
a  t e n a n t ' s  g u i d e  t o
s u i n g  y o u r  l a n d l o r d

The information in this guide is for general informational purposes

only and not for the purpose of providing legal advice .  This guide

does not create an attorney-client relationship with you and TURN .

You should contact TURN ,  or another attorney ,  to obtain advice with

respect to any individual issue or problem .

L E G A L  D I S C L A I M E R

holding landlords accountable  
FOR unsafe housing conditions

T E N A N T  U N I O N  R E P R E S E N T A T I V E  N E T W O R K  ( T U R N )



This  interactive  guide  has  f i l lable  forms ,  checklists ,  and  worksheets .

One  option  is  to  download  this  guide  as  a  PDF  and  type  your

responses  directly  into  the  document .  Another  option  is  to  print  i t

out  and  write  in  your  responses .

Either  way ,  you  can  bring  i t  with  you  to  court  or  to  a  meeting  with  a

TURN  housing  counselor .   

I f  you  want  to  get  individualized  advice ,  contact  TURN .   

This  guide  was  a  collaboration  between  the  Tenant  Union

Representative  Network  (TURN )  and  the  Social  Justice  Lawyering

Clinic  at  the  Sheller  Center  for  Social  Justice  at  the  Temple

University  Beasley  School  of  Law .

The  information  in  this  guide  was  researched  and  written  by  Lina

Ruth  Duiker ,  Ashley  Hyman ,  and  Maria  Thomson ,  law  students  at  the

Temple  University  Beasley  School  of  Law ,  supervised  by  Professor

Jennifer  J .  Lee .  Stephanie  Dorenbosch  (TURN )  also  provided

feedback  and  supervision  for  this  project .

The  information  in  this  guide  is  current  as  of  December 2020.

H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  G U I D E

A U T H O R S  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S



E V E R Y O N E  D E S E R V E S
T O  L I V E  I N  A  S A F E  A N D
H E A L T H Y  H O M E .

Many  tenants  l ive  in  unsafe  or  inadequate

homes .  This  is  no  accident .  Landlords  profit

by  neglecting  housing  while  sti l l  collecting

full  rent  from  tenants .  Unfortunately ,

landlords  are  rarely  held  accountable  for

fai l ing  to  provide  safe  housing .
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THIS IS ANNIE. THIS IS ANNIE'S
LANDLORD, JACK.

Annie signed a lease with Jack and moved into her house with her two kids. A few days later,
she noticed that when it rained, water would leak into her bedroom through the roof. She asked
Jack to fix it, but he didn't. A storm came through Philadelphia, and part of her ceiling collapsed.

Her mattress and clothes were ruined. Annie doesn’t know how to get Jack to fix her house.

Tenants rarely sue their
landlords, but landlords

annually file 24,000 eviction
cases in Philadelphia alone.

More than 300 properties
in Philadelphia are cited

as unfit for human
habitation every year.

Philadelphia has some
of the oldest housing
in the US, with half of
the housing over 93

years old.

Y O U  C A N  D O
S O M E T H I N G  A B O U T  I T .  

There  are  many  laws  that  protect  your  r ight

to  adequate  housing .  By  f i l ing  a  claim ,  you

could  get a rent reduction,  recover costs
related to your housing, and hold your
landlord accountable  to  fol low  the  law .

DID YOU
KNOW?

W E ' R E  H E R E  T O  H E L P .
You  can  f ight  for  your  r ights ,  even  i f  you

can 't  afford  a  lawyer .  This  guide  will  walk

you  through  the  process  of  suing  your

landlord  and  help  you  prepare  the  most

successful  claim  possible .



H o w  t o  g e t  t o  c o u r t

C R E A T E  A  L I S T  O F  I S S U E S
Annie finds structural damage in her bedroom
causing a leak and the collapse of her ceiling. 

N O T I F Y  Y O U R  L A N D L O R D
Annie sends a letter to her landlord with a list of
issues and asks him to fix them by a certain date.

L E A R N  T H E  L A W
Annie learns about the laws that require her
landlord to fix the issues in her home. She talks to a
TURN housing counselor for more info. 

C O L L E C T  Y O U R  E V I D E N C E
Besides keeping a copy of the letter she wrote to
her landlord, Annie takes pictures of the leak, and
calls L&I to inspect her home.

F I L E  Y O U R  C L A I M
Annie makes an appointment at the court's filing
office and meets with an interviewer.

G O  T O  C O U R T
Annie gets to court early and brings all her
evidence to show the judge. 

