Minimum Lease Terms

Minimum lease terms provide rental property owners and tenants a
guaranteed contract length that promotes housing stability.
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The Impact

Implementing minimum lease term policies can enhance housing stability. The stability allows
individuals and households to better plan for the future, maintain consistent employment, and foster
stronger community ties. Research indicates that housing instability is linked to adverse health
outcomes, including increased stress, mental health challenges, and a higher risk of chronic diseases.
Moreover, housing stability contributes to better educational outcomes for children, as consistent
schooling environments are maintained.

Description

A minimum lease term ordinance requires rental property owners to offer tenants a residential
lease of a specified minimum duration—most commonly 12 months—at the start of the tenancy. During
the lease term, rent is typically fixed, providing tenants with cost certainty. In most cases, the requirement
only applies to the initial lease offer; after that, rental property owners and tenants may mutually agree to
continue month-to-month or negotiate a new lease. These ordinances generally do not prevent shorter
lease terms, but rather require that a longer lease be offered as a default option. Enforcement
mechanisms vary and may include local housing authority oversight or penalties for noncompliance.

Where It's Been Implemented

Menlo Park enacted its minimum lease term ordinance in 2016, requiring rental property owners
to offer tenants a one-year written lease at the start of tenancy. If the tenant declines in writing, the
parties may agree to a shorter lease. A distinguishing feature of Menlo Park’s policy is the requirement
that rental property owners re-offer a one-year lease annually to tenants who initially declined but have
lived in the unit for at least 12 months. The ordinance also mandates that rent remain fixed during the
lease term and that tenants be informed of their rights in both English and Spanish. Enforcement options
include using rental property owner noncompliance as a legal defense or seeking injunctive relief.

Since 2019, Redwood City has implemented a similar policy, requiring rental property owners to
provide tenants with a written lease option of at least one year. If this option is declined in writing, the
landlord and tenant may proceed with a shorter lease term. Unlike many jurisdictions, Redwood City
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mandates recurring lease offers regardless of whether the tenant initially accepted or declined, and
allows tenants to sue in civil court if rental property owners fail to comply. The rent may be adjusted with
each new lease, as long as changes follow state law.

Burlingame and Foster City have also adopted minimum lease term ordinances that require rental
property owners to offer a one-year lease at the start of tenancy, with the option for tenants to decline in
writing and agree to a shorter term. In both cities, rent must remain fixed during the lease term, and
tenants must be notified of their rights in English and Spanish. Tenants may use landlord noncompliance
as a defense in eviction or rent collection cases and may seek injunctive relief.

Half Moon Bay has adopted a similar requirement for at least some rental properties, though the
specifics of its ordinance differ by property type.

Key Drivers

Housing insecurity and no-fault evictions are processes that usually go hand in hand. In 2016, the
Legal Aid Society of San Mateo County estimated that 36% of evictions in the county were no-cause
from 2014 to 2015, with another 39% stemming from an inability to pay rent. African-American and
Hispanic residents are disproportionately represented in San Mateo County eviction processes. People
who are housing insecure may experience trouble with obtaining a job simply because they don’t have
an address to provide on an application form. Additionally, while it wouldn’t actually disqualify them from
voting, the lack of an address can discourage people from voter registration and participation in the
democratic process.

Key Factors for Success

Like any housing initiative, minimum lease terms will only be able to succeed with strong backing
from community members and local leaders who can emphasize the important impacts of reliable
housing not only for renters, but also for rental property owners. Ordinances like this have been and will
continue to be opposed by many landlord-advocacy groups, so creating partnerships with those groups
will be crucial to success.

In order for tenants to be able to self-advocate, they must be informed of their rights through, at a
minimum, bilingual educational material and an expansion of legal aid services. Success in the
implementation of minimum lease terms is inherently tied to the success of similar housing programs.
While it could succeed on its own, community members will benefit the most from a holistic solution
requiring broad policy adaptation, additional housing unit construction and support at the county level.

Key Obstacles

Opponents to minimum lease terms cite the desire for leases that last less than one year, whether
from a tenant’s desire for a short-term rental or a rental property owner’s wish to “test the waters”
surrounding a rental agreement. In most cases, when there is owner-tenant conflict surrounding
minimum lease terms, tenants are encouraged to pursue rental property owners in civil court. In San
Mateo County, organizations such as Project Sentinel will represent tenants in such cases. However,
there is still the burden of a potentially long and drawn-out court process, which negatively impacts rental
property owners and tenants and clogs the court system.

References and Resources
e Mike Noce, Housing Program Manager, City of Half Moon Bay, 650-750-2014
e Association of Promoting Housing Affordability and Stability With Improved Health Outcomes,
2022
e Legal Aid Society of San Mateo County’s 2016 Eviction Report
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e Redwood City’s Minimum Lease Terms FAQs

e City sets minimum terms for leases, Coastside

e 12-month | rdinance for tenants, City of Menlo Park

e Minimum Lease Terms FAQ, City of Redwood City

) ntial Tenant Pr ions, Minimum | rms. Home for All San Mateo County
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Tenant-Landlord Counseling and Dispute Resolution, Project Sentinel
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