Councils face scrutiny as Renters' Rights Bill exposes two-tier enforcement
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The gulf between the standards imposed on private landlords and the way some councils manage their own housing stock has been thrown into sharp relief by recent headlines — and by the timing of a major overhaul of renters’ rights. The Renters’ Rights Bill promises sweeping changes for tenants, from abolishing no‑fault evictions to creating a landlord ombudsman and a national database, yet the controversy surrounding how local authorities police (and live up to) those standards shows why a single, transparent regulatory framework that applies to every landlord is now indispensable. According to the government’s guide to the bill, the reforms also include application of the Decent Homes Standard, strengthened enforcement powers and new routes for tenants to challenge excessive rent rises, all measures that will shift the regulatory landscape for landlords and councils alike.
High‑profile cases have crystallised public unease. The episode involving Rushanara Ali, the former minister for homelessness, illustrated the political and practical tensions landlords will face as rules change. Reporting described how Ms Ali was criticised for evicting tenants from a property she owned and re‑letting it at a substantially higher rent — a sequence that prompted calls for resignation and intense scrutiny amid debate on landlord conduct. That controversy has been situated explicitly against the backdrop of the incoming Renters’ Rights Bill, reinforcing wider questions about political accountability and the expectations placed on those who both make and rent property.
Parallel stories of MPs who are themselves landlords have compounded the sense of a double standard. Investigation into the private blocks owned by Labour MP Jas Athwal found problems including black mould, ant infestations and fire‑safety and communal upkeep defects; the MP acknowledged shortcomings, sacked a managing agent and apologised. Such cases feed a public narrative that while private landlords are subject to heavy enforcement, elected representatives and local authorities are not always held to the same standard in practice.
That perception is worsened when councils that prosecute private landlords are shown to have persistent disrepair in their own stock. Some boroughs have been praised for vigorous enforcement: one local authority’s anti‑rogue landlord activity has reportedly led to fines and penalties running into the hundreds of thousands. Yet legal claims from council tenants alleging long‑running rat infestations, damp and sewage problems underline the unevenness of outcomes when local authorities act simultaneously as regulator and landlord. The juxtaposition of aggressive enforcement in the private sector and alleged neglect in social housing is central to the argument that transparency and consistent rules are required.
The Renters’ Rights Bill itself will reshape the obligations on landlords and the tools available to councils. The government guidance sets out a replacement for assured shorthold tenancies with periodic assured tenancies, new possession grounds, limits on rent increases and measures to curb rental bidding and discrimination. It also envisages improved tribunal processes for tenants, protections on pets and lower requirements for rent in advance. For private landlords, these changes bring new compliance expectations — and, as industry representatives have warned, uncertainty about the costs and practicalities of measures such as a national database and a private rented sector ombudsman.
Calls for reform of licensing and inspection practice are already emerging from within the sector as pragmatic alternatives to blanket approaches. A model used by one city council offers a useful example: landlords who commission accredited private surveyors to certify compliance can qualify for reduced licence fees and more predictable inspection timetables, while the council reduces its inspection burden. Advocates say this approach produces earlier inspections, clearer cost‑sharing and a schedule that is often completed before a property is even tenanted — an outcome that would reduce disputes and focus enforcement resources where the risk is greatest.
What now matters is not merely tougher rules, but consistent and accountable application of them. The argument advanced by landlord representatives is that the Renters’ Rights Bill should be accompanied by statutory requirements for councils to report on enforcement activity, and for all social and private landlords to be held to the same Decent Homes‑style standards. Until an impartial, transparent system is in place — one that removes the appearance of two sets of rules and clarifies costs and responsibilities for landlords and authorities alike — public trust in housing enforcement will remain fragile and many tenants, whether in private rented homes or council accommodation, will continue to endure unsafe or unhealthy living conditions.
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