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Association of Housing Advice Services (AHAS)  

Response to the Mayor’s Housing Covenant 

Making the Private Rented Sector work for Londoners 

Who we are 

AHAS represents the largest number of housing advice, housing options and homelessness 
services in London. The Association's members are statutory housing advice and options 
services which advises every private sector resident with housing problems passes through 
the local authority.  This includes Services that source private tenancies, negotiate and 
direct applicants to private sector tenancies and therefore interact as a matter of course 
with a large number of private landlords and agents and consequently have up to date 
information on trends in the private rented sector as it applies to low income and 
vulnerable singles and households. 

Local authorities are significant players in the private rented sector as they access, manage 
tenancies directly and indirectly and exert some influence over private sector landlords. As a 
result we believe we are in a good position to contribute to and inform the debate on all 
aspects of dealing with the private rented sector in London and the south east. 

AHAS has undertaken research with private sector landlords with the aim of bridging the 
gap between landlords and local authorities to assist procurement of private sector 
accommodation for housing applicants:   

http://www.ahas.org.uk/downloads/AHAS-Report-Giving-Landlords-What-They-Want.pdf 
 
We therefore welcome the opportunity to comment on the consultation document. This 
document represents the views of key Local Authority Housing Needs Managers in London. 

Understanding London’s private rented sector 
 
We welcome the initiative from the GLA. There has long been a need for a concerted and 
collaborative approach for the development of the PRS in London. AHAS concurs with the 
shift in culture and the inspirational aims of the covenant. 
 
For over 20 years, contrary to other organizations who only viewed the private sector and 
landlords in a negative light, AHAS has been at the forefront promoting the PRS as a viable 

http://www.ahas.org.uk/downloads/ahas-report-giving-landlords-what-they-want.pdf
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housing option.  We are therefore pleased to see the GLA’s acknowledgement of the role of 
the sector and the development of an overarching London strategy/covenant.    
        
We agree that more regulation is not required. There is no role for rent control and new 
legal vehicles which would deter investment. Whilst the market has increased over the last 
ten years and in some boroughs accounts for 40% of stock, yields are a low and any 
restriction on income would produce an uneconomic model for investors. What the Mayor 
hasn't recognised is the ability for local authorities to exert downward pressure on rents 
particularly at the lower end of the market. This can be achieved by local authorities 
providing the sort of services landlords want in return for a lower rent.  
 
The market is dominated by landlords who are unaware of obligations rather than bad 
landlords who are in the minority. We therefore agree that more regulation is not required 
other than for agents. Improvements in terms and conditions must come by making the 
industry more professional. We believe this will come through assisted self regulation and 
we believe that the Mayor must have a role in assisting and promoting this process. AHAS 
has discussed assisted self regulation models; we know through years of actual experience 
of working with that sector that improvements have been achieved through assisting, 
encouraging and advising landlords’ services improvements rather than regulations. We 
support persisting with knocking on the Treasury’s door to review the tax position of small 
residential self managing landlords who are treated as if letting was a hobby instead of a 
business. This has long been an obstacle for this industry. 
 
We know that the sector is home to young professionals and that it is becoming less mobile. 
These are early days of the changes in the sector and we would argue that it will take a long 
time (if ever) for the mortgage market to pick up in London for ordinary Londoners – this 
implies that households residing in the private rented sector will not always be young and 
that an ever increasing number of families will be using that sector as a permanent housing 
solution.  
 
Recommendations  

1. We would urge the Mayor to provide a stronger commitment to accreditation and 
ask that the Mayor supports Accreditation Schemes and ensures that if there are to 
be more than one that there is uniformity in the standards. For example there are 
several deposit protection schemes but they all work to the same regulations. AHAS 
see the London Landlords Accreditation Scheme as the preferred vehicle for 
promoting change as it is by far the most popular scheme and provides a benchmark 
and it is used as a model for accreditation in many areas of the country. An 
advantage to landlords working in more than one region. 
 

