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surveillance in the private rented sector*
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Abstract

Research into landlord/tenant relationships in the private rented housing sector has rarely focussed upon
landlords’ surveillance of tenants as a means to control behaviour and use of property, despite it often
taking the form, or being on the margins of the lega definition of harassment. Drawing on in-depth
qualitative interviews, this article focuses upon day-to-day relationships between landlords and tenants and
explores landlords’ perceptions of their property and tenants and the types of surveillance activities they
adopt to control and manage tenants behaviour. The article reveals the personal and emotional motivations
behind landlords’ surveillance activity and raises questions about the legal and policy contexts of the private
rented sector which enable such conduct to exist. In the light of the findings, the difficulties in combating
extreme forms of surveillance as a property management technique are discussed and the article concludes
by raising a number of issues about the ways in which current policy and legislation could be used to
promote a greater understanding of rights and responsibilitiesin landlord/tenant relationships.

Introduction

The term surveillance in contemporary society is often associated with the monitoring of groups
and/or individuas with technology, such as, CCTV cameras, to control and regulate order in
socid settings, for example, city centres and airports. The term isinfrequently associated with the
unsophigticated and perhgps in the light of technologicd advances, now rather outmoded
methods of persond surveillance. Nor is surveillance activity often associated with the watching
of people in private domestic settings in order to enforce more persond or desired modes of
conformity and behaviour on the part of the watcher. This artticle focuses on this rdatively
common but rarely discussed aforementioned activity, that is, the monitoring and surveillance of
tenants living in private rented accommodation by their landlords.
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The potentid for gaze and control in domestic settings with the home as a Ste of surveillance and
control is not a new or unique phenomenon (for example, see: Harvey, 1964; Nelken, 1983;
Allen and McDowell, 1989; McCrone and Elliot, 1989). Higtorically, it has proved difficult for
the private rented sector (PRS) in England to divest itsdf of a poor image associated with
substandard property condtions, poor management practices and bad landlordism. Such
practices were exemplified in the 1960's in the behaviour of the infamous dum landlord Peter
Rachman (see Harvey, 1964; Nelken, 1983; Kemp, 1992) and more recently by Nicholas van
Hoogstraten Gee, for example BBC News, 22 July 2002). Both private landlords gained
notoriety for their routine harassment of, and unlawful behaviour towards tenants and hence the
control they exerted over tenants and their homes by ignoring their legd rights to ‘quiet
enjoyment’ of property.

In spite of the media attention generated by the activities of these landlords and the concern
expressed by tenant’ s rights organisations, the monitoring of tenants behaviour and intrusion into
their homes by private landliords has remained largdy unexplored in terms of surveillance
activities, dthough it has been mentioned in passing as a management technique (Allen and
McDowell, 1989). Such behaviour has tended to be categorised according to whether it satisfies
or fals to satidfy the legd definition of harassment (see for ingtance, Arden and Hunter, 2002)
and the surveillance component of the activities, such as watching the property but not entering i,
has often been consdered less important in comparison to the subsequert control exercised over
tenants, particularly when landlords unlawfully enter property. Landlord surveillance and the
subsequent control, and in some cases, care (Lyon, 2001: 152) exercised over tenants and their
use of property is often on the margins of the lega definition of harassment, notwithstanding thet
such behaviour can cause considerable stress and distress for tenants as well asinterference with
enjoyment of their home. In this sense, surveillance, control and, to a lesser degree, care, are
common concepts in landlord/tenant relations, dthough they are not necessarily recognised or
understood according to such terminology. Indeed, the caring aspect or at least more ambivalent
aspects of surveillance are often neglected as a subject of research and overridden in favour of
more dubious and perhaps more intrusive aspects of surveillance activity (Lyon, 2001).

