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I FEEL INSECURE, UNSTABLE, 
EXTREMELY WORRIED, 	
STRESSED ABOUT LOSING 
THE ROOF OVER MY HEAD 
– THERE’S NOTHING WORSE.” 

”
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The private rented sector is in a state of 
crisis. Poor conditions and unaffordable 
rents are rife. 

These issues are particularly acute in an area like 
the City of Westminster, which has one of the largest 
private rented sectors in England, as well as one of its 
most expensive.

The Renters’ Rights Bill will bring forward significant and welcome improvements 
to tenants’ security of tenure and rights to challenge disrepair. And the new council
administration has set out a clear, welcome ambition to drive up standards for renters in 
the borough. But as we set out in our manifesto, which has been co-produced with private 
tenants living in the borough of Westminster, there is much more that needs to be done.

We find that tenants strongly support more enforcement action being taken against 
landlords who breach their obligations. Yet we also find that awareness of the
council’s private rented sector enforcement services is generally low. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Increase enforcement 
action against 
rogue landlords.
Given that the council’s data shows a recent 
decrease in the number of tenants reporting 
issues of disrepair to its enforcement services, 
we call on the council to raise awareness of 
its services, make its services more accessible, 
and ensure that hazards are being appropriately 
addressed.

Press on with 
its proposals for 
selective landlord 
licensing.
We also call on the council to press on with its 
proposals for selective landlord licensing. Renters
strongly support the council’s proposals, and 
see licensing as an effective tool. But the council
 needs to stand firm in the face of calls to water 
down the proposals and ensure the plans are 
progressed as quickly as possible.

Campaign 
for rent 
stabilisation. 
We also call on the council to call on the government 
to introduce rent stabilisation measures that would 
restrict rent increases in the private rented sector, in 
order to reduce back-door evictions, prevent 
homelessness and better allow renters to exercise 
their rights.

Ensure that 
struggling renters 
receive discretionary 
housing payments.
We also find that unaffordable rents and rent increases
are having a significant impact on renters. Many are 
struggling to afford their rent payments. We find 
that in addition to section 21 evictions, the risk 
of a significant rent increase is a major root cause 
of insecurity. Tenants repeatedly expressed that they 
feared unaffordable, often extortionate rent increases
 line with market levels. Fear of an unaffordable 
market-level rent increase was a barrier to tenants 
challenging disrepair.

We therefore call on the council to ensure that it 
continues to ensure that struggling renters who are 
eligible are getting the financial support they need via 
discretionary housing payments, particularly as the 
council places increasing focus on the prevention of 
homelessness. 

WE CALL ON 
THE COUNCIL TO:
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The private rented sector in Westminster presents significant 
challenges for tenants, particularly those who are financially 
vulnerable or living with disabilities, whether visible or hidden.

Rising rents and a lack of landlord accountability make securing stable and safe housing 
increasingly difficult. Many tenants face ongoing issues such as unaddressed disrepair, 
mould, pest infestations, and arbitrary rent increases, with little recourse for assistance.

I have been a private tenant in the borough since 2011, living alone with a hidden chronic disability. 
Over the years, I have built a support network, including access to local GPs and hospitals, and I do not 
feel secure moving out of the area. Like many, I have faced financial instability due to fluctuating economic 
conditions, including supply of jobs and the pandemic.

My rental agreement has always been a short 12-month lease, making each renewal a stressful experience. 
When I moved into my current flat in late 2012, it was not in the best condition, but I had no better options. 
Since then, rental prices have soared, making relocation or house purchase nearly impossible. Given my 
financial vulnerability and disability, I refrained from making excessive demands - requesting only essential 
repairs, such as fixing broken appliances or addressing persistent mould. Over the years, I managed to avoid 
rent increases, primarily because the flat itself required significant repairs, including pest control, replacing 
floorboards, and updating outdated appliances like the oven and fridge.

Mould has been a recurring issue in the bathroom due to poor ventilation, and I have repeatedly highlighted the 
inadequacy of the extractor fan. Additionally, mice have been a persistent problem in my ground-floor flat. Instead 
of proper pest control treatment, the landlord merely filled gaps with cleaning mesh and refused further action.