P R E P A R E  F O R  F I L I N G
Annie fills out worksheets to prepare for filing her
claim.

P R E P A R E  F O R  C O U R T
Annie makes a plan for getting to court. She finds
a babysitter and plans her route.
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H E R E  I S  A  T I M E L I N E  F O R  G E T T I N G  T O  C O U R T  



Annie goes through the checklist to see if there are
any other issues with her home. In addition to the leak,
there is paint flaking in her 6 year-old daughter's
bedroom and there are bedbugs. Now she needs to
find out which laws might apply to her situation.

List any other issues you may have below:

G O  T H R O U G H  T H I S  C H E C K L I S T  T O  S E E  I F  T H E R E  A R E  I S S U E S  W I T H  Y O U R
H O M E .

C r e a t e  a  l i s t  o f  i s s u e s

Electrical circuits blow when appliances

are plugged in
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Broken heater or not enough heat

No (or not enough) hot water

Broken or sparking electrical outlets

Missing fire alarms or smoke detectors

Broken or rotten doors or door frames

Exposed wires

Rats, mice, bedbugs or other pests

Toilet runs, leaks, or does not flush

Stove or fridge do not work

Plumbing frequently clogs or backs up

Ceiling or floor leaks

Leaking pipes or radiator

Holes or cracks in the ceilings or walls

Leaking in the basement

Peeling paint

Cracked or broken windows



DO NOT record 
your landlord .  

In  PA ,  i t  is  often  

i l legal  to  audio  

record  someone  without  their  

permission .  Instead ,  take  

notes  after  any  conversations  

with  your  landlord  and  email  

them  to  yourself  or  another  

trusted  person .

N o t i f y  y o u r  l a n d l o r d

S A V E  A  C O P Y  O F  E V E R Y
C O N V E R S A T I O N

Make  a  copy  of  letters  sent  by  mail

Print  out  screenshots  of  texts  or  social

media  messages

Send  screenshots ,  photos ,  and  emails  to  a

trusted  person  by  email

I f  you  go  to  court ,  your  conversations  will  be

part  of  your  evidence .  Make  sure  you  have  a

backup  of  everything .  For example:

P U T  I T  I N  W R I T I N G
Putting  your  issue  in  writing  will  help  you  prove  that  you  told  your

landlord  about  i t .  A  letter  or  email  is  ideal ,  but  even  a  text

message  will  do .  Tell  your  landlord  what  the  issue  is ,  when  i t

started ,  and  a  deadline  for  them  to  f ix  i t .

(See  Attachment  A  for  a  sample  letter ) .

Annie sends a letter to Jack about the leak and
tells  him that he must f ix it  within 48 hours.  She

keeps a copy of this letter for herself .  After two days
pass,  she fol lows up with Jack about the leak by

text .  She takes a screenshot of the text and emails
it  to her mom.

B E F O R E  Y O U  S U E  Y O U R  L A N D L O R D ,  M A K E  S U R E
Y O U R  L A N D L O R D  I S  A W A R E  O F  T H E  I S S U E .  
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Your  landlord  might  f ix  your  problem  on  their  own  i f  they  know  about

it .  Providing  notice  will  also  be  important  i f  you  decide  to  f i le  a  claim

later  on .  Follow  these  steps  for  the  best  results :

F O L L O W  U P
I f  you  don 't  hear  back  from  your  landlord

within  a  few  days ,  fol low  up .  They  might

be  juggling  a  number  of  issues .



Annie realizes that she may have a claim for a breach of the
warranty of habitability, because the rain leaking into her
bedroom makes that part of her home unfit to live in. 

She told Jack about the leak a week ago and asked him to
fix it, but he still hasn't responded. 

L e a r n  t h e  l a w

a  rent  “abatement ”  (a  reduction  of  your  rent )

the  r ight  to  break  your  lease

compensation  for  money  you  spent  because  of  the  problem

If  you  win  your  claim ,  you  may  be  able  to  get :

The problems

described on pg. 3

may violate minimum

levels of safety and

habitability

How  serious  is  the  issue?

Does  the  issue  impact  safety ,  health ,

or  sanitation?

When  was  the  landlord  notif ied?

How  long  has  the  issue  gone  unfixed?

Landlords  do  not  have  to  provide  a  perfect

property ,  but  they  do  have  to  keep  the

property  f it  for  human  habitation .  Courts

wil l  consider :

W H A T  D O E S  T H E  L A W  S A Y ?
Landlords  must  maintain  your  home  in  a

condition  that  is  basically  safe  and  f it  to

l ive  in .