Indeed, dthough some attention has been given to surveillance activities in the housing field, such
as homelessness (see: Fopp, 2002), and in rdation to anti-socid behaviour in the socid rented
sector, (see: Papps, 1998; Hunter et al., 2000; Hunter and Nixon, 2001), the activities of
private landlords have rarely been thought of in the context of survellance (but see Lider,
20024) yet there is condderable scope to consder their activities in this way. For instance,
regular formal inspections of rented property by landlords or their agents are a routine part of
property management (Trott, 1998). In contemporary society, both in terms of government
policy and debates about law and order, the behaviour of individuas has become of overriding
importance as has the ability to predict and control behaviour. Foucault’s conception of
aurvelllance involving subsequent discipline and compliance (Foucault, 1979: 215; 1988: 18-19)
readily encapsulates some of the conduct of landlords described below in order to ensure that
tenants comply with certain norms of expected behaviour. Furthermore, the connection between
the surveillance of groups or individuas and the increasing scope for control and regulation which
this brings can dso be linked to Bauman's work on proximity (Bauman, 1991). The proximity of
private landlords own homes to their rented properties makes informaised survelllance activity
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an amenable management practice (see below). However, perhaps of greater relevance in this
context is the work of Deleuze (1992) who argues that control rather than discipline is a more
sgnificant and sdient feature of society. Both discipline and control are discussed in relation to
the findings of this research below.

The policy and legislative background to the research

The potentia for gaze, surveillance, control and in some cases, care is evident if congderation is
given to the types of private landlords letting property, the types of tenants prevalent in the sector
and the legal and regulatory regimes which the parties are subject to. In recent years ownership
within the private rented sector (PRS) has become dominated for the most part by private
individuas. The number of private individuds letting property, (excluding resident and employer
landlords), hasincreased from just over one million (60%) in 1990 to dmost 1.7 million (76%) in
2000/01 (Bates et al., 2002). For the mgority of private individua landlords, letting property is
relatively new and not their main occupation but is a smal scae ‘dddine’ activity or hobby that
does not comprise their main source of income (Thomaset al., 1995; Leather, 2001).

The rise in the number of private individuas letting property is partly due to the transformed
letting environment after the 1988 and 1996 Housing Acts which diminished security of tenure
and made it eader for landlords to clam possession of property after a minimum period of Sx
months without recourse to court proceedings. The increase can aso be attributed to the
economic climate where investment in property, particularly through Buy-to-Let schemes, has
become popular. An often underdtated factor is the ease with which individuds can begin letting
property in an industry that is, for the mogt part, fragmented, unregulated and does not require
forma professond entry conditions or recognised quality or training standards (Kemp and
Rhodes, 1997; Lister, 2002b). Tenancy relationships can be set up by smply purchasing an ‘ off
the shelf’ letting agreement and thisis sufficient for many landlords to operationdise relationships
with tenants and aso replaces information gethering to gain an accurate knowledge of the lega
framework (Thomas et al., 1995; Lister, 2002b: 98). The letting agreement may be the closest
ether paty gets to engaging with the legd framework which they rdy upon to outline their
respective rights and responsibilities. However, previous research has found that many private
landlords and tenants are unfamiliar with the contents of their letting agreements and that the
contents were rarely discussed or negotiated by the parties (Crook and Kemp, 1996; Lister,
2002b). In this sense letting agreements formaise landlord/tenant rel ationships but their contents
are not necessarily used by the parties to shape the nature of their relationships.

There is consderable variation in the levels of professonalism adopted by landlords towards
property letting, management standards and maintenance (Kemp and Rhodes, 1997: 130;
Cowan and Marsh, 2001). Thisis particularly significant in relaion to attitudes towards the lega
framework, levels of attachment to property and how they regard it (for example, as a financid
aset or dill as a home) and the manner in which tenants are regarded (for instance, as
friends/rdatives or smply as a source of rental income) (Bevan et al., 1995; Thomas et al.,
1995; Crook and Kemp, 1996). Age, gender, socid class and status are dso likely to have a
bearing upon the ways in which landlords operate in the sector. Moreover, in spite of contractud
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arrangements between the parties and numerous pieces of legidation, the sector currently lacks
regulatory standards relating to the monitoring and/or enforcement of, for example, service
standards, and landlords generd accountability to tenants.

A further issue rdaed to management and landlords responshilities in the PRS is that of
preventing and responding to the anti-socid behaviour of their tenants. Although the issue of
tenants anti-socid behaviour has been mainly highlighted in relation to the socid rented sector
(Papps, 1998; Hunter and Nixon, 2001) the ways in which private landlords manage anti-socid
behaviour is increasingly in the spatlight with many locd authorities introducing initiaives to
involve and support landlords who are experiencing this issue with tenants. The issue of
managing tenants behaviour is particularly important given the youthfulness, vulnerability and
inexperienced nature of the group of tenants explored here.

