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Journeys in the Shadow Private Rented Sector 

 
1. Context and method 
 

Safer Renting delivers tenancy relations services to six London boroughs and supports 

around 200 tenants a year where the property is subject to local authority enforcement 

activity. Much of this work takes place in the ‘shadow’ private rented sector (PRS), where 

highly vulnerable tenants are targeted by criminal landlords and letting agents deliberately 

undertaking multiple breaches of tenancy and housing law in order to maximise their rental 

profit.  

 

Landlords in the shadow PRS aim to evade detection through the use of identity fraud, use 

of unconventional tenancy agreements where there may be uncertainty around tenancy 

rights, and often use non-standard properties or subdivided properties to increase rental 

yield through high-density overcrowding. 

 

These landlords can be distinguished from landlords who may be well-intentioned but not 

fully conversant with their responsibilities.  

 

The shadow PRS also includes letting agents, who may act in concert with landlords or 

defraud both landlords and tenants.  

 

In the last ten years, London has been a favourable context for the growth of criminality in 

the PRS: rents are high relative to property quality; market pressures create a tolerance for 

overcrowding amongst tenants; there is a growing population of economic migrants; 

cutbacks in enforcement; an unwieldy legal framework; poor support for tenants seeking 

legal recourse; low penalties for convicted offenders; and growing use of the internet where 

identities are harder to verify.  

 

Limited research has directly explored criminality in the PRS, although third-sector data 

indicates that tenant experience of illegal eviction, harassment and abusive and threatening 

behaviour from landlords is not uncommon. 

 

This research draws from Safer Renting’s case study data, interviews with London-based 
stakeholders and interviews with tenants who have had direct experience of landlord and 
letting agent criminality. All research took place before March 2020. 
 
 

2. Regulatory framework 
 
Regulation of the private rented sector is spread across a range of local authority officers, 
including environmental health professionals, tenancy relations officers, trading standards 
and planning.  



 
The regulatory framework includes a patchwork of regulations that offer tenant protection 
from eviction, controls on property standards and management, regulation of the letting 
agent industry and building control regulations which control areas such as changes in use 
class.  
 
Recent regulation has encouraged local authorities to make greater recourse to pursuing 
civil penalties from landlords.  
 
However, these regulations are piecemeal. They may deliver greater levels of compliance 
amongst already-compliant landlords in the mainstream market but offer little protection to 
tenants where landlords and agents choose to act illegally. 
 
 

3. Landlords and agents in the shadow PRS 
 

Defining landlord identities is a problem in the shadow PRS. Tenants may not be clear as to 
the status of the person to whom they are paying the rent: it could be the landlord, agent, 
or another tenant. Complex criminal cases sometimes include chains of landlords, agents 
and tenants working ‘rent-to-rent’ scams. Sometimes, everyone in this chain may be 
complicit; in other cases, just part of the chain might be operating with illegal intent.  
 
The use of letting agents appears to provide multiple opportunities for illegality.  
 
This report distinguishes five groupings or types of criminal landlord behaviours: 
 

 wilfully ignorant landlords who tended to have small portfolios and were letting with no 
intention of meeting their statutory obligations; 

 corner cutters had larger portfolios and maximised their rental income through non-
compliance, factoring penalties and fines into their business model; 

 scammers remained hidden, and often used the internet to swindle tenants – and 
landlords – through securing and then stealing deposits, or renting property that was 
immediately sublet or let on the short-let market; 

 prolific offenders showed a blatant disregard for the law, often acting unpleasantly and 
with impunity, and were confident about their ability to challenge any attempt at 
prosecution; and  

 letting linked to organised crime in which letting might be associated with labour and 
sex trafficking and the use of rented property as cannabis farms. 

 
Certain property management behaviours were strongly linked to illegality: 

 a tendency to operate at the edges of tenancy law, where there could be ambiguity 
around tenant rights, for example, in rent-to-rent scams, ‘lockdown’ subdivision, 
property guardianship, ‘lifestyle’ clubs and short-term lettings; 

 high density letting and serious overcrowding, including the use of structures – shipping 
containers, sheds, garages – not designed for residential purposes; 

 operating with no formal tenancy agreements and requiring tenants to pay cash with 
no rent book or receipts; 



 common use of illegal eviction, which could include – in addition to the sudden loss of 
home – theft or damage to property and some level of physical assault or threat. 
 

