULATION ACT INTRODUCED?

THE PROBLEM OF SHORT-TERM LETTINGS 

The issue of  STL has always been a sticky one for planners, as it tends to remove 
properties from the stock of  permanent housing in the borough. Given that the 
provision of  adequate housing is a “statutory duty’ for all local authorities in 
England, this removal of  permanent housing through STL can be a major difficulty 
for planners.

The Deregulation Act of  March 2015 changed the way that London regulates 
STL. Before the Act, Londoners were not allowed to rent out their properties 
on a short-term basis without first gaining planning permission. The legislation 
now makes it possible for the council-tax payer to let their property on a short-
term basis of  fewer than 90 nights in a calendar year. As stated above, STL is 
often associated with the loss of  permanent housing stock and the change of  
the character and amenity of  neighbourhoods through an increase in transient 
residents.

The Deregulation Act (2015) was announced by the newly-elected Conservative 
Government as part of  its “red-tape challenge” designed to remove unnecessary 
burdens from businesses and make the lives of  ordinary Britons easier. In 
short, STL regulations were seen not only as detrimental to London’s tourism 
industry but also as a break on its residents’ ability to earn extra income. In the 
debates regarding the adoption of  the new legislation, discourses around the 
loss of  permanent housing units and pseudo-hotel accommodation were muted, 
if  not absent, in favour of  the language of  hard-working families enjoying the 
production of  extra income from their assets.

In London, the deregulation of  STL was promoted almost exclusively as a way 
for freeing up the economy and limiting unnecessary bureaucracy. The rhetoric 



used by both national and local Government officials who were in favour of  
deregulation did not substantially differ from that used by companies like Airbnb, 
where families are shown renting out spare rooms in their homes and welcoming 
foreign travellers into their homes.

THE SCALE OF THE PROBLEM IN LONDON

Whilst the complete ban on STL may have been viewed as overly restrictive, 
it was based on the fear that, given the popularity of  London as a tourist 
destination, allowing short-term letting through internet-based platforms 
such as Airbnb could lead to a “creeping conversion of  residential dwellings 
to hotel accommodation” (HC Deb (1982 -23) cc1035-63:http://hansard.
millbanksystems.com/commons/1982/may/13/greater-london-council-general-
powers-no-1).

Looking at InsideAirbnb (http://insideairbnb.com/london/) gives an indicator of  
the scale of  the problem that some London Boroughs are facing.



Map 1 (above) shows the distribution of  STL listed on Airbnb on a single day. 
Indeed, when the number of  listings across London was checked at the time of  
writing this guide, the day’s total was 49, 348.  The Red dots are ‘Entire Homes’ 
for STL. These make up 52.3% of  listings for that day. The Green dots are 
‘Private Rooms’ and make up approximately 46% of  listings.

Whilst those who are “pro” STL may argue that allowing people to rent out their 
property for just 90 days in a calendar year should not equate to the removal of  
permanent housing stock, there are many reasons that it might (and does!). For 
example, the profit that can be generated from STL is very often far greater than 
that from more traditional, longer-term rentals where a property is rented out 
(in part or full) for a number of  months or years. Figure 1 (below) compares the 
average returns from the Private Rented Sector (traditional, longer-term rentals) 
with STL across the four Boroughs where we will be conducting our research.
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As Figure 1 clearly illustrates, both the daily and weekly returns from STL (given 
on the right hand side of  the Figure) are far greater than those for the PRS 
(given on the left).

As one planning officer from Islington told us:

“Some of  the properties that we have been researching can be around £200 a 
night – and obviously it depends on whether you’re taking it for just one night or 
a week. No monthly rent no matter how high can compensate for that…”

Another, and highly significant, reason that STL may equate to the removal of  
permanent housing stock is that the ability for councils to monitor and enforce 
the 90-day rule is severely constrained by the way in which the policy has been 
drafted, as there is no register or mechanism for the Council to know when a 
property is being let on a short-term basis. However, each of  our four Boroughs 
has secondary evidence that their fears may be well founded. Figure 2 (below) 
shows that the number of  properties listed on Airbnb across the four Boroughs 
rose significantly between November 2013 and March 2016.
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Furthermore, as Figure 3 (below) demonstrates, the number of  multi-listings 
has also risen, indicating that “commercial interests” may be listing rooms and 
dwellings illegally as-well-as private individuals. As stated above, it is ONLY the 
council-tax payer who is allowed to STL their property under the Deregulation Act 
(2015). Therefore, it is illegal for commercial enterprises to STL directly.

Even if  STL were limited to the rental platform of  Airbnb, the above figures help 
indicate the growth of  the uptake of  STL in each of  the four boroughs. Moreover, 
the sheer scale of  listings underscores why enforcement of  the 90-day rule may 
be problematic for our boroughs.