Letting agreements and other contractud agreements, for example, anti-socid behaviour
contracts and anti-socia behaviour orders, are increasingly used in attempts to influence and
modify tenants behaviour by dipulating sanctions and penaties for breech of terms (Ligter,
forthcoming 2005) yet as indicated above, the extent to which the terms of legal documents are
engaged with is often limited and ultimately may have little bearing on the conduct of tenants (see
below). Given the limitations of legal documents, this may lead to landlords adopting more
active approaches to manage tenants.

In terms of tenants in the PRS, in recent years young people have become the key demand
group. Although the PRS is amal, comprising only 10 per cent of dl households, it performs a
crucid role in accommodeting the mgority of single young people living independently (Rugg and
Burrows, 1999). The tendency for young people to use the PRS as the firgt port of cal when
leaving home or inditutiona settings is well established (see for example: Rugg and Burrows,
1999; lacovou, 2001) and the reasons for their concentration in the sector in England have been
well documented. These reasons include, owner occupation and the socid rented sector
becoming less ble or desirable, the postponement of home ownership (see: Rosser, 1997,
Ford, 1999; Anderson, 1999), the growing student population (Kemp and Keoghan, 2001;
Chrigie et al., 2002) and the greater use of the sector to house vulnerable young people, such
as those leaving Y oung Offenders Ingtitutions and children’s homes (see: Broad, 1998) as well
as young people who are unable to live a home with their families.

The processes by which landlords and young people became enmeshed in a range of policy
regimes began with the introduction of the 1988 Housing Act which transformed the letting
environment in the PRS. The Act weakened rent controls, security of tenure and tenants’ rights,
providing an environment where there was, in theory, “greeter freedom for the parties to sort out
ther affairs by negotiation and contractua agreement” (The Earl of Caithness, Hansard, House
of Lords, 21 July 1988, col. 1518). Security of tenure was reduced to a minimum fixed term of
sx months and landlords were able to seek possession of property after the fixed term without
recourse to lega proceedings. Further deregulation brought about by the 1996 Housing Act, in
conjunction with the introduction of the Single Room Rent, changed the specific nature of
relationships in the PRS between landlords and tenants under the age of 25 by redtricting housing
benefit entittement of young single people, who are predominantly concentrated in shared
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accommodation, to that of the cost of a single room, placing further emphasis upon them to
negotiate a reduced rent with landlords or otherwise pay the shortfal. Within this legidative and
policy environment young people often have difficulty in assating ther rights given ther
wvurerability, limited income, limited security of tenure, the ease with which landlords can
dispense with tenants and the difficulties in finding suitable dternative accommodetion in a
pressured market.

Within the context of these key policy and legidative regimes, this article explores the ways in
which landlords use survelllance activities to monitor and control the activities of their younger
tenants. This article moves away from discussions of structured and technologica gpproaches to
aurvelllance to explore more unsophisticated natural survelllance techniques and overtly intrusive
gpproaches to monitoring tenants in their homes. This study differs from previous research into
relationships in the PRS that have tended to focus exclusively upon extremes of behaviour, such
as harassment and unlawful eviction (Burrows and Hunter, 1990; Marsh et al., 2000) and have
overlooked more typica day-to-day behaviour centred around power imbaances which is
described here. This article adso attempts to go beyond other landlord studies and look at more
emotiona aspects behind landiords behaviour and seeks to outline their attitudes and reasons
for their behaviour.