2. Tenants should be able to identify the quality of the accommodation. We ask that 
the Mayor considers the feasibility of promoting the introduction of a kite mark 
maybe through an Accreditation + system. Although we appreciate this could be 
difficult to manage local authorities have a substantial amount of intelligence to 
underpin the system which they currently use when placing households in the 
sector. Another option could be the use of consumer feedback sites like Trip Advisor. 
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A brand for Housing Advice through councils, like the CAB brand is for benefit advice, 
would also be helpful for tenants.  Again, this is something AHAS has discussed and 
we could assist with. 
 

  
3. We find the report one sided in as much as it only focuses on landlords’ 

responsibilities and does not contain a single reference to tenants responsibilities.  
We recommend more thought is given to a balanced covenant 

 
4. We encourage the Mayor to investigate a model of assisted self regulation 

 
5. The mayor enters into dialogue with AHAS to get a better understanding of what 

local authorities are offering landlords and how they can be better placed to exert 
pressure on the market 

 
 

 
 

2.1 Increasing housing supply 

We believe that in understanding the private rented market in London the Mayor should be 
more explicit in how to address the issues facing the different markets. At the higher end we 
support any initiative that increases the supply of the PRS and congratulate the GLA on its 
achievement so far in getting corporations to invest in the sector. However above all of this 
must be the priority of protecting the current supply and ensuring that Local Authorities do 
not lose that supply. Failure to protect that supply will have an impact on the medium 
housing market and will push up rents. It is that cottage industry of small buy to let 
landlords which supplies the lower end of the market for low income households. Any new 
private sector supply in London has to incorporate sub market rents for working families on 
lower income.  

We would suggest that the Mayor needs to use his considerable political leverage to make 
sure that the housing supply for the low paid and disabled does not decrease as a result of 
Welfare Reform. The Mayor has rightly identified that the key stimulus for the continuing 
rental to that group is the Rent Direct option for landlords and this must be able to carry on 
after the introduction of Universal Benefit. This was also the finding of AHAS in its survey of 
landlords 

The initiatives suggested whilst laudable will inevitably focus on smaller properties and in 
higher rental land value areas. London needs to retain its urban mix and this would help to 
achieve this. We would hope that any brief for new blocks of flats would ensure they are 
designed for different size households and not just for singles and sharers. 

Whilst applauding the search for innovative design and London does need more well 
designed cutting edge modern residential developments, one question why architecture 
and design for the PRS should be any different to designing for owner occupation, in 
particular if one is looking at this sector being used for long term housing. The idealism of 
shared communal space is just that – it is too management extensive and expensive and if 
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anything would be more likely to function better in owner occupied blocks where there 
would be more long term vested interest in the space. We do not believe that it is a good 
economic idea for design to be tenure specific. 

  

Recommendations 

6. It is essential to provide maximum protection to the homelessness 
prevention market that local authorities work with. We would ask the 
Mayor's team to read the findings from the AHAS survey What landlords 
want. It is disappointing that the current Covenant has not had regard to 
AHAS or its reports despite us having given evidence at two of the expert 
panels. AHAS is about to launch a survey to update the report and would 
gladly feed in the data to the GLA. 

 
7. That the GLA considers setting up a task force which will examine how to 

support small landlords, particularly those that work with local authorities to 
house the low paid. This would come up with an overarching strategy which 
will look at assisted self regulation and which will tie in with other policies 
such as Empties Properties and energy. 

 
8. We recommend a good practice guide is developed with local authorities for 

those landlords who provide this essential service. AHAS’s report, developed 
as a result of speaking to landlords contains the basis for such a guide and we 
would like to see this developed and adopted by all local authorities as part of 
their procurement and homelessness prevention strategy.  

 
9. We recommend more emphasis placed in the report on the central role local 

authorities play in protecting and promoting the private rented sector.  
 
10. That the GLA engages with AHAS who as experienced private sector 

practitioners can bring more hands on valuable expertise than Shelter or any 
other group whose expertise although valuable is only as a campaign group. 

