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EXPLAINER

Introduction

The 144 million renters in the United States are bearing 
the brunt of the housing and climate crises: apartments in 
unhealthy conditions, disasters leaving people unhoused, 
utility debts eating at paychecks, and green upgrades 
leading to rent hikes. At the same time, US homes are 
fueling the climate crisis, contributing nearly one fifth of the 
United States’ greenhouse gas emissions.1

A commitment to environmental and climate justice 
requires a commitment to tenant justice. Tenants are 
disproportionately lower income and BIPOC.2 Black and 
Latino tenants are disproportionately evicted from their 
homes and face significantly higher energy burdens than 
white households.3 Low-income tenants face the highest 
rent burdens of any group and disproportionately experience 
rent increases after disasters.4

To realize a safe future, the United States must decarbonize 
buildings and invest in green, climate-resilient infrastructure. 
But all too often, climate policies prioritize homeowners and 
fail to sufficiently support and empower tenants, leaving 
them behind in the just transition—or worse, putting 
them further in harm’s way.5 As climate advocates and 
practitioners mobilize resources to decarbonize our homes, 
this primer explains what tenant protections are and why 
they are urgently needed to realize climate justice.

http://climateandcommunity.org/
http://sierraclub.org/climate-and-energy
mailto:rgourevitch%40climateandcommunity.org?subject=
http://climateandcommunity.org/
http://sierraclub.org/climate-and-energy
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Tenants have very little control over the quality of their own 
homes, the amount they pay in rent, and the stability of their 
tenancy over time.6 Instead, the quality of their housing is 
largely left in the hands of their landlords. While public 
housing is home to 1.2 million tenants, the vast majority 
of tenants live in unsubsidized, private-market housing, 
where there is minimal government oversight.7 Over the 
last 20 years, the rise of corporate landlords and private 
equity firms in the housing market has driven record profits 
without commensurate improvements in housing stock 
or affordability: the share of units with habitability issues 
remained constant between 2001 and 2017, and the 
share of renters who pay more than 30% of their monthly 
income in rent rose from 42% to 48%.8  Past and ongoing 
campaigns attempt to chart a different path forward, one 
rooted in public and community-controlled housing, but 
have faced uphill battles and fierce opposition, including 
from the well-resourced real estate lobby.9

Tenants also have minimal protections and rights as 
consumers of rental housing. This means that in most parts 
of the country, landlords can increase rents as much as they 
want or choose to evict a tenant for no reason between 
leases. Habitability laws that dictate living conditions 
vary significantly from place to place and are often poorly 
enforced, threatening the health of tenants.  

What does this mean for climate action? 

• Tenants are burdened with higher utility bills from 
inefficient homes and dangerous conditions that do not 
meet basic standards, let alone climate resilience.

• If tenants want to assert their rights to a habitable 
home, they may be met with an eviction notice.  

• In the wake of disasters, tenants see increased evictions 
and rents.

• Green investments may not flow to the rental market, 
because landlords are less likely to upgrade homes 
they do not live in.10

• Clean energy upgrades and resilience policies (like 
mandatory cooling and appliance standards) can lead 
to higher rents and displacement, because landlords 
can leverage these upgrades to raise rents or exercise 
no-fault evictions to attract higher-income tenants. 

Tenant protections offer
 a path out of these challenges—

and toward a more equitable, efficient, and 
resilient decarbonization of the rental housing stock. 

Background 

50% +
of tenants are 
cost burdened

40%
of rental 
housing is on 
the front lines 
of the climate 
crisis

43% 
of renters are 
living in units 
with habitability 
issues, like 
broken windows 
or no heat

40%
of renters are 
energy insecure, 
compared 
to 20% of 
homeowners

http://climateandcommunity.org/
http://sierraclub.org/climate-and-energy
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Types of Tenant Protections

Tenant protections refer to a set of policies that aim to correct the power imbalance between tenants and landlords 
and provide tenants with recourse to improve their housing stability, affordability, and quality. Tenant protections can 
include policies aimed at creating fairer application and screening processes and lease terms, mandating habitability 
standards, ending discrimination, limiting rent hikes, preventing harmful evictions, and supporting the right to 
organize. Here we explain a few types of tenant protections that are essential to supporting renters amid the climate 
crisis. Within each category, there is significant nuance and variation to further consider when designing policy.

Good cause or (“just cause”) eviction protections limit the 
reasons a landlord can evict a tenant to ensure tenants 
are not evicted as a result of retaliation or discrimination.

How is this a climate justice policy? 