The research

The research on which this article is based was prompted by the lack of information about the
“ordinary relations’ (Englander, 1983: xvii) between landlords and younger tenants living in the
PRS. An understanding of the nature of their relaionships is timely given the over-concentration
of adiverse range of young people in the PRS at the same time asincreased numbers of private
individua landlords are entering the sector, often letting property as a Sddine activity. Given the
often inexperienced nature of both parties to the letting process the research sought to illuminate
issues which emerged as a result of naivety and/or ignorance of rights and responghilities. In
addition, with the current policy focus upon combating anti-socid behaviour, the ways in which
amdl scde landlords responded to the behaviour of young, vulnerable and less experienced
households was of interest. In order to understand the nature of typical day-to-day interactions
between landlords and young people, semi structured qualitative interviews were conducted with
fifteen landlords and fifteen young people living in the sector. The study did not set out to
interview tenants of the landlords interviewed or vice versa as this potentidly may have proved
too onerous in terms of time and refusal rates of ether party, as well as adding further ethica
congderations b the research. In o far as it is possble to ascertain from the interview data
collected from both parties none of the landlords interviewed were landlords of the tenants
interviewed. The materid presented here has sought to fill a number of gaps in knowledge and
focuses primarily upon the perspectives of landlords, their attitudes towards their tenants and
thelr management practices. The experiences of the young people interviewed during this study
have been used briefly to illuminate some of the issues discussed here and explore their
responses. An extensve discusson of young people's experiences is beyord the scope of this
article; these are explored in detail esewhere (see: Lister, 2004).
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The research was conducted in a northern English city with a competitive and diverse PRS with
rents higher than the nationd average (Rhodes et al., 2001). There is also a diverse range of
landlords in the city’s PRS, in line with the nationd picture and a ‘quota dement was built into
the sdection to reflect the range of landlord ‘types in the market. Landlords letting to housing
benefit damants, those working full time, and students were included in the sample as were
landlords letting Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs), those with alarger portfolio and those
with only one or two properties. The selection was confined to private individuas for whom
letting property was not their main occupation, rather than organizationa or business landlords.
This gpproach was adopted as this type of landlord is increasingly entering, and is dominant in
the sector (see above) and it was fdt to be important to focus upon and reved the diversity in
motivations to letting and management practices of this group in addition to obtaining a wide
range of views and experiences. Inevitably confining the sample to a sngle landlord ‘type’ has
implications for the findings of the research; however, as the type of landlord explored here is
maost common in the sector, the research has sought to illuminate the activities of this group rather
than spreading the sample across awider range of landlord types.

Previous research has noted that there are consderable difficulties in constructing adequate
sampling frames of landlords (McCrone and Elliot, 1989; Kemp and Rhodes, 1997) and this did
prove to be difficult during the research process and a number of smultaneous targeting
Srategies were required. In order to facilitate access to landlords a copy of the loca Houses in
Multiple Occupation compulsory register was obtained. This document was used as a Sarting
point for selecting private landlords. Initialy, a number of landlords were contacted by letter and
follow up telephone cdls made, combined with telephoning landlords advertisng property in
locd newspapers. Representatives from locd  organizations, for example, sudent
accommodation officers, and members of the Loca Landlord Forum, were contacted to ask if
they could assst and a number of interviews were achieved via these contacts. Access to the
remaining repondents was achieved by responding to adverts in accommodation lists and via
snowbdling techniques (Berg, 1988; Atkinson and Flint, 2001) where respondents provide a
referral to another landlord. Contact was made via a series of |etters and telephone cdls and
interviews were arranged to take place as soon as possble and usudly within one week. All of
the interviews were conducted face-to-face. An interview schedule was used and interviews
lasted on average for an hour. They were taped and subsequently transcribed and coded for
detailed analysis using arange of key themes.

The selection of landlords achieved comprised seven maes, seven femaes and one couple. All
of the landlords interviewed had |et property for a least one year with the mgority having let for
in excess of five years and athird for ten years or more. Letting property had become the main
occupation of two landlords who had recently retired. For the remaining thirteen landlords
property letting was not their main occupation or source of income but was a‘sSdeling activity
(Thomaset al., 1995). The numbers of properties owned and let ranged from one to six with ten
of the fifteen landlords owning and letting only one or two properties. The number of tenants let
to ranged from two to in excess o thirty five. Shared terraced houses were the most commonly
let properties, followed by flats and HMOs.
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The research, dthough smal scale, was detailed and respondents were asked about socid,
economic and lega arrangements. For instance, the topics mvered included, arrangements for
Setting up the tenancy, attitudes towards tenants and the lega framework, management practices,
financid arrangements, and details about letting agreements and rights and respongbilities. The
remainder of this article explores the socid aspects of landlord/tenant relationships and examines
landlords’ attitudes towards both their property and tenants and how they manage relationships.
In this way the study moves away from lega definitions of appropriate and inappropriate
behaviour towards highlighting more subtle and complex modes of landlords conduct which
reved the difficulties encountered in viewing landlord/tenant relations as sraightforward business
and legd rdationships. The behaviour discussed is not, on the whole extreme, but is
nevertheess, intrusve and can have a severdy limiting and negetive impact upon tenants

enjoyment of their homes.