 
 

2.2 Empowering consumers 

We are surprised by the absence of the role of local authority housing advice services in the 
Covenant. Local authorities are strategically placed to provide that service and to monitor 
standards as part of their homelessness prevention and Environmental Health services and 
we hope to see recognition in the Covenant that there is a need for such professional 
services.  

Local authorities are used to   dealing with complaints from tenants placed in the sector and 
entering into conversation with their landlord partners to resolve these complaints and 
improve standards without the need for enforcement procedures.  

 



5 

We support the improvement of the sector through London wide accreditation. However 
we do not believe that the introduction of the London Rental Standard alone will improve 
standards; as stated previously, we know that improvements will only come through 
education and support for small landlords at the bottom end of the market. 80 years of 
Environmental Health activities and powers of prosecutions have not so far ridded the 
sector of these very poor properties so a different approach is needed. 

The introduction of the London Rental Standard is positive in as much as it will provide 
consistency. It is a constant complaint from landlords that different standards are applied by 
different local authorities; Buy to Let landlords do not operate within borough boundaries 
and this lack of consistency adds to the management problems of small landlords. 

Below we suggest a few minor amendments to these standards.  

Comments on London rental standards:  

• Written tenancy agreement: this must be in Plain English 

• Deposit: This is already a statutory requirement 

• Contact details: Many people do not have a landline. One phone number should be 
sufficient 

• Agents: As per above we believe the letting and renewal of tenancies should only be 
undertaken by registered agents including local council social lettings agencies ; we 
appreciate this will require legislation but would hope the Mayor’s office will lobby 
towards this but in the interim agree with the proposals 

 

Substantial intelligence on the private rented sector is held by local government 
departments which is not used and this would assist in the development and promotion of 
working practices that can sustain the Private rented sector to provide much needed local 
housing options. 

 Notwithstanding our position on no more new regulation there is wide support that letting 
agents should be regulated either by statute or under a voluntary code by the industry. Far 
too many landlords and tenants have lost large sums of money to fraudulent letting agents 
and will continue to do so unless they are dealt with. We suggest that investigations of 
complaints about letting agents could come under the Property Ombudsman Service. The 
London Rental Standard does not go far enough on this subject and this is borne out by the 
substantial number of complaints and dissatisfaction with that sector from tenants. 

The creation of yet another organisation such as the Independent Panel to overseer the 
London Rental Standard is ill thought out, illogical and will not work. It is not feasible that a 
group of six people would have the capacity to perform this function on top of their day job 
and the requirement for data gathering for such a task would be onerous. This will quickly 
generate into another bureaucracy requiring staff and budgets which is not something that 
is currently desirable. If the GLA is determined to introduce such a function (and we strongly 
advice against it) we suggest that the GLA considers allocating the monitoring of 
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performance in that area to an already existing organisation (Ombudsman or some such for 
example). 

In terms of longer tenancies we agree that we are facing, for valid reasons, serious obstacles 
in landlords giving longer tenancies. It would not be fair to ask landlords to bear the risks of 
longer tenancies without some safeguards to their income. We suggest that where the GLA 
has the opportunity to intervene in the market they could propose to landlords the 
safeguards of “Introductory tenancies” within a 3 year term. This could be done without 
new legislation, by the insertion of a carefully worded break clause allowing the landlord to 
terminate the tenancy after year 1 in the event of tenant’s serious breach.  This would give 
the security to landlords to “test” the tenants. We believe this would be a good way of 
introducing this change to landlords. 

2.3.  Promoting standards 

It is an unfortunate consequence of the scarcity of rental accommodation for low income 
households that there are now multiple markets in London catering for different groups. In 
an ideal world this would not be the case but as long as the property is safe and free from 
risk to health the tenant should be free to compromise for the accommodation to be 
available. 

We have made our position clear on the approach we believe is necessary to raise 
standards; self assessment by accredited landlords, a cooperative and supportive approach 
to assist them to achieve the required standards and enforcement as the last resort  is more 
likely to yield results and the retention of that property for low income households  

 

Neil Wightman  & Jon Dalton 

Joint Chairs 

AHAS 

www.ahas.org.uk 

info@ahas.org.uk 
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