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Overview
For many people the private rented sector works well and provides a stable and sustainable home.  However, for others it can cause problems and be a source of homelessness. In 2009, 11% of all households accepted as homeless
 lost their last home when their private tenancy came to an end.  The private rented sector can however also be a solution to homelessness, with the right support and safeguards in place.  There needs to be further reform to make sure the sector works for everyone. 

Many people rent privately at sometime in their lives. For some, the private rented sector is a temporary tenure, for others it provides a long term home. 

The private rented sector (PRS) has grown significantly over the last decade. It now comprises over three million households across the UK. That is around 13% of all households. Predictions are that if recent trends persist, the PRS will be larger than the social rented sector by 2013 and by the end of the decade, one in five households could be private renters.

With a desperate shortage of social housing and with home ownership being unaffordable and out of the reach of lower income households, the PRS can often be the only real housing option for many. It also plays a crucial role in preventing and reducing homelessness, particularly for single homeless people. 


Crisis believes that the PRS can provide a sustainable home for many households, including vulnerable people and those facing homelessness. Crisis has over 13 years experience working to make the PRS a sustainable housing option and is leading the way to achieve greater access to private rented accommodation for single homeless people. 


The PRS is increasingly being looked to by policy makers to address rising housing demand. Yet there has also long been concern about certain aspects of the operation of the PRS and there are some serious challenges which need addressing if the PRS is to play its part in meeting the current significant housing demand. For the PRS to be suitable, particularly for homeless people, it needs to offer good quality, well located housing, with an appropriate degree of security, and at an affordable price.  It also needs to be accessible to those with vulnerabilities, who may be reliant on Housing Benefit.  
In 2008, a comprehensive review commissioned by the then Government set out a number of directions of travel, including the establishment of local letting agencies to help low income households access accommodation, a national register of landlords and regulation for the commercial lettings industry.
 Crisis believes that this review continues to represent the right way forward for the PRS.
 Crisis’ Recommendations
· Ensure local authorities use existing powers to tackle bad landlords

· Improve property standards and professionalism - register landlords, regulate letting agencies and introduce written tenancy agreements for all tenancies

· Improve security – review security of tenure and address the issue of retaliatory evictions 

· Reform Housing Benefit and protect it from severe cuts so that benefit levels reflect the cost of renting

· Ensure all local authorities have a PRS access scheme open to all those who need it and that it meets basic standards 

· Increase supply across all tenures including social rented and intermediate housing

Issues

The PRS is a complex sector, housing a wide range of people including high income renters, young professionals, students, Housing Benefit claimants, immigrants and asylum seekers.
 Some parts of it work very well but in other parts there remain problems around standards, security, affordability and access. 
1. Property standards and professionalism
Vulnerable people accessing the PRS often do so at the bottom end of the market. They are all too often the tenants living in poor quality accommodation, suffering from exacerbated fuel poverty due to inadequate energy efficiency, and more likely to be the victims of retaliatory evictions when they make a legitimate complaint against their landlord.

Improving property standards and professionalism within the PRS is therefore of vital importance. Where landlords operate outside the regulatory framework many do so out of ignorance rather than intention and it is important that such landlords are educated about their responsibilities. However, there are also some unscrupulous landlords who give others a bad name and it is important that these landlords are driven out of the market. 

2. Security 

Many people thinking about living in the PRS are concerned about what they perceive to be a lack of security. Whilst most landlords want good tenants to remain in a property, a lack of security of tenure does mean that many tenants are in a position where they can be evicted with only two months notice if their landlord chooses. This can deter people from moving into a private property and mean they remain in unsatisfactory or temporary accommodation which can be both detrimental to the household’s wellbeing and costly to the taxpayer.  