The nature of landlords’ surveillance and control in the private rented sector

Landlords’ attitudes, expectations and orientations towards tenancy relationships, tenants and
property have an overriding impact on relationship outcomes and the overal experiences of
tenants in the PRS. The range of factors which are likely to influence the behaviour of landlords
in the PRS are numerous. However, an important factor to consder is that different types of
landlords reflect different gpproaches in their letting activities and are oriented towards economic
concerns and legd and sociad arrangements in a variety of ways (see, for indance, Allen and
McDowel, 1989: 53). For example, commercid and business landlords for whom letting
property is their sole occupation and main source of income, focus upon profit as a driving force
in thelr reaionships with tenants (Allen and McDowdll, 1989: 53; Thomes et al., 1995: 25-28)
as opposed to persond or informa factors. In contrast, for private individuas letting property as
a ‘dddine’ activity (Thomeas et al., 1995: 19) and not as their main source of income, and who
are the subject of exploration here, profit is unlikely to be a centrd focus of the relationship (see,
for example, McCrone and Elliot, 1989; Allen and McDowell, 1989; Bevan et al., 1995) with
persond preferences, as opposed to formd arangements, playing a sgnificant part in their
motivations and overadl management practices.

This aticle highlights landlords active interest in property where they interpret rights of
ownership as rights to possess and control the property and tenants use of it (Ryan, 1982;
Nelken, 1983; Allen and McDowell, 1989; Marsh et al., 2000). The control landlords exert
over tenants and property is described and explored in order to demondtrate that it is not Smply
derived from ownership of property but aso from young people€'s greater dependence upon
landlords which manifests itself conscioudy and unconscioudy via unilaterd exchange (Blau,
1964; Molm, 1997) between the parties. Irrespective of the motivations of landlords, the
authority, and in some cases, the care exerted influencesyoung peopl€ s experiences of tenancy
relationships.

Findings from the interviews reveded that throughout the duration of tenancy relationships,
landlords were able to adopt a number of overt and covert surveillance strategies in an attempt
to control and regulate young people and their use of property. These dtrategies often conflicted
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with the few basic legd rights tenants possessed. A centrd, often unacknowledged, legal precept
of dl tenancy reationships, (regardless of whether the parties have a written or verba
agreement), is that landlords grant dl tenants the right to ‘exclusive possession’ of property.
This provides tenants with the legd right to use property to the excluson of al others, including
the landlord. Reinforcing the right of ‘exclusive possession’ are two additiond conditions of
tenancy relationships. These are the implied promises of landlords to leave tenants in ‘quiet
enjoyment’ of the property and, ‘not derogate from his [or her] grant’. These two overlapping
conditions relate to landlords interference with tenants use of property (see Arden and Hunter,
2002). In spite of the legd Stuation, tensons often existed between young peopl€ s possession
and landlords control of property. Although tenants hire possesson of property, landlords
nevertheless retain rights of ownership and can assert rights of control over the property and its
use. The tensons exhibited between young people’s possession and landlords control were
symptomatic of landlords’ unwillingness or inability to fully relinquish their property to tenants,
often 4ill regarding it as a “persona possesson’” (Allen and McDowell, 1989: 52) to be dedlt
with according to their wishes.

A key issue to emerge from the data was that “control rather than use is the essence of

ownership” (Ryan, 1982: 57) notwithstanding that landlords control of property conflicted with
the rights of tenants. In this sense the basic rights tenants acquired legdly and by virtue of

economic transactions were merely rights on paper as, in practice, they could be overridden by
landlords and could not be exercised or enforced easily. A common feature of relationships was
landlords “close surveillance of property” (Allen and McDowell, 1989: 46) which took a number
of forms, both overt and covert. Both forms interfere with young peopl€ s use and enjoyment of
property and proved equdly problematic for young people to ded with successfully.

Overt grategies of control took the form of landlords’ direct and active interference with tenarts
‘exclusgve possesson and rights of ‘quiet enjoyment via repested and uninvited vigts to
property without advance warning. These vidts tended to be combined with complaints and
attempts to control and regulate the ways in which young people used property, for example, by
leaving notes and ingtructing young people to clean the property. On their own, such actions may
be innocuous but where this behaviour is repeated, its accumulation is likely to be tantamount to
the legd definition of harassment. Such persona observations coupled with the desire of the
observer to render the observed compliant are very much in the spirit of Foucault's work. A
guote from one of the young people interviewed in the study is used to highlight the difficulties
experienced, where on the one hand the landlord is good about coming round and so is available
to tenants, however on the other hand his behaviour is soon percelved as an excessve amount of
care and attention:

He' s [landlord] pretty good about coming round, he was getting quiteirritating in
that it was a little bit of a mess. Washing up was waiting for the third person, it
was his turn, so it was judt Stting there for a while you know and the landlord
was being quite finicky about guff, for instance, having megazines in the
bathroom which | think is fairly norma and bottle tops on the floor, thiskind of
suff, nagging redly.