In early 2024, I once again raised concerns about the worsening mould in the bathroom. After multiple 
reminders, my landlord reluctantly repainted the walls with anti-mould paint for the first time. However, 
this prompted an almost 10% rent increase despite my request for a reduction. After persistent efforts, I 
was finally directed to the council’s housing services, only to be told I needed a Section 21 eviction notice 
before they could assist me. Essentially, I had to be on the brink of homelessness before any support was 
available. With no alternative, I negotiated the rent increase down to just under 8%.

When Z2K reached out to me for this project, I saw it as an opportunity to be heard and 
to advocate for other vulnerable tenants. Z2K has been outstanding in engaging with 
participants - providing useful information, listening to concerns, and organising workshops 
and surveys in a hybrid format.

In my view, Westminster City Council (WCC), despite being a leading model in tackling homelessness and 
engaging with residents, operates with a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach. Tenants like me often feel punished 
rather than supported. Support services are often difficult to access, and tenants are frequently advised to 
wait until they are at risk of eviction before any meaningful help is available. Those who are financially 
insecure often struggle to meet rising costs without support.

Due to disability, safety concerns, or personal circumstances, vulnerable tenants often cannot relocate, as 
doing so would disrupt their essential support networks. We need action to improve affordability and 
improve security. We also need to increase accessibility and visibility of PRS support services and advice, 
hold landlords accountable for essential repairs, mould, pest control, and carry out compliance checks. 
Above all, the council needs to move to a proactive rather than reactive approach. 

FOREWORD
BY A MEMBER OF OUR MANIFESTO STEERING GROUP 
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High rents, poor physical conditions and 
a lack of security characterise the private 
rented sector across England. In an area 
like Westminster, home to both one of the 
largest and one of the most expensive 
private rented sectors in England, these 
challenges are magnified.

In this manifesto, we wanted to highlight the problems 
faced by private renters in Westminster and set out 
the solutions needed to improve standards, with a 
focus on local solutions.

ABOUT Z2K
Z2K is an anti-poverty charity working to end UK 
poverty through providing expert frontline advice 
and representation services and campaigning 
for change. Our casework service provides 
advice on social security and housing. 

We have a history of campaigning on private renters’ issues, 
including renters reform and the local housing allowance. Z2K
 is a member of the Renters Reform Coalition. 

METHODOLOGY
This project is the successor to our Tenants Voice project which ran 
from 2019-2022. To develop our manifesto, we convened six focus 
groups with private renters from across the City of Westminster to 
find out about the issues they were facing, and the change they 
wanted to see. We conducted a survey of 51 private renters in the 
borough. We established a steering group comprised of private 
renters from across the borough to shape and guide the 
development of the project and co-produce this manifesto. 

We recruited focus group participants, survey respondents and 
steering group members through a range of means: by contacting 
current and former clients of our casework service, attending local 
advice outreach sessions, and carrying out targeted online 
advertising. Our recommendations have been co-produced with 
our steering group and the other participants.

The findings should be seen as reflective of the experiences of 
renting in Westminster’s private rented sector on a low income. 

INTRODUCTION

The majority of respondents 
to our survey and participants 
in our focus groups were 
women. 

39% had children

20% were disabled

56% 

which reflects Z2K’s position as 
an anti-poverty charity and the 
makeup of the clients of our 
casework service.

Respondents:

1/3 
22% 

Our advice service clients:

live in the 
borough  of 
Westminster

are private 		
renters.

receive means-
tested benefits 
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THE NATIONAL CONTEXT
Nearly one in five households in England live in 
the private rented sector.1 But the sector is in crisis.

Rents are very high, and still skyrocketing. They increased by an average of 9% 
in just 12 months between February 2023 and February 2024.2 Private renters 
are the most likely of the main housing tenures to report struggling to afford 
their housing costs, with nearly one in three reporting having had difficulty 
paying rent in 2023-24.