• Good cause eviction protections can reduce 
discrimination and retaliation against tenants, 
allowing them to assert their rights to safe 
living conditions. They also shield tenants 
from eviction after repairs or property 
upgrades—a common practice among 
landlords seeking to raise rents—allowing 
them to stay in place and benefit from these 
upgrades. Furthermore, good cause eviction 
laws prevent displacement after disasters, 
when research shows landlords are more 
likely to evict tenants.11  To read more about 
how good cause evictions is a climate justice 
solution, see here. 

What level of government can pass this policy? 

• Federal, state, and local governments can all 
enact good cause eviction protections. At this 
time, there is no universal good cause eviction 
policy at the federal level. As of summer 2024, 
seven states (NY, CO, OR, WA, NJ, NH, CA) as 
well as dozens of localities have some form of 
good cause eviction laws.

Good Cause or (“Just Cause”) Eviction Protections

Examples of policies:

• Colorado passed a law in 2024 prohibiting 
landlords from evicting a tenant without an eligible 
cause (with some exceptions).

• Connecticut advocates have been pushing for 
the expansion of its just cause eviction law, which 
currently only applies to seniors and people with 
disabilities. The proposed bill would ensure tenants 
in multifamily properties cannot be evicted without 
a reason.

http://climateandcommunity.org/
http://sierraclub.org/climate-and-energy
https://ctmirror.org/2024/03/21/ct-just-cause-eviction-climate-crisis/
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1098
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2024/ba/pdf/2024SB-00143-R000038-BA.pdf
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 Rent regulations  protect tenants from untenable 
increases in housing costs by limiting how much 
landlords can increase rents annually. Rent regulations 
can include rent control (a strict cap on annual rent 
increases) or rent stabilization (which typically includes 
more flexible or varied restrictions aimed at keeping 
the price of rent reasonable). As of 2018, there are over 
180 jurisdictions with some form of rent regulation, and 
these policies vary significantly in design.12

How is this a climate justice policy? 

• Rent regulations can ensure that the cost 
of repairs and retrofits are not passed 
onto tenants. They also ensure that in the 
wake of disasters, landlords cannot raise 
rents egregiously, enabling tenants to stay 
housed. Lastly, rent regulations ensure that 
neighborhood greening efforts happening 
adjacent to homes (like parks improvements 
and expansions of the sidewalk tree canopy) 
do not exacerbate a cycle of displacement.13

What level of government can pass this policy? 

• Rent regulations can be enacted at federal, 
state, and local levels; however, more than 
30 states preempt local jurisdictions from 
regulating rents.14 In this context, the first 
step toward local rent regulations is to lift 
the preemption on these policies statewide. 
Although there have been periods of US history 
with federal rent controls of some kind, there 
are currently no broad-sweeping federal rent 
regulations. Today, there is a renewed push 
from tenant advocates to win national rent 
regulations, and climate researchers endorse 
these policy aims.15

Rent Regulations

Examples of policies:

• St. Paul, Minnesota: Passed in 2021, this rent 
stabilization ordinance limits annual rent increases 
to 3%.

• Pasadena, California: Passed in 2023, this 
law limits annual rent increases to 3% and prohibits 
landlords from raising rents more than once a year. 
Only applies to units built before 1995.

• Portland, Maine: Passed in 2020, this law 
includes a rent cap of 7% plus the Consumer Price 
Index (inflation) rate for the greater metropolitan 
area and includes only limited exemptions for units. 

• At the federal level,  tenants and allies 
affiliated with the Tenant Union Federation are 
pushing for rent regulations to the Federal Housing 
Finance Agency as examples of strong rent 
regulation policies.

http://climateandcommunity.org/
http://sierraclub.org/climate-and-energy
https://www.stpaul.gov/departments/safety-inspections/rent-buy-sell-property/rent-stabilization
https://www.cityofpasadena.net/rent-stabilization/rent-control-overview/
https://www.portlandmaine.gov/1148/Rent-Control-Rental-Housing-Rights
https://peoplesaction.org/wp-content/uploads/Homes-Guarantee-RFI-Response-TR-EDIT.pdf
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Protecting the right of tenants to organize ensures 
that tenants have the ability to organize with their 
neighbors—often in the form of a tenant union—
without fear of retaliation from landlords or property 
management. Tenant unions can be organized at the 
building, neighborhood, city, state, or regional level 
and include people who are unhoused, living in public 
housing, private housing, and/or mobile home parks.16  

How is this a climate justice policy? 

• Collective action can advance climate justice 
by demanding that landlords invest in repairs, 
clean energy retrofits, and weatherization 
and provide fair leases that include routine 
maintenance. Protecting the right of tenants 
to organize also ensures that tenants are 
not evicted for requesting repairs and clean 
energy investments alongside their neighbors.

What level of government can pass this policy? 

