Private rental homes in Scotland unfit for habitation surge nearly sixfold in five years
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Across Scotland, a disturbing number of homes within the private rental sector are failing to meet even the most basic habitable standards. The recent findings reveal that nearly 100,000 privately rented homes are classified as not fit for human habitation, a category determined by a "tolerable standard" that emphasises the necessity for basic living conditions. This standard is seen as crucial since it aims to protect tenants from unsafe and unhealthy housing situations.
The statistics are stark: the number of privately rented homes falling below this standard has surged nearly sixfold between 2018 and 2023, escalating from approximately 7,020 to 94,770 dwellings. This crisis comes despite the fact that the vast majority of Scotland's 2.7 million homes are categorised as socially rented, accounting for around 23% of the housing stock, aimed predominantly at low-income families. Comparatively, only 13% of homes are privately let, yet the private rental market is now facing significant disrepair challenges.
A recent survey by Living Rent, a tenants' rights organisation, underscores these alarming trends, revealing that one in three tenants in the private sector is living with mould and damp — symptoms of a broader "disrepair endemic." Almost two-thirds of respondents reported existing disrepair, with an overwhelming 82% admitting to experiencing issues since beginning their tenancies. Health concerns among tenants are also magnified; the survey highlights that 62% of tenants feel their physical health has been negatively affected by living conditions, while an unsettling 86% cited impacts on their mental health.
The Scottish Government's proposed legislative measures appear to focus heavily on the social housing sector, leaving private renters vulnerable. Following public outcry and a petition for "Leighton's Law," named after a toddler whose health was severely compromised due to unsafe living conditions, advocates are calling for a more stringent approach to disrepair in all rented sectors. The petition aims to ensure that all landlords, both public and private, are obligated to address serious issues such as damp and mould within specified timeframes.
While the government has acknowledged the need for reform, it has so far been slow to adopt targeted measures for the private rental sector. A spokesperson stated intentions to improve accountability and repair timelines for social landlords; however, similar regulations for private landlords remain under consideration. Campaigners argue that holding landlords to account for persistent disrepair in private homes is equally, if not more, essential given the alarming statistics.
Further complicating the issue is a newly published report by the Scottish Housing Regulator, revealing that 59% of tenants in social rented properties have reported safety issues akin to those seen in the private sector, particularly concerning damp and mould. Such findings highlight a systemic issue across both sectors that requires immediate attention and action.
Beyond the immediate welfare of tenants, the implications of disrepair extend to public health, as poor housing conditions are closely associated with a range of adverse health outcomes, including respiratory illnesses and increased stress levels, as highlighted by the Marmot review. The need for urgent reforms is clear; there is growing momentum calling for comprehensive legislation akin to "Awaab’s Law" in England and Wales, which enforces strict remediation standards for damp and mould in rental properties.
Scotland's housing market is at a crucial crossroads. As alarming reports of disrepair continue to surface, the call for robust legislative frameworks protecting tenants in both sectors grows ever louder. To truly address the crisis of disrepair, the Scottish Government must act decisively to ensure that no tenant, regardless of their housing circumstance, is left to endure substandard living conditions.
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