Private rented homes are the tenure type that is most likely to fail to meet 
the Decent Homes Standard, with more than one in five (21%) private rented 
properties falling short.4 Private rented homes are also the most likely of any 
tenure to contain a Category 1 Hazard, the most serious type of hazard under 
the Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS); one in 10 private 
rented properties contain such a hazard.5

Insecurity is also rife in the private rented sector, partly driven by the notorious 
‘section 21’ eviction process that allows a landlord to evict a tenant without 
providing a reason. The most recent government statistics show that there has 
been a 23% increase in section 21 bailiff evictions in England in just a year.6

In recognition of these issues and following sustained pressure from tenant 
groups, the Labour government is bringing forward the Renters’ Rights Bill which 
is currently making its way through parliament. The bill will abolish the section 
21 eviction, and bring forward a raft of other measures including banning rental 
property ‘bidding wars’, prohibiting landlords from discriminating against people 
receiving benefits or with children and, following pressure from tenant groups, a 
ban on landlords asking for more than one month’s rent in advance.7

The bill will also introduce a range of measures to improve standards in the 
private rented sector: a new Private Rented Sector Landlord Ombudsman, the 
creation of a Private Rented Sector Database of landlords and properties, the 
extension of both the Decent Homes Standard and Awaab’s Law to the private 
rented sector, and the strengthening of Rent Repayment Orders. Council 
enforcement powers will also be strengthened.

Yet as renters’ groups have pointed out, there are significant gaps in the bill, most 
significantly on rent levels and affordability. The bill will make modest changes to 
the rent tribunal system that tenants can currently use to challenge rent increases, 
but this will only provide protection where the landlord is trying to increase the 
rent above market levels. Landlords will still be entitled to increase rents in line 
with market levels, even if this means a sharp increase in rent that renders the 
property unaffordable for the tenant and ends up effectively evicting them.

CONTEXT & 
BACKGROUND
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THE LOCAL CONTEXT
The problems with the private rented sector 
nationally are magnified in Westminster. 

The private rented sector in Westminster accounts for 42.8% of all 
housing stock in the borough – more than double the national average 
of 19%.8 Westminster also has the second-highest poverty rate of any 
London borough, a staggering 42%.9

The average private sector rent in Westminster is £2622, more than 
double the national average.10 According to data from Trust for London, 
Westminster has the worst housing affordability of any London borough, 
when median rent is compared to median pay.11

 
The rented property eviction rate in Westminster is nearly 3 times the 
national average, with 21 possession claims for every 10,000 private 
rented sector households in 2023.12 12.4% of private rented properties 
in Westminster are likely to have at least one serious housing hazard.13

In 2022 the Labour party gained overall control of Westminster City C
ouncil for the first time in the council’s history. In its election manifesto 
the party pledged to ‘tackle illegal and poor-quality lettings’ and to 
‘increase understanding of renters’ rights and encourage formation of 
renters’ unions’. It also committed to ‘lobby the Government to strengthen 
protections for private renters and introduce controls on rent rises called 
for by the Labour party nationally’.14

Z2K 2025 9
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THE REALITY OF PRIVATE 
RENTING IN WESTMINSTER

	 IT’S THE COMBINATION OF PRECARITY AND THE
	 INEVITABILITY OF EVERYTHING GETTING WORSE.		
	 YOU CAN’T PUT DOWN ROOTS.” 

– Focus group participant

	 THE PRIVATE RENTED SECTOR HAS  GONE SO 
	 HORRIBLE. NO ONE WANTS TO BE IN THE 
	 PRIVATE SECTOR.” 

– Survey respondent

	 I FEEL INSECURE, UNSTABLE, EXTREMELY WORRIED, 		
	 STRESSED ABOUT LOSING THE ROOF OVER MY HEAD 
	 – THERE’S NOTHING WORSE.” 

– Focus group participant

Renters painted a grim picture of renting privately 
in Westminster. 

They described struggling to make ends meet and living in 
constant fear of an unaffordable rent increase. They spoke 
about chronic poor conditions, difficulties getting even basic 
repairs carried out, and a fundamental power imbalance 
between landlords and tenants.

Renters highlighted the interconnected nature of the different issues within the private 
rented sector. Renters described a trade-off between affordability and good standards of 
maintenance, spoke about the ways in which worries about rent increases deterred them 
from challenging disrepair, and described how the high rents and low standards in the 
sector combined to produce a sense of insecurity. Although these issues are fundamentally 
interlinked, we have broken them down into two main areas that were at the core of 
what renters described: condition and disrepair, and affordability.

