
 

Building a settled and safe future for 
England’s private renters: The first 100 days 
 
 
 
 

We welcome the commitment of the new Conservative government to introduce a Housing Bill 
within the first 100 days of the new Parliament as a first step to fixing the housing crisis within a 
generation. However, current safeguards for private renters lag behind those for tenants in 
other tenures, and immediate action is required to create a level playing field and ensure that all 
private renters are guaranteed a settled and safe future.  
 
The vital role of the PRS: 

● Renting a home from a private landlord has become the norm for a significant proportion 
of people in England, with over four million households renting privately in 2013/14. 

● Privately rented properties assist local government to support homeless and vulnerably 
housed constituents back into secure homes.  

● The PRS provides housing for thousands of working families, both with and without state 
support. £48 billion is spent each year on privately rented homes -  including £9.5 billion 
in housing benefit  1

● The PRS also provides a home for would-be first time buyers who struggle to get on the 
housing ladder and other renters who face substantial shortages in social and council 
housing stock. 

● By 2020 a fifth of all households  will live in privately rented homes, and a third of 2

parliamentary seats – including 96 held by the current Government – could be decided by 
the renter vote .  3

 
The problem: 
Over recent decades, housing supply in the private rented sector has not kept pace with 
increasing demand, and consumer protection legislation for private renters lags far behind that 
for consumers of other goods and services. There are also few safeguards to prevent rent paid 
for these properties lining the pockets of landlords who consistently flout the law. This means 
that too many renters live at the whim of private sector landlords, unaware of their rights and 
often unable to exercise them. Meanwhile, poor, even squalid, conditions,  high fees, 
unaccountable landlords and insecure tenancies are still all too familiar features of rental life.  
 
We need a Housing Bill to: 

● Improve access to the private rented sector 
● Improve the quality of the private rented sector 
● Tackle landlord mortgage defaults 
● Improve consumer protections for private renters 

1http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/investing/buy-to-let/10787462/Landlords-9bn-housing-benefit-fuell
ing-bubble.html 
2  Building and Social Housing Foundation, 2013: Who Lives in the Private Rented Sector? An analysis of 
households’ characteristics 
3  http://www.generationrent.org/this_government_can_t_afford_to_ignore_renters 
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Improving access to the private rented sector: 
 
Shortage of supply in the private rented sector can leave prospective tenants at the mercy of 
letting agents and private landlords. High rents and deposits are compounded by extortionate 
and often inexplicable fees for the basic services required to rent a home, while some sections 
of the population are locked out of the market by discriminatory processes or forced into the 
poorest quality rented homes. Read more about these issues in our 2015 report, Still let down.  
The rollout of Universal Credit will identify many families on working tax credits as benefit 
recipients, and hence practices that can bar welfare claimants from access to the market need to 
be addressed now, to mitigate the risk of many more people being negatively affected in the 
future.  
 
What to do  

● End extortionate fees levied on renters by letting agents  
● End discrimination in the private rented housing market 
● Widen access to private rented accommodation 

 
Why take action? 

● 88 per cent of letting agents impose additional charges on new tenants. The total average 
fee for a tenancy as reported by letting agents is £337. 

● 89 per cent of renters tell us these charges were a problem in accessing private rented 
housing. 

● Almost 60 per cent of private sector landlords do not accept tenants in receipt of housing 
benefit   4

● Average deposits have risen to over £900  - almost twice the average pre tax weekly wage 5

● This April, despite rents rising faster than earnings and prices for many, in just 1% of 
areas were all Local housing Allowance(LHA) rates increased by 4%. Everywhere else saw 
increases of just 1% for at least one group of LHA recipients.  

 
How to do it  

● Include clauses in a new Housing Bill to ban all tenant charges other than rent and a 
refundable deposit, and ensure charges to landlords are both fair and transparent.  

● Include provisions in a new Housing Bill to ensure that all prospective tenants, whether or 
not in receipt of housing benefit, are able to access the private rental market. This could 
be ensured by offering local authorities guidance on assisting local renters into the PRS 
and preventing credit checking agencies from passing on details of benefit receipt to 
landlords, while retaining the ability to provide information around capability to cover 
rent. 

● Take action to streamline the Housing Benefit application and award process to improve 
the confidence of landlords in the system 

● Introduce interest free loans to support private tenants struggling to afford the cost of 
rental deposits. 