THE MAIN LEGAL THEORY THAT PROTECTS YOUR RIGHT TO
HAVE SAFE AND HABITABLE HOUSING IS  CALLED THE
"WARRANTY OF HABITABIL ITY . "

W H A T  I S  A  V I O L A T I O N ?

W H O  I S  P R O T E C T E D ?
This  protection  extends  to  all  tenants  —

even  i f  you  don 't  have  a  written  lease  or

are  behind  on  your  rent .

H O W  W I L L  T H I S  L A W  H E L P  Y O U ?

W H A T  D O  Y O U  H A V E
T O  P R O V E  T O  W I N ?
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You  must  show  three  things :

(1 )  You  gave  notice  to  your

landlord  of  the  issue ,

(2 )  Your  landlord  had  a

reasonable  opportunity  to

fix  the  issue ,  AND

(3 )  Your  landlord  fai led  to

fix  the  issue .



L E A D
C E R T I F I C A T -

I O N  L A W

I f  your  home  was  built  before 1978 ,  your  landlord  must  test
and certify that  your  home  is lead-safe in  order  to  sign  a  new

lease ,  renew  a  lease ,  or  receive /renew  a  rental  l icense .

I f  your  landlord  did  not  give  you  this  certif ication  to  sign ,  you

could  get  a  full  refund of rent you've already paid .

S E C U R I T Y
D E P O S I T

L A W

Your  landlord  can  only  ask  for  two months' rent  for  a  security

deposit .  I f  you  stay  beyond  one  year ,  your  landlord  must  return

any  security  deposit  in  excess  of  one  month .  They  also  must

return  your  security  deposit  within 30 days of the end of your
lease  and  your  move-out  date .  I f  they  don 't  do  this ,  you  can  get

double  your  security  deposit  back .

U N F A I R
T R A D E

P R A C T I C E S
ly ing  about  whether  something  in  your  home  is  new

exaggerating  the  need  for  repairs  after you move out

You  could  get  up  to  triple damages  i f  your  landlord  has  made

false statements  to  you  about  the  housing ,  such  as :

R E T A L I A T O R Y
E V I C T I O N

It  is  i l legal for your landlord to retaliate  against you for
exercising your legal rights,  such  as  complaining  about

problems ,  organizing  with  other  tenants ,  or  f i l ing  a  claim .

Retaliation  includes  increasing  rent ,  shutting  off  util it ies ,  or

attempting  to  evict  a  tenant .
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IN  ADDIT ION TO THE "WARRANTY OF HABITABIL ITY , "  THERE ARE OTHER
LAWS THAT MAY LEGALLY PROTECT YOU.

B E D  B U G
L A W

I f  you  suspect  a  bed  bug  infestation ,  make  sure  to  report  i t  to

your  landlord  within a year of moving in .  Your  landlord  has

to  f ix bed bug infestations reported within a year and  is

fully responsible for the cost of  f ixing  the  issue .

If  you think any of these laws might apply to
you, call  the Philly Tenant Hotline at 267-443-

2500 to reach legal services agencies.

L e a r n  t h e  l a w

https://www.phila.gov/2019-10-22-rental-property-lead-certification-law/
http://www.phillytenant.org/security-deposits/
http://www.phillytenant.org/security-deposits/
https://www.northpennlegal.org/blog/intersection-housing-and-consumer-law#:~:text=The%20Unfair%20Trade%20Practices%20and,73%20Pa
https://www.phila.gov/FairHousingCommission/Pages/UnfairRentalPractices.aspx#:~:text=Under%20Philadelphia%20law,%20it%20is,violation%20of%20the%20Philadelphia%20Code.&amp;text=Retaliation%20may%20include%20raising%20your,or%20attempting%20to%20evict%20you.
https://ento.psu.edu/news/new-legislation-targets-bed-bug-infestations-in-philadelphia


I want to hold
my landlord
accountable

I could get
money from my

landlord

Organize  with  other  tenants  in  your  building

Wait  to  bring  your  claim  as  a  defense  to  eviction

Move  out

Withhold  rent  until  repairs  are  made  (talk  to  a  lawyer  f irst ! )

Deduct  out-of-pocket  repair  expenses  from  your  rent  

I f  you  do  not  want  to  go  to  court ,  you  may  have  other  options ,  l ike :

TURN and other
organizations
can guide me

I s  a  l a w s u i t  r i g h t
f o r  y o u ?
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SUING YOUR LANDLORD COULD INVOLVE
SOME RISKS ,  AND THERE MIGHT BE  OTHER
OPTIONS AVAILABLE .