(Tenant 5, femde, 23 year old housing benefit dlaimant)
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The boundaries between landiords’ and tenants' rights are unclear, given that landlords loan
their property to tenants and do not relinquish their rights of control. This enables landlords to act
asif property ownership conveys upon them “specific rights and liberties’ (McCrone and Elliat,
1989: 179) to ‘check up’ on the property. Such vigilance may denote landlords own persond
insecurities and anxieties as well as a lack of trust where legd and economic safeguards taken
when setting up the tenancy are perceived ether as inadequate protection or unimportant in
compaison with the protection afforded by direct survellance, interference and control.
However, irrespective of landlords motives for paying frequent viststo property, thisislikdy to
pose problems for young people. The behaviour of landlords highlights that tenancy relationships
are not guided by ‘rules asin agtrict business agreement, but are based upon socid interactions.
These interactions are characterised by inequalities as landlords are able to disregard ordinary
manners, customs and respect for tenants by virtue of their postion as property owners. A
fema e tenant described the extreme nature of her landlords surveillance activities which crossed
the boundaries of ‘ acceptable behaviour’:

He's a pain because he’ll come round like two or three times a week, just
knocking on the door, in fact a the beginning he even used to let himsdif in, you
know and one time he came in...and my housemate was upgtairs in bed adeep
and he actualy went into her room when she was in bed, which was quite
worrying...I dorit know, it's an awkward Stuation. | know it shouldrit fed like
that and [we] should say something, but | don't really know.

(Tenant 10, female, 20 year old student)

This ‘awkward stuatiori highlights the extent of landlords overt and direct control over young
people’s peace and enjoyment of their homes and the difficulties for tenants in deding with
sengitive issues and landlords ‘inappropriate’ behaviour. The Stuation described here highlights
landlords volatile and idiosyncratic behaviour ard the vulnerability and insecurity of young
people who may not be able to ded confidently or effectivdly with unpredictable socid
Studions.

An interesting feature of the data was that landlords often perceived and described their young
tenants as ‘childrent or ‘boys and girls, and they also acted in loco parentis towards them,
regarding them in a smilar manner to their own children. Such descriptions of young people
provide an ingght into how landlords view their own role within the rdaionship, how they regard
young people as a sub-group of renters and how they use both care and control in the
relationship to manage young people’s behaviour. Eight out of the fifteen landlords interviewed
adopted this approach and attempted to control and structure tenants behaviour by visting the
property frequently — more frequently than the remaining seven landlords. Landlords’ attitudes to
young people as ‘kids' reflected a latent imbaance in tenancy reationships, creating difficulties
for young people to achieve satisfactory reciprocd relationships. This was particularly striking
where two out of these eight landlords provided extra services to tenants, for example, cleaning.
One femade landlord described how she created a role for herself by entering the property on a
regular basis and provided her male tenants, described as ‘boys’, with services and goods, such
as cleaning and cleaning equipment, which reduced their financid outgoings - a characterigtic of a
parenta relationship rather than alandlord/tenant relaionship.
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In contrast to the financia needs of landlords, their emotiona needs have not been recognised or
discussed in previous research. It was evident from the data that emotional factors played an

important part in the ways in which landlords’ managed reationships with young people.

Emotiond factors were sgnified by landlords’ attachment to their tenants, to the point where
they ‘missed’ them when they left and, in some ingtances, kept in touch with them. Attachment to
tenants often resuited in landlords practisng a‘ service rdaionship’ (Allen and McDowell, 1989;
McCrone and Elliot, 1989: 143) where they felt ‘needed’ by tenants, however these practices
did not trandate into reciproca and fair relationships and were not dways appreciated by young
people. In some cases it was felt by the young people interviewed that landlords’ friendliness and
involvement masked their main concern which was to exert control over their property and
tenants activities and o fulfil their own needs, rather than providing a service (Ligter, 2004).
Some young people interpreted their landlord s concern in this way and recognised this feature
of relationships as ‘an excuse to keep round the property’ rather than a genuine desire to make
sure ‘everything was OK’.

