
Housing & Tenant Rights

Plain-Language Guide to Everyday Housing Issues

The relationship between a landlord and a tenant is governed by state and local laws,
as well as the terms of the lease agreement. Understanding your rights and
responsibilities is key to a stable tenancy.

1. Leases and Rental Agreements

A lease is a legally binding contract that outlines the terms of the rental agreement,
including the amount of rent, the duration of the tenancy, and the responsibilities of
both the tenant and the landlord.

Read Carefully: Always read the entire lease before signing. Once signed, you are
bound by its terms.

Written vs. Oral: While some states allow oral agreements, a written lease
provides clear documentation and protection for both parties.

Security Deposit: The lease will specify the amount of the security deposit and
the conditions under which it will be returned.

2. Tenant Rights

Tenants have several fundamental rights that cannot be waived, even if the lease
attempts to do so.



Right Simple Explanation

Right to a
Habitable Home

The landlord must provide a safe, clean, and livable dwelling. This
includes providing essential services like running water, heat, and
electricity, and ensuring the property is free from serious defects (e.g.,
mold, pest infestations).

Right to Privacy
The landlord generally cannot enter your apartment without giving you
reasonable advance notice (usually 24 to 48 hours), except in the case of
a genuine emergency.

Protection
Against Unlawful
Eviction

A landlord cannot simply lock you out or turn off your utilities. They
must follow a strict legal process, which usually involves giving you
written notice and obtaining a court order.

Right to Withhold
Rent (in some
states)

If a landlord fails to make necessary repairs that affect habitability,
some states allow tenants to withhold rent or “repair and deduct” the
cost of repairs from the rent. This is highly state-specific and should
be researched carefully.

3. Landlord Duties

Landlords have legal duties to their tenants that go beyond the lease agreement.

Maintain the Property: The landlord is responsible for keeping the property in
good repair and ensuring all common areas are safe.

Follow Legal Eviction Procedures: If a tenant violates the lease, the landlord
must serve the tenant with proper written notice and file an eviction lawsuit
(called an Unlawful Detainer in many states) to legally remove the tenant.

Return Security Deposit: The landlord must return the security deposit within a
specified time frame after the tenant moves out, or provide a written, itemized
list of deductions for damages beyond normal wear and tear.

Important Notice:

The information provided in this guide is for educational purposes only. We do not
provide legal advice, legal interpretation, or attorney services, and we cannot



represent anyone in court. Our goal is to help you learn, understand, and feel
confident when navigating legal topics.