S T O P

P R O C E E D  W I T H  C A U T I O N  I F :

You  haven 't  paid  your  landlord  rent .

You  caused  the  damage  related  to  the  needed  repairs .

Your  landlord  has  a  history  of  violence ,  threats ,  or  intimidation .

I have to take
off work, and
there is a cost

to file

My landlord has a
lawyer and has

sued other
people before  

A judge might
not believe how

bad the
situation is 



C o l l e c t  y o u r  e v i d e n c e

P H O T O S  O F
T H E

P R O B L E M

R E C E I P T S
F R O M

E X P E N S E S

L E T T E R S ,  
E - M A I L S ,  &

T E X T S  W I T H
L A N D L O R D

D E P T .  O F
L I C E N S I N G  &

I N S P E C T I O N  ( L & I )
R E P O R T

Annie takes pictures of the damage and emails them to her
mom for safe keeping. She calls L&I and schedules a time for

them to look at the leak. She writes down the name and
number of the inspector, and prints out a copy of their report.

NEED A PRINTER?  

Your  local  l ibrary  

FedEx  or  UPS  Store

Staples

Try  visit ing :

Print  and  organize  your  evidence

before  going  to  court .  Keep

documents  organized  by  having

pictures  of  damages  together ,

emails  in  chronological  order ,  along

with  important  text  messages .

Printing  your  evidence  is  important

to  avoid  having  the  judge  or  your

landlord  look  through  your  phone

at  court  to  review  the  documents .  

You  can  request  that  someone

from  L& I  visit  your  home  to  assess

the  issue  and  write  a  report ,  To  set

up  an  inspection  with  L& I ,  call  311.

Note :  Non-emergencies  may  result

In  a  delayed  inspection  of  up  to  30

days .
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AFTER YOU DECIDE WHICH LAW APPLIES  TO YOUR ISSUE,
START GATHERING EVIDENCE TO SUPPORT YOUR CLAIM.

Y O U R  E V I D E N C E  C O U L D  I N C L U D E :

You  can  bring  witnesses  to  court ,

such  as  fr iends  or  family  who  know

about  the  issue .  I f  you  get  an  L& I

report ,  you  can  also  try  to  bring  the

inspector  as  a  witness .  Ask  TURN  or

a  court  clerk  for  more  info .

W I T N E S S E S

P R I N T I N G  &  O R G A N I Z I N G L & I  R E P O R T S



2. When did the issue start? Is it stil l  happening? Write the
(approximate) date.  Did the issue start before you moved in?

NOW YOU'RE  READY TO OUTLINE THE DETAILS  OF  YOUR
CLAIM.  WHEN YOU’RE  READY TO F ILE  YOUR CLAIM,  BRING THIS
WORKSHEET TO COURT WITH YOU.

DESCRIBE  THE  ISSUE

1 .  What is/are the issue(s) you are experiencing in your home?
Describe in detail  -  you can use the checklist  on p.  3 to get started.

P r e p a r e  f o r  f i l i n g

WARRANTY OF HABITABIL ITY  WORKSHEET

09

NOTICE  TO  LANDLORD  &  THE  LANDLORD 'S  RESPONSE

3. When and how did you first contact your landlord about this
issue? Provide the (approximate) date.

4. How did your landlord respond, if  at all?

Landlord Full  Name: Landlord Address:
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5. Describe any other conversations you’ve had with your landlord
about the issue, including each time you contacted them and how
they responded.

LANDLORD 'S  FAILURE  TO  MAKE  REPAIRS

6. Has your landlord resolved the issue?

7. If  your landlord has done anything to address the issue, why was
it inadequate?

HARDSHIP  CAUSED  BY  THE  ISSUE

8.  How have the issues affected your ability to l ive in your home?
Describe any related health issues,  injuries,  safety concerns,  inabil ity
to use or inhabit parts of  your home, etc.

9.  Have you personally taken any steps to address the issue? (e.g.
making repairs ,  buying substitute or replacement parts ,  etc. )



"Damages"  are  the  amount  of  money  your  landlord  owes  you  and  you  will

request  from  the  court .  You  have  to  calculate  this  number  before  f i l ing

your  lawsuit .  You  can  use  the  step-by-step  instructions  in  Attachment  C  to

calculate  your  damages .  Bring  a  copy  of  this  worksheet  with  you  to  the

Court 's  Fil ing  Office  when  you  f i le  your  claim .

First ,  calculate  how  much  of  your  home  was  "unlivable "  so  that  the  court

can  reduce  your  rent  for  those  months .

Second ,  calculate  whether  you  had  extra  expenses  as  a  result  of  the  issue .