”
”
”
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CONDITION AND DISREPAIR
Renters told us that conditions in the private rented sector in Westminster 
are often poor. Renters find it extremely difficult to find decent quality 
private rental properties to let, particularly when on a lower income. The 
competitive market also made it difficult to properly check the condition 
of properties. One renter told us about being refused permission to view 
a property in person and being pressured to make an offer based only 
on a virtual viewing.

“I don’t want to push on [the disrepair] 
because [the landlord] might not like it and 
give me notice. So I have to accept the fact 
that I can’t really put pressure on her.” – Focus 
group participant

But renters were just as likely to cite fear of a rent 
increase as they were fear of retaliatory eviction as 
a factor preventing them from complaining about 
disrepair.

“I looked on Rightmove. A one-bedroom in my 
area is more than the rent I’m paying for two 
bedrooms, so it’s really scary…So that’s why, 
when you think about confronting the landlord, 
you think twice about doing that.” – Focus group 
participant

For some renters, their fears of repercussions have 
been realised. One renter told us that, after 
complaining to their landlord about significant 
mould in the property, they had been given a 
section 21 notice. The landlord had claimed that 
he had wanted to sell the property, but the renter 
subsequently discovered that the property had 
been re-advertised for let. 

Some renters did have their rent increased as a 
result of complaining about disrepair, or were being 
explicitly threatened with a rent increase as a 
condition of carrying out basic repairs.

“I’ve complained throughout my tenancy, and 
I put my foot down but then they tried to 
increase [my rent] by £200.” – Focus group 
participant

Difficulties with disrepair seemed to be widespread. 
57% of surveyed Westminster renters said that they 
had had difficulty getting their landlord to address a 
serious disrepair issue.

Renters described experiencing significant delays 
in getting their landlords to carry out repairs, with 
delays lasting for as long as 6 months. In one case, a 
renter was told that the reason for the delay was that 
the landlord felt that carrying out the required repair 
would be too expensive. In some cases, renters said 
that requests for repairs were simply ignored.

“The landlord lives in America and doesn't do 
anything. She tries everything to get money 
from me and never repairs the house. Instead 
of spending money on my children I have to 
spend it on her house to make it liveable.” 
– Survey respondent

“My landlord keeps saying “I will fix it” without 
doing anything.” – Focus group participant

Where renters were able to get their landlords to 
carry out repairs, there was a sense that they were 
often carried out to a poor standard, with landlords 
seeking to minimise costs by using poor quality 
tradesmen, enlisting a friend, or attempting to carry 
out the work themselves. 

“Landlords who aren't greedy give it to a 
management company - that was better. But 
some want to do it themselves so they try to 
minimise the cost.” – Focus group participant

Many renters told us that they avoided reporting 
required disrepair to their landlord because they 
feared repercussions. Some renters feared that they 
could be evicted if they pressed for repair work to 
be carried out.
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“They already used repairs as a bargaining 
power to negotiate my rent. I asked for 
window repairs to be done but they told me 
they either repair them and the rent increases
or they keep the rent the same but I would 
have to pay for the repairs myself. The 
windows are cracked and let a lot of air, 
cold and noise in.” – Survey respondent

In general, renters had a low awareness of 
Westminster City Council’s private rented sector 
enforcement services. 45% of surveyed renters said 
they were not aware of any services that the council 
provides to support private renters.

“When wanting to make my complaint 
against my agency, I did not know where to 
start.” – Survey respondent

“I hadn't realised that the council has any in
volvement in helping those who rent privately.” 
– Survey respondent

“I wasn't aware about the council involvement 
for help with regard to private renting.” 
– Survey respondent

Renters told us that the fear of being served with an 
eviction notice as a result of escalating a complaint 
to the council would dissuade them from contacting 
the council for help.

“I would not want to risk the possibility of 
the landlord evicting me or giving me notice 
further down the line as a result of getting the 
council involved with any issues we might be 
having.” – Survey respondent

For renters who had contacted council services for 
help in relation to a private tenancy, experiences 
were mixed. Of surveyed renters who said they had 
used these services, 32% rated the service they 
used as ‘very helpful’ or ‘quite helpful’; 40% rated 
the service as ‘OK’; and 28% rated the service as 
‘very unhelpful’ or ‘quite unhelpful’.

Some renters told us about negative experiences of 
using the council’s services.