Accordingly, where young people were regarded as *children’, landlords had scope for a level
of control which was unavailable in relationships with older tenants. Landlords were able to
adopt a disciplinarian atitude and/or a supervisory role in their relationships with young people
which was often based upon how landlords treat(ed) their own children, with the focus upon
correcting tenants conduct. Perceptions of young people were often distorted as a result of
landlords fulfilling their own persona needs and in some cases resulted in alack of respect for
tenants and an excessive degree of vigilance throughout the tenancy relationship. One landlord
described the nature of his disciplinarian management practiceswhich heregardsasa‘job’:

| don't believe in adigant landlord. | like to be involved. | like getting involved
and I'm not frightened to get involved, it’s just al part and parcdl. If they do

something wrong | play bloody hell
(Landlord 1, male)

This *hands-on’ approach, shared by only one other landlord out of the eight, highlights the
delicate baance between ‘informd and ‘friendly’ encounters with tenants and interference and
control, as well as the indistinct boundary between a persona and a business/legd relationship.
Similarly, a number of landiords stated thet they fdt ther ‘role’ wasto ‘tran’ and correct young
people’s behaviour so they would ‘learn the socid kills that they’ll need later in life’. These
attitudes detract from the idea that there is equality between contracting parties and highlights the
coercive aspects of socid exchanges between the parties (Molm, 1997) which are an attribute of
the tenancy relationship and its inherent power differentials. However, according to the accounts
of the young peopk interviewed, where they had a landlord predisposed to contral, such levels
of interference with ther lifestyles did not contribute to their overdl wdl being and instead
caused condderable distress and resentment. In addition, the conflicting priorities of the parties
and ther lack of shared understandings were evident, highlighting the difficulties faced by young
people in achieving a rdaionship that ‘works both ways' when landlords were able to misuse
their authority in such away that threatens the basic rights of tenants.

Surveillance & Society 2(4) 522



Lister: Controlling Letting Arrangements?

Covert drategies to control young people’s use of property were also adopted by landlords. A
key feature of covert drategies was close monitoring and patrolling of the property combined
with the exercise of direct control over tenants activities, if necessary. A number of landlords
chose to live near their tenanted properties or had friends living close by, in addition to being on
good terms with neighbours adjacent to tenanted properties, with twelve of the fifteen landlords
interviewed fulfilling a least one of these criteria A common practice was to make sure
“neighbours [of tenanted property] have my phone number’ so that survelllance of property was
anonymous and landlords were informed of any problems, such as noise or nuisance, caused by
their tenants. It was gpparent from the interviews with landlords that careful consideration had
been given to the advantages of living in close proximity to their tenants and in three cases
landlords had purposdy purchased or built poperty to let in the same street or opposite their
own home. Landlords fdt that tenants behaviour was likely to be inhibited by their close
presence and the threat of intervention (see: Bauman, 1991). As a conseguence, tenants were
unlikely to assert their full use rights over property, given that their actions were visible - ‘you can
keep an eye on it’ and audible (see, for example: Foucault, 1979). However, it was not clear
from the interviews if landlords were unduly anxious about the occurrence of arti-socid
behaviour or if they aready had experience of dedling with anti-socia behaviour and so were
using proximity as away to safeguard againg its occurrence.

Furthermore, if tenants behaviour was not compromised, by the close proximity of landlords,
they were able to exert direct control and create aregime of surveillance, as one described:

| go around every night between 11 and 12 and if there'sanything happening
anywhere, like somebody playing music o loud that it’s going to keep people
avake, | go and tell them to turn it down.

(Landlord 8, mae)

As dated above, it is unclear whether this landlord was safeguarding againg the occurrence of
anti-socid behaviour or if he had had experience of dedling with it and so was remaining vigilant.
However, thee interactions reved the difficulties young people experienced in achieving
relationships which dlow them to enjoy thelr rights of ‘exclusive possession’. The socia context
of reaionships distinguishes them from forma contractua arrangements and gives rise to a
number of difficulties with control remaining an integra feature of landiords' relationships with

young people.

Knowing the neighbours enabled landlords to control the activities of tenants, as socid control
can be exercised via the proximity of third parties who can inform the landlord if problems arise.
However, the extent to which landlords took responghility for the actions of tenants that did not
occur on the premises suggested that they vaued the ‘reporting’ presence of neighbours who
provide ears and ‘eyes on the dreet’ (Jacobs, 1961; Newman, 1972). One landlord described
how he disciplined atenant for an incident occurring on the street:

I’'ve got a good rapport with the owner occupiers in the street, so I’ ve only hed
two problems. ... one of my rugby player tenants at 2.30 am decided to have a
discussion across the street with another rugby player. | found out about that
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[from a neighbour] and rang him up and said "l hear you ve been effing and
blinding across the street and please don't do it again”.