However, a home in the PRS can be a long term option. Indeed, 21% of private renters have been living at their current address for five or more years

When tenancy breakdown does occur it is often due to a range of factors such as rent arrears, anti-social behaviour and breakdown of the relationship between landlords and tenants. There is often insufficient help available to both tenants and landlords to address these issues. 
Unfortunately we do also hear of some cases of unscrupulous landlords evicting tenants in retaliation for complaining about standards or repairs. 
3. Affordability

Rents in the PRS vary widely but in some areas, partly due to a lack of supply, they can be very high. The average weekly rent in England is £132 and in London this rises to £207
. This means that finding properties that are affordable can be very difficult, particularly when you’re on Housing Benefit. 
Local Housing Allowance (LHA) is a form of Housing Benefit in the PRS. The average weekly benefit award for an LHA claimant is £113 compared to £67 for those renting social housing from a local authority
. Despite this, Government figures show that 48% of people on LHA still face shortfalls between their benefit and their rent the average shortfall being £23/week
, a significant amount. Making up this shortfall and balancing other expenses such as bills and groceries can be a struggle. These difficulties can contribute to debt problems and rent arrears and make it very difficult for people to secure a more stable financial future. In the worst cases, this can lead to homelessness. 

Crisis is extremely concerned that the cuts announced to Housing Benefit in the 2010 Budget
 could have a serious impact on claimants’ ability to find and sustain properties in the PRS, will adversely affect some of the most disadvantaged in society and are likely to lead to an increase in homelessness. Proposals to break the link between market rents and LHA levels are also likely to have a very damaging effect in the medium and longer term. 
4. Housing Benefit and Local Housing Allowance
When rents are high and people are in receipt of Housing Benefit, the sharp withdrawal rates mean that people moving into work or trying to increase their hours can be little if at all better off. The withdrawal rate for Housing Benefit is excessively high meaning that claimants wanting to move into work face a very high marginal tax rate. When you go into work, 65 pence of Housing Benefit is withdrawn for every extra pound earned.  When combined with the Council Tax Benefit taper this goes up to 85 pence.  
The introduction of LHA has caused further problems for some tenants. In 2009 Crisis conducted a survey of housing advisers
 which worryingly found that a presumption of payments to tenants rather than landlords was resulting in an increase in tenants in rent arrears, tenancies being terminated and a reduced willingness on the part of landlords to let to LHA claimants. The survey also showed that there is often considerable difficulty establishing vulnerability in order to get a claimant’s LHA paid directly to the landlord. 
5. Lack of access 

For homeless households deemed not in ‘priority need’, and therefore not entitled to local authority housing, a private tenancy is often the only real option. There are countless thousands of ‘hidden homeless’ people in Britain sleeping rough, in hostels or other temporary accommodation, unsatisfactory or overcrowded accommodation or on the floors or sofas of friends and families. Supporting people into a flat in the PRS can prevent or resolve someone’s homelessness. Not only that but it can also stop them developing greater support needs and becoming a much greater cost to the tax payer. 

Accessing private rented tenancies can however, be difficult for people on benefits or a low income. A major obstacle to accessing the PRS is the need for a cash deposit and rent in advance. Other, though less visible, barriers are landlords’ reluctance to accept housing benefit (only 22% of landlords currently let to HB claimants
) and some people’s lack of understanding of their responsibilities as landlords or tenants. This means that some people face real difficulties in securing and sustaining a tenancy in the PRS. 
Solutions
1. Improve standards 
Whilst local authorities do have powers to tackle issues of stock condition and landlord performance, all too often these are not used. We would like to see these existing powers being used more effectively and consistently to drive up standards in the PRS. PRS access schemes can also play a significant role in improving property standards by only accepting safe properties and by educating landlords about their responsibilities.

In order to seriously improve property standards and professionalism however, further reform is needed.  Crisis believes that one way to achieve this would be the introduction of a national register of landlords, managed and enforced by an effective regulatory body and framework. As well as being a vehicle by which to drive out the worst elements of the PRS, a landlord register will also help inform both tenants and landlords, build knowledge about the size and state of the sector and enable landlords and tenants to be contacted.  

There is currently no set of standards that letting and management agents have to meet in order to operate. This has led to landlords and tenants receiving a poor service from some agents, including being discriminated against and not having money repaid by the agency. Crisis therefore believes that steps should be taken to regulate letting agents.
A written tenancy agreement being a condition of a legal tenancy would also help by making very clear the rights and responsibilities of both landlord and tenant. This should include details of who the landlord or tenant should contact if issues arise with the tenancy. 

