
Housing:  
Know Your 

Rights

Habitability 
Rights
Landlords are obligated to 
maintain premises in a safe, 
habitable condition, 
including by:

	● Providing hot and cold water 

	● Ensuring working heating, 
electricity, and plumbing 

	● Eliminating rodents and roaches 

	● Maintaining unit structure

	● Removing obstructions to entering 
and exiting, including snow 

	● Making repairs to maintain 
habitability

Repair Rights
Notify your landlord as  
soon as possible if you  
need a repair

	● Explain the needed repairs, 
preferably in writing.

	● Include photos and videos.

Report your landlord if they do 
not respond:

	● Call your local Board of Health  
and request a housing inspector  
to inspect the conditions  
needing repair.

	● If the inspector finds that a serious 
repair is needed, like lack of heat, 
plumbing, or hot water, landlords 
have 24 hours to make the repair.

If your landlord refuses to make 
necessary repairs, consult with 
an attorney about the following 
options: 

	● Filing an action in court.

	● Self-help: 

	— Making necessary repairs and 
deducting the cost of the repairs 
from your rent; or

	— Withholding rent until the repairs 
are complete.

	● Breaking your lease.

Landlords cannot retaliate against  
you for taking action to get  
necessary repairs.

Eviction Rights
Your landlord cannot  
deny you use of your unit, 
including by changing locks 
or shutting off utilities, 
unless they have an eviction 
order from a judge

If you do not have a lease:
	● Landlords must give at least 

30 days notice (written or oral)  
to vacate.

If you do have a lease: 
	● Landlords must provide written 

notice of their intention to end  
the lease and the required move-
out date.

	● If you disagree with the eviction  
and do not move out, your landlord 
may file an eviction case in  
housing court.

	— Consult with an attorney and 
respond to all court notices, or 
you may have an eviction order 
entered against you by default.



Landlord  
Access Rights
Your landlord cannot enter 
your apartment without 
giving you reasonable notice 
unless there is an emergency 
threatening life or property

	● Reasonable notice is ordinarily 
understood to be 24 hours  
in advance.

	● With reasonable notice, landlords 
have the right to enter your unit to 
make repairs, show the unit to a 
prospective tenant or buyer, or 
inspect the property for damage 
within the last thirty days of  
your tenancy. 

	● If your landlord enters the apartment 
unreasonably, you can seek relief  
in court.

Subsidized 
Housing 
Programs

	● Low-income tenants struggling to 
pay rent may be eligible for state or 
federal subsidized housing programs. 

	● Massachusetts state housing 
programs generally do not have 
citizenship or immigration status 
requirements, but many federal 
programs have immigration 
requirements.

	● Contact your city’s housing authority 
for details on these programs and 
help applying.

Deposits,  
Fees, and Rent 
Increases
Deposits
The only prepayments  your landlord 
can charge you for are:

	● First and last month’s rent

	● Security deposit equal to one 
month’s rent

	— Your landlord must return your 
security deposit with receipts and 
interest within 30 days of the end 
of your tenancy, subject to certain 
deductions.

	● Lock/key fee 

Your prepayments can’t be transferred 
for a different use (e.g., paying a month’s 
rent) unless you and your landlord agree.

Fees
Finder’s fees: only licensed real estate 
brokers, not landlords, can charge 
these, and only the person who hired 
the broker is responsible for the fee.

Late fees: Your landlord can charge you 
a late fee for failing to pay rent on time, 
but only once your payment is 30 days 
late. You can sue your landlord if they 
try to charge you late fees sooner.

	● Note: while your landlord can’t 
charge you a late fee unless your rent 
is 30 days late, they can begin 
eviction proceedings if your rent is 
past due at all, even by one day. 

Rent Increases 
There’s no limit on how much your 
landlord can increase your rent, but 
they must give you advance notice and 
you must agree to the increase by 
signing a new lease. 

Discrimination 
and Retaliation 
Discrimination: Federal Law 

	● The Fair Housing Act (FHA) prohibits 
housing discrimination based on: 
race, color, national origin, ancestry, 
religion, creed, sex, familial status 
(families with children), and disability. 

Discrimination: State Law 
	● M.G.L c. 151b §4 provides the same 

protections as the FHA and also 
prohibits discrimination based on: 
marital status, age, military or 
veteran status, sexual orientation, 
gender identity, genetic information, 
and receipt of public assistance.

Retaliation: 
	● Your landlord cannot retaliate 

against you for taking certain 
protected actions, including 
reporting code violations, suing to 
enforce your housing rights, paying 
utility bills owed by your landlord, or 
organizing or joining a tenant’s union. 

	● Prohibited landlord retaliation 
includes sending a notice to vacate, 
raising rent, or turning off utilities.

Resources & 
More Information

Get free legal help with  
housing issues:

(617) 482-1145
office@lawyersforcivilrights.org
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