“I called them and they say they will contact 
you back, but they never contacted me.” 
– Survey respondent

“Me and my children were living in a terrible 
uninhabitable private sector flat. I contacted 
the environmental health team from 
Westminster City Council. They came and 
they did not do anything. They said it's normal 
to have snails and slugs coming out of every 
inch and angle of the walls and the centipede 
and ant infestation…I had a very bad 
experience with them.” – Survey respondent

Other renters who had not made use of the 
council’s enforcement services were cynical about 
how effective these services would be, because of 
negative experiences with other council services.

“I might not contact environmental health 
because other services are poor and that 
would leave me to questions the 
effectiveness of the service.” 
– Survey respondent
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AFFORDABILITY
The most common observation renters made was that rent levels in the 
private rented sector in Westminster are unaffordable. 76% of surveyed 
renters said they had struggled to find a private rented property in the 
City of Westminster because of rent levels. 55% said that they had 
struggled to pay their rent in the past 12 months. 

Renters told us that they were spending a 
disproportionate amount of their income on rent, 
and in some cases expressed concern that their rent 
was not affordable. Some renters said that in order 
to be able to pay their rent they had to sacrifice 
other expenditure, for example on family activities. 

“I can’t out-earn our situation.” – Focus group 
participant

“I have three young kids, and I feel like the 
impact of having to put such a big portion of 
my salary on to rent means that my kids do go 
without things that I would like them to have…
We have to prioritise bills and rents all the time.” 
– Focus group participant

Renters also said that renting properties in the 
private rented sector in Westminster was bad value 
for money, with rent levels not matching up with 
the quality of the property on offer. Some renters 
also felt that basic standards of maintenance were 
usually only met at the more expensive end of the 
private rented sector.

“What you get for the price is not in line with 
what you pay.” – Focus group participant

“In the context of ongoing disrepair issues, 
it’s unconscionable that the landlord keeps 
putting the rent up”’ – Focus group participant

“Good maintenance costs more in rent.” 
– Focus group participant

Lack of space was repeatedly cited as an issue, 
which renters linked to affordability. Some renters 
with children told us they had no option but to live 
in overcrowded conditions in properties that were 
too small for their needs. Others said they were 

having to flat-share well beyond the age that they 
had expected to have found their own place.

“‘I have a problem with my flat, this is too small 
and this is just one room that is not enough for 
my family.” – Survey respondent

“‘It’s just difficult. People like me, single and 
over 40 years old having to share with other 
people and living confined in one bedroom. 
It’s just very sad.” – Survey respondent

Many renters pointed out that they had special 
circumstances tying them to the Westminster area, 
including employment, support networks and the 
need to receive ongoing specialist medical care, 
which meant moving to a more affordable area v
ery difficult. As a result, they felt forced to accept 
high rents.

“‘I do have a medical condition…I am a bit 
vulnerable. For me, my safety and access to 
good medical care is so important, and I have 
that support network. I’ve not been able to 
move out of the area. I do find the rent 
unreasonable.” – Focus group participant

51% of surveyed renters said that they had seen 
their rent increased in the past twelve months. 
Fear of rent increases was widespread, even for 
renters who were not struggling with their current 
rent levels. Renters suggested that this contributed 
to their sense of insecurity in their housing.

“My rent is currently quite reasonable but I’m 
afraid of what will happen in the future. As well 
as the job, I have developed some health 
conditions & I’m over 60. Ultimately I might 
have to move out of London altogether.” 
– Focus group participant
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“I’ve never earned enough to have a 
cushion not to worry about rent rises.” 
– Focus group participants

“My rent is already increased this year…In the 
future, if the salary doesn’t increase in the 
same way the rent does, I don’t know how 
we can continue to meet the rent.” 
– Focus group participant

“The landlord has the right to put the rent 
up every 12 months. I feel very vulnerable and 
fragile…My tenancy ends and begins in 
December, so I feel very vulnerable and 
frustrated and angry that landlords can get 
away with it.” – Focus group participant

Renters also expressed concerns that the level of 
rent increases they have seen are excessive and 
unaffordable. In some cases, this pushed renters 
into debt or led to them having to move out of 
the property. Renters noted that the rate of rent 
increases far outstripped increases in wages and 
benefit levels.