2. Address issues around security

Tenancy breakdown is not necessarily linked to short tenancy agreements, but rather to other issues such as rent arrears and anti-social behaviour. Addressing these issues is therefore key to ensuring a tenancy is successful. 

Where vulnerable people are placed in PRS tenancies, the right support – such as through PRS access schemes and floating support – would help to alleviate these issues and sustain the tenancies. Access schemes can also play a role in educating tenants about security of tenure and the options available to them.
We also believe however, in equalising the offer between the PRS and the social housing sector. Some tenants in the PRS would benefit from the security of a longer tenancy agreement and the PRS should be allowed to be flexible to respond to these needs.
In order to address the issue of retaliatory eviction, where for example landlords evict tenants when there are repairs outstanding or where a tenant has lodged a complaint against them, we would like to see consideration given to ways of increasing security for good tenants. This could include looking at grounds for issuing Section 21 notices where tenants have made complaints about the property or landlord.

3. Reform Housing Benefit and Local Housing Allowance  

In order to make the PRS a more effective solution for people on low incomes, we desperately need an overhaul of both Housing Benefit and Local Housing Allowance (LHA).  
However, the Government must ensure that Housing Benefit reflects the true cost of renting in the PRS. Crisis urges the Government to think again about the extent of cuts to Housing Benefit, to ensure that the most vulnerable are protected and to not cut in such a way that they store up social problems down the line. Benefit rates must continue to be linked to the rent levels in an area. 

Instead, Housing Benefit should be reformed so that work always pays and so that people in the PRS are not faced with a situation whereby their high rents prevent them from finding work. Reducing the steep benefit taper or marginal tax rate would encourage customers to move into work or increase their hours in work. We believe the costs associated with this change would be more than counterbalanced by the long term economic benefits of people moving into work.
In order to address problems that some tenants face with LHA, Crisis would like to see the reinstatement of choice for the tenant over who benefit payments are made to and clearer national guidance for local authorities on safeguarding criteria to ensure that those in danger of falling into arrears are identified and protected from becoming homeless.
4. Increase access 
Whilst the PRS is not a panacea for the housing needs of all homeless and vulnerable people it can provide an effective housing solution for many, where appropriate safeguards are in place. All local authorities should have a PRS access scheme (such as a local lettings agency or deposit guarantee scheme) open to all those who need it, not just those deemed in ‘priority need’.  

Local PRS access schemes help people to overcome the personal and financial barriers they face when creating a tenancy and work with private sector landlords to ensure that they are happy with their tenants. PRS access schemes can play an important role in helping people access and sustain tenancies. Crisis has produced a set of key principles that sets out the elements that should be present in good quality schemes
 . We also run a national advisory service which offers advice and guidance on setting up or developing access schemes. 

If PRS access schemes were used to free up supported housing places across London, the savings would be equivalent to between £10.54m and £13.75m in one year alone.

5. Increase supply across all tenures

The PRS is a part but not all of the solution. With nearly 5 million people waiting for a social home and with home ownership being unaffordable for many, we desperately need to see an increase of supply across all tenures but particularly social and intermediate housing to meet historic, current and future demand.
About Crisis and the Private Rented Sector

Crisis is the national charity for single homeless people. We are dedicated to ending homelessness by delivering 
life-changing services and campaigning for change.

Since 1997 Crisis has been working with partners across the UK to deliver Crisis SmartMove, a rent deposit and advice scheme model, which has helped over 14,000 people into a new home.  

We also make the social and financial case for PRS access schemes and run a national advisory service in England and Scotland on the use of the PRS to house vulnerable and homeless households. This includes running a dedicated website (www.privaterentedsector.org.uk) which collects good practice guidance, information and research and providing 
in-depth support and training to local authorities and agencies to assist in the planning and development of services that tackle homelessness through working with the PRS. 

Crisis works in partnership with Government to improve standards in the PRS and to promote its use to help prevent homelessness, especially rough sleeping. We also undertake research and campaign for change to make the PRS a better housing option for vulnerable and homeless people. 
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