 

4. Tenant experiences of the shadow PRS 
 

The report recounts ten individuals’ experiences of criminal landlord behaviour, and 
common themes emerged:  
 

 The involvement of the local authority did not deter criminal behaviour. Respondents 
reported that local authority enforcement actions did not materially change the 
landlord’s activities. Tenants who had looked for help felt unprotected by the statutory 
authorities. 

 Landlords or letting agents in the shadow PRS felt that they could act with impunity. 
Tenants were living with personal insecurity, theft, harassment and fraud. There was the 
constant threat of the worst outcome, which was the landlord illegally and with no 
notice changing the locks. Tenants felt they had no protection from the traumatic loss of 
home and possessions: police tended to side with the landlord. 

 Tenants could themselves be drawn or coerced into illegality through rent-to-rent 
scams. 

 Only six per cent of cases pursued by Safer Renting led to households gaining a social 
housing tenancy. In most cases, despite Safer Renting involvement, positive outcomes 
rarely led to fundamental change in a landlord’s behaviour. Tenants – including those 
with children or other vulnerable people in the household – continued to move from 
one shadow PRS tenancy to another. 

 
 

5. Obstacles to enforcement and justice: stakeholder perspectives 
 

Principal obstacles to enforcement related to the complexity of regulations, the nature and 
scale of criminality in the private rented sector, and the subsequent inability of local 
authorities to respond effectively. Local authority officers were working with laws that left 
considerable ambiguities and which were not targeted at the kinds of criminality that were 
common in the PRS.  
 
In addition, there was a lack of consistency in political will at local and national levels to deal 
with the problem. Stakeholders alluded to degrees of complicity, where boroughs were 
unwilling to prosecute landlords they relied on to provide temporary accommodation and 
meet low-income housing need, irrespective of the fact that sometimes the same landlords 
were routinely contravening multiple regulations.  
 
In addition, police were ambivalent about dealing with even serious crime that had a 
housing component. Local authority officers and housing law advisers had no confidence 
that the police were equipped to deal with landlord criminality or even willing to do so. 
Similarly, tenants’ experiences described in this report would tend to cement their view that 
the police would offer no protection, even where the landlord was physically threatening or 
had stolen property.  



 
 

6. Recommendations  
 

The report makes twelve recommendations, for the government, local authorities, the 
Crown Prosecution Service and the Metropolitan Police Service.   
 
The Government should: 
 

 Place a duty (not just a power) on the police to enforce the provisions of the Protection 
from Eviction Act 1977. 

 Create a fund to support local authorities in recruiting expertise and capacity to pursue 
civil penalties under the Housing and Planning Act 2016. 

 Place a legal requirement on online platforms that host private rentals adverts to police 
criminal activity by disabling offending accounts and give clear advice on how private 
tenants can protect themselves from criminal landlord and letting agent behaviour. 

 Introduce a duty on local authorities to prepare local multi-agency strategic housing 
plans that include provisions for joint working that cover housing options, homelessness 
and regulation of the PRS, Planning, Trading Standards and policing to detect and 
prosecute landlords’ and agents’ criminal behaviour. 

 Amend housing legislation to introduce joint and several liability for housing offences to 
include the property owner. 

 Remove Section 21 ‘No Fault’ evictions and replace Assured Shorthold Tenancies with 
longer, fixed-term tenancies, with a duty on landlords to provide written tenancy 
agreements that comply with statutory requirements.  

 Introduce a right to expert statutory advocacy for private renters faced with criminal 
behaviour by landlords. 
 

Local authorities should: 
 

 Adopt targeted means to detect unlicensed HMOs, including expanding data-sharing 
and monitoring all on-line platforms advertising private rentals. 

 Work with the police more proactively to enforce the Protection from Eviction Act 
1977, and actively pursue prosecutions of offenders in such cases. 

 
 
The Crown Prosecution Service should: 
 

 Institute procedures for centralising data collection and reporting on illegal evictions. 
 
The Metropolitan Police should: 
 

 Work with councils to make more active use of powers to enforce the Protection from 
Eviction Act 1977. 

 Review its training around evictions. 
 