“I live in a tiny studio, and it’s gone up £40 a 
week several times. You can usually negotiate 
bills arrears, but it’s different with rent arrears.” 
– Focus group participant

“Our expenses are rising but our wages aren’t 
really going up, we can’t afford rent increases.” 
– Focus group participant

“Most recently my landlord increased the rent. 
I explained my situation but he wouldn’t budge 
and said either you pay more or you move out. 
But I can’t do that.” – Focus group participant

Renters who were receiving benefits had a mixed 
level of awareness of the support available from the 
local council to help with paying rent or paying off 
rent arrears. Some renters reported being unaware 
that the council might be able to help if their 
benefits were not fully covering rent. One renter 
reported having received a discretionary housing 
payment in the recent past, but highlighted the 
short-term nature of this support.

“There was a time where I really struggled 
paying my rent and bills. The Council granted 
me discretionary housing payment but they 
were clear that I would never get it again and 
this was very scary to hear because I am doing 
my best to better my circumstances.” 
– Focus group participant
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THE CHANGES 
WE NEED TO SEE

		  THE COUNCIL MUST RAMP UP ITS 	
		  ENFORCEMENT ACTIVITY AGAINST 	
		  ROGUE LANDLORDS

Renters overwhelmingly support tougher 
enforcement measures against rogue  
landlords. 
 
The council has made a welcome commitment to increase enforcement 
activity against rogue landlords. But the data suggests this simply isn’t 
happening.

Comparative analysis of data on enforcement activity for licensed 
properties in five London boroughs by Safer Renting suggests that 
Westminster is towards the lower end in terms of the amount of both 
hard-line and light touch enforcement actions carried out.16 

Data obtained by Z2K further shows that the number of complaints 
received about private landlords has dropped sharply in recent years, 
despite no significant changes in standards within the sector. Across 
the financial years 2019/20, 2020/21 and 2021/22 the average number 
of complaints that the council received about private landlords was 
1073. But across 2022-23 and 2023-24, this has dropped to an average 
of just 718 complaints per year.17

What’s more, although the number of dwellings per year which saw 
a category 1 hazard removed has remained consistent since 2018/19 
save for a decline during the pandemic, the number of dwellings which 
saw a category 2 hazard removed per year has dropped steadily from 
352 in 2019/20 to 151 in 2023/24.18

1.

Despite the severity of the issues facing 
private renters in Westminster, renters 
also had clear ideas about the solutions 
needed to drive up standards. We worked 
with renters to come up with our four 
co-produced calls for change.

80% 
OF SURVEYED RENTERS 
said the council should be carrying
out more enforcement action 
against private landlords who 
breach their obligations to carry 
out repairs.

3,805 

COMPLAINTS about private 
rented properties were recorded 
by the council’s enforcement 
services over a 5-year period.15

“[We need] serious 
sanctions against 
landlords. They often get 
away with a lot of things 
and usually it’s only when 
it’s already too late or 
something significant has 
happened to the tenant.’ 

– Survey respondent
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Our focus groups and survey made clear that there is a widespread lack 
of awareness of the enforcement services offered by the council. As the 
passage of the Renters’ Rights Bill enhances the duties of landlords and 
gives tenants greater security and removes some of the barriers that 
renters told us prevent them from pressing their landlords on issues of 
disrepair, the need for the council’s enforcement services will only grow, 
and the issue of lack of awareness is likely to become more acute.

The council is developing a private renters’ charter to make tenants 
aware of their rights and the support that is available to them.19 This 
charter will go some way towards addressing this lack of awareness, 
but this document will cover a range of different issues related to 
private renting, not only enforcement services. Given the sharpness of 
the fall in complaints, further action is needed. 

The council should launch a campaign to raise awareness 
of its private rented sector enforcement services.

Some renters cited problems with finding contact information for 
council services. Unlike neighbouring boroughs, Westminster City 
Council’s website does not appear to provide a contact phone number 
for its environmental health team - the only way that private tenants 
can report a potential hazard seems to be via an online form.20 As well 
as potentially creating digital access issues, renters suggested that the 
lack of a phone number could discourage tenants who are fearful about 
making a formal report from seeking informal advice. 

The council should make a contact phone number for its private
rented sector enforcement service publicly available on its website.

It’s also not clear if the fall in the numbers of category 2 hazards being 
removed is solely due to the drop in the number of complaints, or whether 
other factors such as changes in practice have led to this change. Some 
renters who had contacted the council’s environmental health service told 
us they had difficulty getting the council to take action on disrepair issues. 	