 
  

4  Inside Housing, 2012 
5  Deposit Protection Scheme, 2014 
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Improve the quality of the private rented sector: 
 
A third of privately rented homes do not meet decent homes criteria. While many private sector 
landlords offer a high quality service, there are few mechanisms in place to identify those who 
do not and little capacity to adequately enforce against these ‘rogues’ and remove them from 
the market.  On paper, tenants have a number of rights that are ostensibly similar to the right of 
consumers in other markets. However, tenants’ rights are defined less precisely, are more thinly 
spread over a number of complex pieces of legislation, fall to Local Authorities rather than 
central regulators or ombudsmen to enforce, and are not, in general, backed up by the hard 
backstop of a right to refund. Further details on this issue are provided in Appendix A. 
 
What to do 

● Tackle rogue landlords 
● Tackle problems in the private rented sector  
● Provide tenants with routes for financial redress  
● Improve the quality of available housing across the market 

 
Why take action? 

● One in six privately rented homes (16%) presents a severe threat to health or safety. 
● Half a million (510,000) children live in privately rented homes that are unsafe.  
● Across England, a total of £5.6 billion is paid per year to private landlords to rent 

properties that are inadequate, with housing benefit picking up £1.3 billion of this cost 
● 11 percent of private rented sector dwellings fall into the worst categories for energy 

efficiency (Energy Efficiency rating Bands F and G) which means, for many households, 
even higher energy bills than the norm - creating a “hidden” cost of living crisis.  6

 
How to do it 

● Introduce a national register of landlords with minimum legal requirements and 
mandatory training. The register will pay for itself through the fees paid by landlords to 
register.  

● Further review the statutory criteria for selective licensing, introducing a ‘requirement to 
consider’ to ensure that all local authorities have a clear understanding of the evidence 
for or against local selective licensing in order to tackle the specific problems in their area.  

● Amend the Housing Act 2004 to extend the scope of rent repayment orders to apply to all 
private rented properties containing category 1 hazards under the HHSRS. Trigger points 
could be aligned to the service of an Improvement Notice (section 11) as set out in 
sections 33 and 34 of the Deregulation Act (2015).  

● Provide additional funding for local authority enforcement through reform of the wear 
and tear tax allowance.  Shelter estimates that reducing the level of the allowance could 
generate an extra £1billion in tax revenue.  

● Introduce secondary legislation to allow both administration and enforcement of local 
licensing schemes to become self-financing, as with parking enforcement. 

 
 
 
 

6  English Housing Survey, 2011-12 
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Tackling Landlord Mortgage defaults: 
 
Landlords themselves can fall behind with mortgage payments and face repossession. Three per 
cent of buy-to-let loans were one month or more in arrears in September 2013, and calculations 
by the Telegraph  showed some buy-to-let investors could make a monthly loss as early as 2017 7

if interest rates rise as expected. A University of York study found that these problems are not 
uniform but clustered geographically, which could pose significant issues for local authorities in 
dealing with the fallout if steps are not taken to ensure tenants can prepare for possible 
repossession and local authorities can engage in the market. 
 
Currently, renters who are complying with the law and their tenancy agreement can still face 
last-minute notification of eviction in the event that the property is repossessed. The Mortgage 
Repossessions (Protection of Tenants etc) Act 2010 has gone some way to protecting tenants 
from eviction with little notice, but we continue to see cases in which tenants in practice had little 
notice of an eviction. These occur predominantly because, without a contact name for the 
current tenant, prescribed communications are usually addressed to ‘the occupier’ and are often 
left unopened.  
 
Improving mechanisms to communicate tenancies to mortgage providers and insurers 
supported by a national register held by HMRC, would prevent this, ensuring that tenants are 
afforded their rights and landlords contribute their share in taxation. 
 
What to do  

● Ensure all tenants get reasonable notice before having to move out. 
 
Why take action? 

● We estimate that in 2016 almost 10,000 renters will be caught up in Landlord 
repossessions, of whom, up to 2,200  will be ‘unauthorised renters’ - ie renters whose 
existence has not been disclosed by landlords to mortgage companies. 

● Over a fifth of landlords in the 2010 English Housing Survey Private Landlords Survey 
(EHS-PLS) reported problems with their mortgage costs, which suggests they may be at 
risk of default.  

 
How to do it 

● Challenge the insurance industry on whether inflated premiums for PRS homes are 
justified by claims records. Ensuring that appropriate insurance is available for landlords 
would encourage them to disclose the existence of tenants to mortgage companies.  

● Challenge mortgage lenders to commit to steps to ensure that tenants of buy-to-let 
homes are appropriately notified in cases of repossession.  

● Implement a review of historical contract terms in buy-to- let (BTL) mortgages that inhibit 
tenant rights or access to the market for benefit recipients and prohibit unfair terms. 

● Challenge letting agents to comply with the Property Ombudsman’s code of practice and 
ensure that any mortgaged property they market or manage has the lender’s permission 
to let. 

