Systemic underfunding leaves tenants in unsafe homes despite rising complaints
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Two-thirds of councils in England have not prosecuted a single landlord in the past three years, despite receiving around 300,000 complaints from tenants living in substandard and often hazardous rental homes. This stark failure in enforcement reveals a systemic issue in the oversight of the private rental sector, where landlords frequently let out homes with serious disrepair and unsafe conditions without facing meaningful consequences.
Between 2022 and 2024, nearly half of local authorities responsible for housing did not issue any fines to landlords, while over a third took no formal action whatsoever. During this period, councils prosecuted only 640 landlords and issued 4,702 civil penalty notices, meaning fewer than 2% of tenant complaints resulted in formal enforcement. The fines levied totalled £26.4 million, but despite this, the number of landlords punished annually remains almost unchanged. Of those prosecuted, only 16 were banned from letting properties, with eight of those bans issued in London.
Campaigners and housing experts point to local authority austerity measures as the crux of the problem. Enforcement teams have been gutted over the past decade, with funding cut by approximately 41% and staffing levels reduced by more than a third between 2010 and 2020. This has left councils struggling to investigate and pursue legal action against rogue landlords, especially given the lengthy and resource-intensive nature of prosecutions and appeals. An enforcement officer turned academic from Cardiff Metropolitan University highlighted that unless there is sustained and predictable funding, new tenant protections risk being merely symbolic rather than practical.
These concerns are compounded by real-life examples. Maya Jagger, a former tenant in Ealing, west London, lived under illegally rented conditions filled with mould and disrepair. Despite repeated pleas for help and evidence of an illegal eviction, she experienced a lack of follow-through from the council. Such cases underline the human cost of inadequate enforcement, where tenants endure poor conditions impacting their health and wellbeing, feeling abandoned by the authorities meant to protect them.
The government’s forthcoming Renters' Rights Act, set to be enforced from May 2026, aims to provide stronger protections by legally obliging councils to clamp down on rogue landlords. However, housing professionals caution that without adequate funding, the act may do little to change the status quo. The Ministry of Housing, Communities, and Local Government has announced £18 million in “burdens funding” to help councils prepare for enforcement, a move welcomed but widely regarded as insufficient given the scale of the problem and cuts councils have faced.
Local Government Association members and housing advocates stress that enforcement responsibilities will increase substantially under the new legislation, making proper funding essential for effective implementation. For example, despite Birmingham receiving the third highest number of tenant complaints, it has prosecuted no landlords since 2022, while issuing fines worth just £99,065. By contrast, Leeds council demonstrated effective enforcement with 28% of complaints leading to formal action.
In London, constituencies including the housing secretary’s own area have shown particularly poor enforcement records. Croydon council, for example, received over 4,400 complaints but prosecuted no landlords and issued only three fines. Similarly, Lambeth council took enforcement actions for just 0.09% of complaints. Manchester city council has acknowledged the challenges in funding enforcement and expressed political will to address the issue, though readiness to enforce new regulations remains a concern.
The lack of prosecutions is not confined to England alone. Reports from across Wales and other parts of the UK mirror these enforcement gaps, illustrating a broader national problem. Numerous councils have not initiated any prosecutions against rogue landlords over the past five years, highlighting urgent need for proactive measures to uphold housing standards.
Government officials admit the current enforcement rate “is not good enough” and reiterate their commitment to ensuring safe and decent homes, emphasizing the responsibility placed on councils by the new legislation. Still, stakeholders maintain that without substantial and ongoing investment in local enforcement teams, the rights promised to renters risk remaining unfulfilled in practice, leaving the private rented sector rife with unsafe and unhealthy housing conditions.
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