The council should review why the number of hazards 
being removed has fallen and take action to address this.

“[The council] needs to be 
more strict on landlords.’ 

– Survey respondent

“I think there should be 
significant fines for dirty 
landlords, and these 
should significantly 
impact them.’

 – Survey respondent

“[The council should] 
increase the number of 
environmental health 
officers as they give 
private renters a level of 
protection. They need to 
be reinforced and apply 
the stick not carrot.’ 

– Survey respondent
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		  THE COUNCIL MUST NOT DELAY 
		  IN IMPLEMENTING ITS SELECTIVE 
		  LICENSING SCHEME

Westminster City Council has just finished 
consulting on proposals to introduce a 
selective licensing scheme which would 
cover around 80% of the borough.21 

Renters strongly supported the council’s plans to introduce selective 
licensing in the vast majority of the borough in order to support its 
enforcement activity. 

Since the council started consulting on its proposal to introduce 
selective licensing in the borough, the government has removed the 
requirement for the introduction of larger selective licensing schemes 
to be subject to approval by the Ministry of Housing, Communities and 
Local Government, which came into effect on 23rd December 2024.22 

This means that the final decision on implementing a licensing scheme 
now lies in the hands of the council.

Renters welcome the council’s ambitions on selective licensing. 
Research is clear that when it comes to improving standards in the 
private rented sector, selective licensing can be an effective tool.23 The 
challenge now is for the council to ensure that it faces down any calls 
to water down the proposals and maintains a sense of urgency as it 
progresses its plans for the licensing scheme. 

The council should introduce its proposed selective 
licensing scheme as soon as feasibly possible.

71% 
OF SURVEYED RENTERS 
said they thought it was a good 
idea for the council to require 
landlords to apply for a licence 
and undergo an assessment before 
being allowed to rent out properties.

“[The council should] do 
checks on them see if 
they are eligible to be 
landlords because some 
of them should not be 
landlords…They do not care 
at all about the tenants”.

– Survey respondent

“It should be a proactive 
approach rather than a 
reactive one.’ 

– Survey respondent

2. 
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		  THE COUNCIL SHOULD CONTINUE 	
		  TO PROVIDE FINANCIAL SUPPORT 	
		  TO PRIVATE RENTERS 

Renters were clear that significant 
action needs to be taken to address the 
affordability crisis in the private rented 
sector in Westminster. They felt that part of 
the solution to this crisis lay in the council 
continuing to provide financial support for 
renters who were struggling to pay their rent.

Westminster City Council’s discretionary housing payment (DHP) 
service received 934 applications for assistance in the year 2023/24.
 Of these applications, 67% (625) resulted in an award being made. 
The average time taken to process an application from the point of 
the council having received full information is 4 days.24

The council has consistently spent more than the amount allocated 
by central government in its annual spending on discretionary housing 
payment. In 2023/24, the council exceeded its central government 
grant by 31%, allocating over £250,000 of additional funds to 
discretionary housing payment awards.25

Renters welcome the efficiency and relatively high award rate of the 
council’s discretionary housing payment service, and strongly support 
the council’s decision to allocate some additional resources to allow 
it to make more awards of discretionary housing payment. But as 
the council prepares to launch a new homelessness & rough sleeping 
strategy that is proposing to prioritise a prevention-focused approach 
to homelessness, financial support for private renters will only become 
more important.26 

Renters made clear to us the impact of unaffordable rents, particularly on 
those renters who are already on low incomes or financially struggling. 

The council should ensure it maintains the standards and 
efficiency of its discretionary housing payment service.

3. 
“The council should 
have more of a role in 
supporting people to 
pay their rents.’ 

– Focus group participant

“It’s more expensive to 
wait until someone is 
homeless as a result 
of not being able to 
pay rent.’ 

– Focus group participant

over 
£250k
of additional funds were spent 
by the council on discretionary 
housing payment awards in 
2023/24.



		  THE COUNCIL SHOULD CALL 
		  ON  CENTRAL GOVERNMENT 
		  TO CAP RENT INCREASES

While renters strongly supported the use 
of discretionary housing payments, many 
pointed out that although vital, this support 
could only ever be short-term. There was 
a sense that more fundamental changes 
were needed to achieve more sustainable 
improvements in affordability in the private 
rented sector. 