The data discussed here has highlighted the nature of the role of landlords in relationships and
explores how they control relationships via overt and covert socid mechanisms. Landlords can
exert a considerable degree of control over the activities of tenants by using the socid dimenson
of the relationship as a deterrent or a corrective against behaviour regarded as inappropriate.
The imbaance of power between contracting parties is evident in the relationships explored as
flexible interna controls are a dominant feeture rather than rigid externd lega controls. This
highlights the inadequiacy of legd arrangements to control reaionships at this particular levd and
the choices and mechanisms of control availableto landlords.

Conclusions and policy implications

The findings presented here, adthough from a smdl-scde study, have highlighted the persona

surveillance techniques that are used by private landlords in order to monitor and control the
behaviour of their younger tenants and the ways in which they use their homes. By focussing
upon the conduct of landlords for whom letting is not their main occupation and is a small scae
activity, the findings discussed here have reveded a range of management techniques based upon
nuanced behaviour and persona views. One of the reveding parts of this study is the extent to
which old fashioned surveillance techniques, such as hanging around outside other people’s
houses is till afacet of everyday life despite the proliferation of technologica devicesto monitor
activities. The aticle in focussng upon idiosyncratic and persona surveillance techniques has
reveded the complex nature of landlords  attachments to property and the role of surveillancein
their repertoire of management practices and to prevent the incidence of anti-socia behaviour.
The reasons given by landlords for their conduct is reveding, particularly given their ‘hands-on’
gpproach and perceived lack of control via contractuad governance, in the light of tenants

insecurity. Surveillance whether overt or covert gppears to be used by landlords as a mode of
socid concern which ‘tops up’ the legd control they have via contractud arrangements and
letting agreements, irrespective of whether they perceive lega control or not. The insecurities,
emotional needs and motivations of landlords reveded here via their persond surveillance
activities is perhgps more striking and darming, as well as less sanitised than observations which
are revealed by technologicd devices, highlighting the primecy of property relationships.

The data dso highlighted the differing priorities of the parties. Landlords often regarded their
friendly and informal relaionships with tenants as a way to exert control, rather than as a pre-
requisite to developing good reationships. Ultimatdy, dthough motives may differ between
landlords, (and it is acknowledged that not al of the landlords in this study adopted this type of
behaviour) the close monitoring of property ejuates with regulation and redtriction of young
people’s activities and interferes with their rights to fed comfortable in their own homes. In
addition, landlords’ unpredictable survalllance activities and controlling behaviour highlights the
vulnerability and insecurity of young people who found it difficult to dedl with the socid Stuations
they encountered.
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Although there is concern about the overdl qudity of property and management sandards in the
PRS (Depatment of the Environment, Transport and the Regions, 2000) a review of
landlord/tenant law is ongoing (Law Commission, 2002) and proposas to regulate the sector
more stringently as well as dedling with anti-socid behaviour in the housing arena are dways on
the policy agenda. The difficulties young people experience as a result of the type of landlord
behaviour described here is likely to fdl outsde of the statutory definitions of harassment but
such conduct prevents the development of mutualy satisfactory landlord/tenant relationships and
may precipitate young peopl€e' s exit through the sector (Lister, 2004).

Much of the behaviour of landlords discussed here arises from alack of knowledge of the lega

framework and lack of understanding about how they can assert their rights and also ded with
tenants if they behave in an anti-socid manner. One of the mgor implications arisng from this
sudy is that dthough conventiona reforms, such as smplification of the legd framework, the
provison of free information and advice, and less codtly, onerous and time consuming legd

procedures are necessary, they are insufficient without more fundamental changes to the waysin
which individua relationships between landlords and young people are monitored and regulated.
Even with an enhanced awareness of rights and respongbilities between both parties facilitated
by, for example, information from loca authorities, gppropriate structures designed to assist both
parties in understanding, protecting and enforcing their rights in the event of non compliance and
disputes are necessary. Moreover, by recognisng the prevalence of socid practices in
relationships this has the potentia to provide the key to change and reform. From this
recognition, a range of potential ways to restructure tenancy relationships can be explored which
chdlenge the ussfulness of the exiding legd framework and current modes of regulation in
promoting equitable relations between landlords and young tenants.
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