• Federal, state, and local governments. Typically, 
these policies are in effect at the state level. In 
Connecticut, for example, tenants are protected 
from rent raises, no-fault evictions, and 
retaliation within 6 months of a tenant joining or 
organizing a tenant union. 

Protecting the Right of Tenants to Organize

Examples of policies:

• In Kansas City, tenants have a right to organize, 
and landlords cannot retaliate against a tenant 
based on a tenant’s participation in a tenant union. 
Landlords also cannot retaliate against tenants for 
reporting building code violations.

• In New York, tenants have the right to form tenant 
associations and hold tenant meetings where they 
live.

http://climateandcommunity.org/
http://sierraclub.org/climate-and-energy
https://www.kcur.org/housing-development-section/2023-05-18/renting-rights-tenant-laws-housing-missouri-kansas-city
https://ag.ny.gov/sites/default/files/publications/lawenforcement-tenantsrights-_guidance-english_0.pdf
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Habitability standards with strong enforcement ensure 
that covered properties are maintained in good condition. 
Habitability policies can include mold regulations, 
mandatory A/C or heat laws, and climate-resilient 
building codes. They can also include laws about repair 
timelines and tenant support in the event of issues at a 
property. Habitability standards are only as good as they 
are enforced, however, and in many places, oversight is 
lax.17  Policies to strengthen enforcement and create 
levers for the transfer of ownership from negligent 
landlords to the government—or tenants themselves—
can safeguard renters from poor conditions.18 

How is this a climate justice policy? 

• Habitability standards can improve the 
health and living conditions of tenants in the 
face of increasing disasters that exacerbate 
underlying issues (e.g., mold from extreme 
heat, flood from intense rains). Habitability 
standards often address the underlying 
healthy home requirements that should 
complement decarbonization efforts. 

What level of government can pass this policy? 

• Federal, state, and local governments. 
Typically, habitability codes are designed and 
enforced at the local and state levels.

Habitability Standards with Strong Enforcement

Examples of policies:

• In Los Angeles, CA, the Rent Escrow Account 
Program provides tenants in substandard units 
with code violations rent reductions of 10%–50% 
(depending on the severity of the violation) and 
gives tenants the option to pay rent into an escrow 
account (withholding it from the landlord) until the 
issue is resolved.

• In Montgomery County, MD, many land-
lords are required to provide air conditioning 
equipment between June and September each year 
to keep apartments below 80 degrees.

http://climateandcommunity.org/
http://sierraclub.org/climate-and-energy
https://www.policylink.org/resources-tools/tools/all-in-cities/housing-anti-displacement/topa-copa
https://housing2.lacity.org/residents/what-is-reap-renters
https://www2.montgomerycountymd.gov/mcgportalapps/Press_Detail.aspx?Item_ID=23902&Dept=1
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Tenant protections work best when bundled together in 
a comprehensive package; although passing individual 
protections in isolation is helpful, this strategy can 
lead to unintended consequences. For example, 
without rent regulations and good cause eviction laws, 
improved habitability can lead to rent hikes or lease 
non-renewals. As a result of the interdependence of 
rental protections, some advocates are pushing for a 
national Tenants Bill of Rights, which would enshrine 
in law broad, complementary protections that together 
keep tenants housed and safe.

Tenants are ready to make
our green future a reality. 

It’s time for them to lead us.

Want to Learn More?

• For examples of community organizations 
advancing tenants rights and climate justice 
hand in hand, check out Strategic Actions for a Just 
Economy (Los Angeles) and New York Communities 
for Change (New York City)

• For examples of federal-level advocacy for 
tenant protections, check out the Tenant Union 
Federation’s rent caps campaign and the National 
Tenants Bill of Rights proposal

• For more detail on types of tenant protections, 
see PolicyLink’s Anti-Displacement Tools

• For research on tenant protections in the context 
of the Inflation Reduction Act, see Climate and 
Community Institute’s Decarbonization without 
Displacement report

http://climateandcommunity.org/
http://sierraclub.org/climate-and-energy
https://www.nhlp.org/initiatives/the-national-tenants-bill-of-rights/
https://www.saje.net/programs/healthy-homes/
https://www.saje.net/programs/healthy-homes/
https://www.nycommunities.org/our-campaigns
https://www.nycommunities.org/our-campaigns
https://tenantfederation.org/rent-caps/
https://tenantfederation.org/rent-caps/
https://www.nhlp.org/initiatives/the-national-tenants-bill-of-rights/
https://www.nhlp.org/initiatives/the-national-tenants-bill-of-rights/
https://www.policylink.org/resources-tools/tools/all-in-cities/housing-anti-displacement
https://climateandcommunity.org/research/decarbonization-without-displacement/
https://climateandcommunity.org/research/decarbonization-without-displacement/
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