By far the single most popular measure suggested by the renters we 
surveyed to improve the private rented sector was some form of 
rent control.

Renters suggested a range of different possible models of rent 
controls. Some focused on calling for restricting rent increases, linked 
to wages or average income (sometimes known as in-tenancy rent 
controls), and others advocated a model of rent control linked to the 
size, condition and quality of the property (sometimes known as
between-tenancy rent controls):

“	 Legislate against high rent increases’ 
– Survey respondent

“	 Caps [should] actively incentivise landlord 	
	 charging reasonable prices (e.g. benchmarked 	
	 to median salaries)’ 

– Survey respondent

“	 Maybe landlords could have rent caps if a 	
	 property wasn’t in good enough condition 
	 or insulated’ 

– Focus group participant

“	 Classification of properties depending on what 	
	 they offer. It’s outrageous that a property with	
	 out a living room costs over £3000 a month. 	
	 We have to eat in our bedrooms if the kitchen 	
	 is small. It’s just depressing.’ 

– Survey respondent

4. “We need national 
government to 

introduce rent caps’ 
– Survey respondent

“I think the 
government and 

parliament could set 
boundaries towards 

the rental price 
because it seems 
that landlords are 

free to charge 
unrealistic rent’ 
– Survey respondent

“Enforce rent 
controls to prevent 

rent from rising
 unreasonably high’ 

– Survey respondent
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The government has suggested that the changes to the rent tribunal 
process it is introducing through the Renters’ Rights Bill will help to 
tackle what it acknowledges are often extortionate rent increases in 
the private rented sector. Yet all these measures will do is better keep 
rents within market levels. Renters were very clear that market rents 
are the main problem, and that high market rents are what is leaving 
them financially struggling and preventing them from challenging 
poor conditions.

Renters were also clear that their sense of insecurity in their homes 
stemmed not only from the risk of a section 21 eviction, but also 
from the threat of a rent increase that would render their tenancy 
unaffordable. For tenants on benefits, the risks of a rent increase 
leading to unaffordability and homelessness have been significantly 
increased by the government’s decision to freeze local housing 
allowance rates at the autumn budget.

On affordability, the government has suggested that its plans to loosen 
planning regulations in the hopes of drastically increasing the scale of 
housebuilding will help to reduce rents in the private rented sector. 
Yet it has been suggested that the government’s housebuilding plans 
will fail if they only rely on private developers and do not give councils 
the means to build social housing.27 Increasing housing supply will take 
time, and even if the government meets its highly ambitious targets, 
the effects of greater supply on the affordability of private rented 
sector properties will take a long time to be felt. It will do nothing to 
address the urgent affordability crisis that renters face today and that 
is felt particularly acutely in Westminster.

The evidence on the effectiveness of different models of rent controls 
is complex, and this is not the space to explore them in-depth. We 
will simply note that although renters suggested a range of different 
models of rent control, there was at a minimum a clear consensus in 
favour of the rent stabilisation measure that is currently being 
proposed by the Renters Reform Coalition and Shelter.28 The 2024 
Cowan review, commissioned by the Labour party while in opposition, 
also recommended the introduction of ‘“third generation” rent 
stabilisation measures’, describing them as ‘essential’.29

The Westminster Labour party pledged to call on central government 
to introduce ‘controls on rent rises’ if elected. Yet to date its efforts in 
relation to private rented sector housing appear to have focused 
primarily on calling for a review of the way that local housing allowance 
rates are calculated and more investment to allow councils to build 
social housing. While these are both aims that renters welcome, support 
for rent stabilisation is missing from the picture. 

Tenants need urgent protection from spiralling rents. The Renters’ 
Rights Bill will not provide that. Without better protection, pressure on 
the council’s homelessness services as a result of rent-hike evictions 
will only continue to mount. 

The council should prioritise calling on central government    
to introduce rent stabilisation.
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To discuss the project further, 
please get in touch with Z2K's 
policy and campaigns team 
by emailing: 

policycampaigns@z2k.org 

Z2K is an anti-poverty charity 
working to end UK poverty through 
providing expert frontline advice 
and representation services and 
campaigning for change. 
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