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HOUSING RESPONSIBILITIES

ADVANCED HOUSING INTEGRATION GUIDE

Housing is one of the most important aspects of successful resettlement in the United States. 
Stable housing provides safety, supports employment stability, and helps families build long-
term independence. However, the U.S. housing system operates under strict legal and financial 
structures that may differ significantly from housing arrangements familiar in South Africa.

Rental agreements — commonly called leases — are legally binding contracts. Understanding 
your responsibilities as a tenant protects your financial future and helps avoid legal 
complications that could affect credit history or immigration outcomes.

7.1 Understanding Rental Agreements (Leases)

A lease is a written contract between a tenant and a landlord outlining the terms of renting a 
property. In the United States, leases are enforceable under state law, meaning both tenants 
and landlords must follow the agreed conditions.

Leases typically include:

•	 Monthly rent amount
•	 Security deposit requirements
•	 Lease duration (often 12 months)
•	 Rules regarding pets, guests, and maintenance
•	 Procedures for ending the lease

Unlike informal rental arrangements sometimes found in South Africa, American landlords rely 
heavily on written agreements to define expectations. Signing a lease means accepting legal 
obligations that cannot be ignored without consequences.

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) emphasizes that tenants 
should read leases carefully before signing because they establish enforceable rights and 
responsibilities.¹

7.2 Paying Rent on Time

One of the most important responsibilities of a tenant is paying rent on time. In the United 
States, rent payments are often due on the first day of each month. Late payments may result 
in:

•	 Late fees
•	 Formal eviction notices
•	 Damage to your credit record

Most landlords accept electronic payments through bank transfers or online portals.
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Comparison: South Africa vs United States

South African Context U.S. Context

Cash or informal payment methods may exist Electronic payments strongly 
preferred

Negotiation with landlord may be more flexible Lease terms strictly enforced

Personal relationships sometimes influence 
agreements Legal contracts take priority

Repeated late payments can lead to eviction proceedings, which may appear on tenant 
screening reports used by future landlords.

7.3 Maintaining Property Condition

Tenants are expected to keep rental properties clean and in good condition. This includes:

•	 Proper waste disposal
•	 Preventing damage to walls or appliances
•	 Reporting maintenance issues promptly

Normal wear and tear is expected, but intentional damage or neglect may result in deductions 
from your security deposit or additional charges.

In the United States, maintenance responsibilities are often clearly divided:

•	 Landlords handle structural repairs and major systems
•	 Tenants handle cleanliness and minor upkeep

Understanding this distinction prevents misunderstandings.

7.4 Following Community Rules

Many rental properties, especially apartments, operate under community guidelines. These 
rules may include:

•	 Parking regulations
•	 Trash disposal schedules
•	 Guest policies
•	 Pet restrictions

Violating community rules can lead to warnings or eviction notices.

Practical Comparison

In some South African communities, social norms may govern behavior informally. In the 
United States, written policies often determine acceptable conduct. Even small violations — 
such as parking in restricted areas — may lead to fines.
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7.5 Respecting Noise Limits

American communities place strong emphasis on noise control. Many cities enforce quiet 
hours, especially during evenings and overnight.

Examples include:

•	 Avoiding loud music late at night
•	 Limiting gatherings that disturb neighbors
•	 Keeping television or phone volume moderate

Noise complaints may lead to formal warnings from property management or local authorities.

South Africa vs United States Perspective

While social gatherings may be more common and accepted in certain South African 
neighborhoods, American apartment communities often prioritize privacy and quiet living 
environments.

Understanding this cultural difference helps maintain positive relationships with neighbors 
and landlords.

7.6 Security Deposits and Move-In Costs

When renting a home, tenants usually pay:

•	 First month’s rent
•	 Security deposit
•	 Application fees

The security deposit protects landlords against damage or unpaid rent. If the property is 
maintained properly, part or all of the deposit may be returned when you move out.

Refugees should keep records of payments and take photos of the property during move-in to 
avoid disputes later.

7.7 Breaking a Lease and Credit Impact

Breaking a lease early can have serious financial consequences. Because leases are legally 
binding, ending the agreement without proper notice may result in:

•	 Remaining rent being owed
•	 Legal action
•	 Negative marks on your credit report

Credit reporting agencies may record unpaid rent or eviction judgments, making it more 
difficult to rent housing or obtain loans in the future.

The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau notes that rental history and credit reports are 
commonly used by landlords to evaluate new tenants.²
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7.8 Tenant Rights and Legal Protections

Although tenants have responsibilities, they also have rights under federal and state housing 
laws.

You are protected from discrimination based on:

•	 Race
•	 National origin
•	 Religion
•	 Gender
•	 Disability
•	 Family status

These protections are enforced under the Fair Housing Act.¹

Landlords cannot refuse housing or treat tenants unfairly because of protected 
characteristics.

If you believe you are experiencing discrimination, you may contact:

•	 Your resettlement agency
•	 Local housing authorities
•	 The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)

7.9 Understanding Evictions

Eviction is a legal process through which a landlord removes a tenant for violating lease terms 
or failing to pay rent.

Eviction procedures typically involve:

•	 Written notice from the landlord
•	 Opportunity to correct the issue
•	 Court proceedings if unresolved

Evictions can remain on housing records for years and may make it difficult to secure future 
housing.

Practical Comparison

In some South African contexts, eviction processes may be influenced by local social dynamics 
or negotiation. In the United States, eviction is handled through formal court systems.

Understanding lease obligations helps avoid this outcome.
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7.10 Utilities and Financial Responsibilities

Tenants are often responsible for paying utilities such as:

•	 Electricity
•	 Water
•	 Internet
•	 Gas

Failure to pay utility bills on time can affect credit scores and may lead to service 
disconnection.
Setting up automatic payments through a bank account can help maintain consistent payment 
history.

7.11 Building a Positive Rental History

Just as credit history matters in financial systems, rental history plays an important role in 
future housing opportunities.

Positive rental behavior includes:

•	 Paying rent on time
•	 Respecting property rules
•	 Maintaining good communication with landlords

A strong rental history can help refugees qualify for better housing options in the future.

7.12 Practical Housing Integration Scenario

Example: 
A refugee family signs a 12-month lease for an apartment. They set up automatic rent 
payments through their bank account and follow community guidelines regarding parking and 
noise. After a year, the landlord provides a positive rental reference, making it easier for the 
family to move into a larger apartment closer to work.
This example demonstrates how understanding housing responsibilities can lead to long-term 
stability.

7.13 Key Differences Refugees Should Remember

•	 Leases are legal contracts, not informal agreements.
•	 Rent must be paid on time every month.
•	 Community rules are enforced formally.
•	 Breaking a lease can damage credit history.
•	 Tenant rights are protected under federal law.

Recognizing these differences helps refugees avoid misunderstandings and maintain stable 
housing.
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Conclusion
Housing responsibilities in the United States require careful attention to legal agreements, 
financial obligations, and community expectations. By paying rent on time, maintaining 
property condition, and respecting community rules, refugees can build strong rental histories 
and secure long-term housing stability.

Understanding how the U.S. housing system differs from South Africa’s housing practices helps 
newcomers adapt quickly and avoid costly mistakes.

Stable housing is more than a place to live — it is a foundation for employment success, 
financial growth, and long-term integration into American society.

Footnotes
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) – Fair Housing Act and Tenant 
Rights 

Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) – Renting and Credit Reports 

USA.gov – Renting a Home and Tenant Responsibilities 

Federal Trade Commission – Tenant Rights and Lease Agreements 