7http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/borrowing/mortgages/10757759/Buy-to-let-landlords-rush-for-prot
ection-against-interest-rate-rises.html - 2014 
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Improve consumer protections for private renters 
 
While private tenants have statutory rights to a safe home in good repair, they face substantial 
barriers to having these rights upheld in practice. The risk of retaliatory eviction by the landlord, 
a lack of Local Authority capacity to deal with the problem, the withdrawal of Legal Aid for cases 
of housing disrepair and the lack of a national landlord register or local licensing to tackle poor 
practice, means tenants’ rights have no bite. These differences lead to a strange imbalance in 
consumer protections. In many ways, people are now better protected when buying a toaster 
than when renting a flat, while taxi drivers are more tightly governed than the landlords who let 
tenants their homes. 
 
We have been campaigning since 2007 for increased protections for renters who request a 
repair to their home, and welcome the provisions in the Deregulation Act to ensure that no 
renter will be subject to a retaliatory eviction in the future. However, without widespread 
consumer education and additional support for local authorities to inspect and enforce upon 
hazardous housing, these new protections will not deliver on the opportunity they provide to 
ensure security for renters and an ongoing improvement to the quality of PRS stock. 
 
What to do  

● Ensure that new protections against retaliatory eviction are clearly communicated and 
effectively resourced at a local level 

● Empower tenants to uphold their rights through the reintroductions of Legal Aid for 
disrepair 

 
Why take action? 

● 1 in 12 renters (8%) say they have avoided asking their landlord to repair a problem or 
improve conditions in the last year because they were scared of eviction . 8

● Our research found that 21% of requests for Environmental Health inspections in the PRS 
are not completed within 6 months  9

 
How to do it 

● Commit to review the operation of sections 33 and 34 of the Deregulation Act legislation 
within 2 years of implementation to consider if additional protections are needed.  

● Increase funding for local authority environmental health teams to support 
implementation of these protections against retaliatory eviction in accordance with the 
New Burdens doctrine.  

 
 
Citizens Advice, June 2015 
 
Campaigns contacts: Kierra Box - kierra.box@citizensadvice.org.uk 

Alison Blackwood - alison.blackwood@citizensadvice.org.uk   

8  Shelter, 2014 
9  Based on a survey of ⅔ local authorities, Dec 14 
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Appendix A 
 
Rent repayment orders (RROs) are a mechanism under the Housing Act 2004 by which rent or 
Housing Benefit can be recovered from landlords found to be renting a property without a 
licence where one is needed (in practice this means houses in multiple occupation [HMO] and 
properties subject to selective licensing). These could be extended to include all landlords letting 
out properties found to contain category 1 hazards under the Housing Health and Safety Rating 
System (HHSRS). This would extend the scope of RROs to tenants living in private housing other 
than HMOs or other properties requiring a license and allow for financial redress in some of the 
most serious cases of housing disrepair. In combination with effective implementation of 
Deregulation Act provisions around retaliatory eviction and local enforcement to ensure 
compliance, these ‘renter rebates’ could form part of a package to incentivise repair and 
rectification of the most serious hazards. It is important that renters can rely on a set of shared 
standards around the quality and safety of their rented home - and, as with any other consumer 
product, be entitled to a refund if the property they rent is substandard. 
 
A national register of landlords will ensure that no landlord will be able to rent out a home 
without checks that they are a fit and proper person to do so, and ensure all landlords achieve a 
basic standard of accreditation. If supplemented by local property licensing schemes (as 
successfully employed in other consumer markets) and increased financial support for local 
enforcement, these changes will equip local authorities with data to proactively manage their 
private rented sector – and provide national government with data to base any future policy for 
private rented sector housing on. Read more about these issues in our recent report, A nation of 
renters. 
 
Local authorities are best placed to decide how inefficiencies in the local housing market should 
be tackled; and to ensure that incentives, support and sanctions for landlords are proportionate 
and relevant to solving the problems in their area. This is why we are calling for central 
government to place a ‘requirement to consider’ on local councils, to explore how the PRS might 
better meet local need, reverse declining standards and strengthen communities. Government 
could then cut the red tape preventing local action, and give councils the funds and freedoms 
they need to act in response to the challenges they face.  
 
HMRC estimate that private landlords are evading at least £550 million of tax on rental income 
per year .  A national landlord register, combined with improved data sharing between insurers, 10

mortgage companies and government, would also ensure that all landlords operate legally and 
contribute their fair share. Funds from this and other reforms could support local government to 
take actions that are right for their area in improving the standard  of housing and the quality of 
service for renters.  
 

10  Reported in The Guardian, 2014 
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