London councils employ enforcement officers to ensure that the legislation is 
being complied with. However, only the borough of  Westminster has enforcement 
officers dedicated to the problem of  STL. The officers check websites, such as 
Inside Airbnb, that offer STL in order to identify landlords and businesses that 
may be breaking the law. They are looking for aggressive, commercial, and 
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THE PROBLEM OF ENFORCEMENT



industrial STL operations that, in the words of  one officer, “turn London into a 
vast hotel”. Often the freeholder will long-term let their property via an estate 
agent, only to find that the estate agent has sublet it as a short-term lease 
without the freeholder’s knowledge. People use STL for a number of  reasons, but 
predominantly tourism.

Enforcement officers will visit properties and talk to residents to establish 
whether they are STL. For example, the Westminster team tries to establish the 
names of  the residents, how long they have inhabited the property, and who 
the landlord is. It is not always easy to get the information they want. Back at 
the office, they will crosscheck names and locations, and then, two weeks later, 
they will visit the property again and go through the same process of  talking to 
residents. This is to establish whether the property is being STL and for how long.

Typical complaints to the council about STL is that rubbish is being left in shared 
spaces, people coming and going late at night and making noise, and that the 
stream of  unfamiliar faces is making permanent residents feel insecure. Often 
permanent residents will call the council to make a complaint. But there is 
little that officers can do without proof  that the landlord has short-term let the 
property for more than 90 nights in a calendar year. Meanwhile, the character 
of  the local area changes to accommodate the increase in STL. And even when 
it has proof, the enforcement notice issued by the council is often ignored. And 
where the council does have enough evidence to take a landlord to court for 
breaching an enforcement notice, it is very difficult to prove beyond reasonable 
doubt that the law has been broken. Since the law changed in 2015, Westminster 
council has only been able to serve one enforcement notice.

Looking to make the law easier to enforce, council officers would like to see 
a requirement for flat owners to register STL so that the local authority has a 
proper record. In the meantime, London councils are spending time, energy and 
local taxpayers’ money trying to enforce a law that is very difficult to police.



Overarching Aim
The overarching aim of  our research is to gauge the impact of  STL on local 
residents and businesses in the London boroughs of  Camden, Islington, 
Westminster and the Royal Borough of  Kensington and Chelsea.

Methods
Our student researchers will be divided into four teams – one for each borough. 
Each team will then sub-divide into two smaller groups each of  which will be lead 
by a postgraduate mentor.
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Each team will implement a Questionnaire Survey to be designed by the whole 
class in Session Three of  the IGNITE project. Having left room for some discursive 
answers within the Questionnaire, the teams will input data directly into Qualtrics 
via the Tablets provided by the LSE’s Centre for Learning, Technology and 
Innovation. Whilst it is expected that the majority of  Surveys will be carried out 
face-to-face on a 1-to-1 basis, our researchers will be able to implement a 
range of  methods (including focus groups and telephone interviews) should they 
choose. Methods training will be provided in Session Two of  the IGNITE project.

When will the research occur?
The research will be conducted within the first three weeks of  LENT TERM. It is 
expected that each sub-team will organise at least three site visits within that 
time, the aim being to complete as many Questionnaires as possible, face-to-face, 
with respondents.



Where will the research take place?
The research will take place across the four boroughs in areas that are of  
particular concern to our local authority contacts; for example, particular 
neighbourhoods and buildings where the level of  Airbnb listings and/or residents’ 
complaints regarding STL are high.

Who is the ideal respondent?
Ideally, each sub-team will organise face-to-face surveys with local residents, 
business owners, estate agents, concierges of  particular buildings and local 
amenity societies. Whilst our local authority partners will provide a short list of  
possible contacts, it is expected that each sub-team will self-organise in order to 
procure as many high-quality responses as possible within the timeframe.

What happens to the data collected?
Once our fieldwork has been completed in Lent term, our four research teams will 
provide the organisers with feedback in Session Four of  the IGNITE project. The 
main purpose of  the Session is to discuss the content of  our Final Report and 
how we would like to present it in both written and oral format. In order for the 
Session to be effective, each team will need to action the following in advance:

• All	data	should	be	sent	to	Alessandra	Mossa.	(How	to	do	this	and
when will be discussed in Session Three of  the IGNITE project. You will also be 
sent a reminder by e-mail).

• Draft	preparation	of 	the	data	and	their	experiences	in	the	field.	(How
to do this, and a format for presentation will be discussed in Session Three of  the 
IGNITE project).

How and when will the research be presented to the four boroughs?
A Final Conference Evening is to be arranged with representatives from the four 
Boroughs, the Centre for Learning, Technology and Innovation, the Department 
of  Geography and other interested parties. This will enable our student 
researchers to present their findings via an oral presentation and a Final Report. 



Each of  our four teams will be allocated a ten-minute slot in which to present 
their data. The Final Report will be compiled by Alessandra Mossa.

Certification
At the end of  the Final Conference each of  our student researchers will receive a 
Certificate of  Contribution to IGNITE project.



