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Renting Basics: Your Rights, Responsibilities, and Resources
A customer-friendly guide based on common HUD rental topics

Important: This handout provides general information. Tenant and landlord rules vary by state and city, and different rental assistance programs have additional requirements. For legal advice, contact a qualified attorney or legal aid organization.
1) Your rights as a renter
A safe, decent, and sanitary home (including working utilities and basic habitability).
Fair housing protections: it is illegal to discriminate in housing based on protected characteristics (for example, race, color, religion, sex, national origin, disability, or familial status).
Reasonable accommodations for a disability (changes to rules or policies), and reasonable modifications (certain physical changes) when needed for accessibility. Who pays for modifications can depend on the housing program and local law.
Privacy and proper notice before a landlord enters your unit (exact notice rules depend on where you live and your lease).
A written lease or clear rental terms, plus receipts or a clear record of what you pay.
2) Your responsibilities
Pay rent on time and follow the lease terms.
Keep the unit reasonably clean and report problems early (especially leaks, mold, pests, or broken heat/hot water).
Avoid damage beyond normal wear and tear and respect neighbors and property rules.
In subsidized housing, report required changes (like household size or income) and complete required recertifications/inspections.
3) Communicating with your landlord
Good documentation helps you resolve issues faster and protects you if a dispute comes up.
Put important requests in writing (email, letter, or portal message). Keep copies.
Be specific: what is wrong, when it started, and what you are asking the landlord to do.
Take photos/videos and keep a timeline (dates, who you spoke with, and what was said).
If communication breaks down, consider mediation or housing counseling before the situation escalates.
4) Leases and common options
Fixed term lease: lasts for a set period (often 6 or 12 months). Terms usually stay the same until renewal.
Month-to-month: renews each month until ended by you or the landlord with proper notice. Notice periods vary by location.
Before you sign, confirm: rent amount, due date, late fees, utilities (what you pay vs. what is included), maintenance rules, guest policy, renewal terms, and how notices must be delivered.
5) Rent, utilities, and security deposits
Two concepts matter most: what you can afford and what you are responsible to pay each month.
Affordability guideline: Housing costs are often considered affordable when rent and basic utilities are about 30% of household income. This is a rule-of-thumb; program calculations may use adjusted income and specific formulas.
Utility allowance (in some programs): If you pay utilities separately, programs may use a standard estimate of reasonable utility costs when calculating your share of rent.
Security deposit: Many states limit deposit amounts and set deadlines for return. In general, deposits can be used for unpaid rent or damages beyond normal wear and tear, and you should receive an itemized list of deductions when required by law.
Move-in and move-out: Do a walk-through checklist, take photos, and keep copies to support deposit return.
6) Evictions and protections
Eviction rules vary, but most places require a legal process. A landlord generally cannot force you out by changing locks or shutting off utilities.
Common reasons for eviction: nonpayment of rent, serious or repeated lease violations, or certain illegal activity.
The process usually starts with a written notice. If the issue is not resolved, the landlord may file an eviction case in court.
If you receive a notice: do not ignore it. Read it carefully, track deadlines, and get help right away (legal aid, tenant hotline, or a housing counselor).
Subsidized housing may have additional protections (for example, 'good cause' requirements and specific notice rules). Always review your program rules and lease addendums.

Quick tip: If you can, bring these to any help appointment: your lease, notices from your landlord, proof of rent payments, photos, and any written messages.
7) Rental assistance programs (examples)
Programs differ by community. Waiting lists can be long, so it helps to apply early and keep your contact information updated.
Housing Choice Voucher (often called 'Section 8'): helps pay rent in the private market through a local Public Housing Agency (PHA).
Public housing: housing owned/managed by a local PHA.
Project-based assistance (for example, project-based vouchers or project-based rental assistance): the subsidy is tied to the unit, not the tenant.
Short-term help: local emergency rental assistance, homelessness prevention programs, and charitable resources may be available in your area.
8) Budgeting and affordability
Start with the basics: list monthly take-home income and fixed expenses (rent, utilities, transportation, childcare, debt payments).
Plan for annual/irregular expenses (car repairs, school costs, medical copays) so they do not derail rent payments.
If you fall behind: contact your landlord immediately, ask about a payment plan in writing, and apply for assistance early.
9) Lead safety in older housing (pre-1978)
Federal law requires specific lead disclosures before renting or buying most pre-1978 housing.
Landlords must disclose any known lead-based paint and lead hazards and provide available reports/records before the lease takes effect.
Landlords must provide the EPA pamphlet 'Protect Your Family from Lead in Your Home' to renters in covered housing.
If you see peeling or chipping paint (especially around windows and doors), notify your landlord promptly in writing and keep children away from the area.
10) Where to get help
We can help you understand your options and prepare for next steps. (Insert your agency contact information here.)
HUD housing counseling locator: https://www.hud.gov/findacounselor
Report housing discrimination to HUD: https://www.hud.gov/reporthousingdiscrimination
EPA lead information and the required pamphlet: https://www.epa.gov/lead/protect-your-family-lead-your-home-english
Call 2-1-1 in many areas for local rental assistance and community resources.
Page | 1		1187v01/27/2026
image1.png
PO Box 5438
Riverside, CA 92517

T | CREDITORG sonroane