IGNITE SESSION SCHEDULE

Session One: Introduction to IGNITE.

22/11/16 – 18:00 to 19:00 – 32LG.03

The aim of IGNITE overall is to provide you with the opportunity to:
• take	part	in	a	real-world,	action	research	project,
• learn	new	research	skills	and	techniques,
• hone	your	presentation	skills	and	contribute	to	a	professionally

compiled report,
• network	with	professional	organisations

Session One will welcome you to the IGNITE project setting out: the project, the 
research, the strategy, and the deliverables. In this Session, you will learn about 
the problem of  short-term letting across London and, in particular, the four 
boroughs that are at the centre of  our research. This will be your opportunity to 
fully understand the rationale behind IGNITE as a Participatory Action Research 
project. It will also be your opportunity to be allocated into a team, to get to 
know your team mates and mentor, and to begin to familiarise yourself  with your 
allocated borough.

Session Two: Methods.
29/11/16 – 18:00 to 19:00 – 32LG.03

IGNITE is a Participatory Action Research (PAR) project exclusively designed for 
undergraduate and postgraduate students from the Department of  Geography 
at LSE. PAR seeks to understand the world through processes of  change, 
collaboration and reflection. It underscores collective enquiry and exploration, 
which are grounded in experience and social context. Through the integration 
of  participation (life in society and democracy), action (engagement with 
experience and context), and research (sound thought and the co-construction 
of  knowledge), communities of  inquiry and action have the opportunity to evolve 



and address issues that are significant to grass-roots actors in real world 
contexts.

In Session Two, you will receive training in PAR with a particular focus on: PAR as 
a method; the purpose of  PAR; implementing face-to-face questionnaires; focus 
groups; data collection and analysis.

Session Three: Designing the Questionnaire. 
06/12/16 – 18:00 to 19:00 – 32LG.03

The primary research method and tool will be a face-to-face Questionnaire 
Survey with room for discursive answers on some questions. While each sub-
team may implement other methods such as focus groups or telephone surveys, 
it is expected that all data will be collected and collated via a single Questionnaire 
format in order to both maintain the integrity of  our database and facilitate data 
analysis.

In Session Three, you will help to design the Questionnaire Survey. In light of  
what you have learned in Sessions One and Two, you will, first, help to establish 
the research Aims and Objectives. You will then help establish our primary 
Research Questions, which will form the basis of  our Questionnaire format. Each 
section of  the Questionnaire will enable you to explore the research topic with our 
respondents through:

• multiple	choice	and	single	answer	questions
• select	list	questions
• free	text	questions
• scale/rank	questions

As part of  the IGNITE funding, the LSE’s Centre for Learning, Technology and 
Innovation has provided our project with Tablets containing Qualtics software. At 
the end of  Session Three, you will be briefly shown how to use this software for 
data entry and simple statistical analysis.



Session Four: Student Research Teams, Feedback.
Date, time and place to be confirmed ASAP.

Following extensive fieldwork, it is vital that you have the opportunity to feedback 
to the project organisers and your peer researchers regarding both your 
experiences in the filed and your preliminary findings. Furthermore, it is essential 
that we gather as a group in order to discuss the content of  our Final Report 
and how we would like to present it in both written and oral format. As discussed 
above, in order for the Session to be effective, each team will need to action the 
following in advance:
	 •	 All	data	should	be	sent	to	Alessandra	Mossa.	How	to	do	this	and	
when will be discussed in Session Three of  the IGNITE project. You will also be 
sent a reminder by e-mail.
	 •	 Draft	preparation	of 	the	data	and	your	experiences	in	the	field.	How	
to do this, and a format for presentation will be discussed in Session Three of  the 
IGNITE project.

The Final Conference
Date, time and place to be confirmed in Lent Term.

As stated above, a Final Conference is to be arranged with representatives from 
the four Boroughs, the Centre for Learning, Technology and Innovation, the 
Department of  Geography and other interested parties. This will enable you to 
present your findings via an oral presentation and a Final Report. Each of  your 
teams will be allocated a ten-minute slot in which to present your data on your 
specific borough. The Final Report will be presented to each borough and other 
interested parties.

Furthermore, the Final Conference will bring you face-to-face with a range of  
project partners and sponsors. This will provide you with a superb net-working 
opportunity – not only in terms of  the project but, also, personally.



Ultimately, the aim of  PAR is to try to effect change in the real world through your 
research activities and findings. Having the opportunity to discuss your findings, 
experiences, and yourselves, with our IGNITE partners, sponsors and colleagues 
will provide insights into how the evidence base that you will have created may be 
used to help change the way renter data is reported on STL sites such as Airbnb. 
If  our four local authorities are better able to monitor who is renting, where and 
when they may be able to tackle the problem of  STL more effectively, thereby 
helping to protect the Capital’s permanent housing stock. Your research, through 
IGNITE, will be a genuine contribution to this aim.
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