Annie f i l ls  out the warranty of habitabil ity worksheet and the
damages worksheet to prepare for f i l ing her claim.

DAMAGES CALCULATION

Here is an example of what Annie's calculations look like:

1 1

P r e p a r e  f o r  f i l i n g



Here's what you need to bring with you
in order to fi le your claim:

I f  you  are  asking  for  $12 ,000  or

less ,  f i le  your  claim  with  the

Philadelphia  Municipal  Court ,

First  Fil ing  Office ,  located  at  1339
Chestnut St. ,  10th floor .  Note  the

building  is  unmarked .  (For  claims

worth  more  than  $12 ,000 ,  contact

TURN  for  more  information ) .

 F i l e  yo u r  c l a i m
WHAT ARE THE STEPS TO F ILE  YOUR CLAIM?

1 .  DECIDE  WHERE  TO  F ILE

3 .  GO  TO  YOUR  INTERVIEW

12

You  must  provide  an  address  where  

your  landlord  may  be  located .  I f  you

don 't  know  your  landlord 's  address ,  you  may  be  able  to  f ind  i t  at

atlas .phila .gov  or  property .phila .gov .  Type  in  your  own  address ,  and

search  the  records  connected  to  your  home  for  anything  that  may  l ist

your  landlord 's  address .  I f  you  are  struggling  to  f ind  your  landlord 's

address ,  contact  TURN  for  help .

2 .  DETERMINE  YOUR  

LANDLORD 'S  ADDRESS

CHECKLIST

the  ful l  name  and  address  of  your  landlord

the  problem  or  issue  you  are  having

the  exact  amount  you  are  seeking  in  damages

an  explanation  of  how  you  arrived  at  that  amount

You  must  f i le  your  claim  in  person .  During  the  pandemic ,  you  must  call

215-686-2901  to  make  an  appointment .

The  Court  will  " interview "  you  and  and  help  you  f i l l  out  the  forms .  The

interviewer  will  ask  you  the  fol lowing :  

You  can  bring  the  warranty  of  habitabil ity  and  damages  worksheets  to

your  interview .  Give  them  to  the  interviewer  to  help  prepare  your  claim .

Landlord's full  name

Landlord's address

Warranty of habitability worksheet

Damages worksheet

Hard copies of evidence

Fee waiver form (" in forma pauperis"
form )

Money for service fee (cash,  money
order,  or credit/debit card in your
name )



After working through the worksheets, Annie decides that she would like to
file a lawsuit. She calls the Court’s Filing Office to make an appointment. She
brings all of her evidence and a money order for her fees to the filing office.

An interviewer helps her fill out the complaint and file it in court.

$94 .75  ( for  claims  under  $2 ,000 )

$116 .75  ( for  claims  over  $2 ,000 )

There  are  two  fees  you  may  have  to  pay  to  f i le  your  claim .  You  can  pay  by

cash ,  money  order ,  or  with  a  credit /debit  card  in  your  name .  You cannot
pay with a personal check .  I f  you  request  a  fee  waiver ,  you  do  not  have  to

pay  until  your  waiver  is  approved  or  denied .  I f  your  fee  waiver  is  approved ,

you  stil l  have to pay  the  service  fees .   

The  fi l ing fee may  be  waived  by  a  fee  waiver  (see  above ) .  I f  you  do  not

qualify  for  a  fee  waiver ,  you  must  pay :

The  service fee  is  required  to  notify  your  landlord  about  the  lawsuit .  The

fee  is  between  $20-50  for  service  within  Philadelphia .  I f  your  landlord  l ives

outside  of  Philadelphia  or  out  of  state ,  the  rates  vary .
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6 .  G E T  Y O U R  C O U R T  D A T E

You  will  get  a  court  date  once

you  have  paid  all  the  fees .  I f  you

applied  for  a  fee  waiver ,  you  will

not  get  a  court  date  until  your

application  is  approved  and  you

go  back  to  court  to  pay  the

service  fee .   

5 .  P A Y  T H E  F E E S

After  you  f i le ,  you  can  sti l l  submit  new

evidence  for  up to 10 days before  your

hearing .  Just  bring  a  copy  to  the  off ice

where  you  f i led  the  claim .

What if you find more
evidence after filing? 

Normally ,  there  is  a  fee  to  f i le  a  claim .  However ,  you  can  request  a  fee

waiver  by  f i l ing  “ in forma pauperis ."  You  can  qualify  by  showing  that  you

cannot  afford  to  pay  the  fee  by  describing  your  income  and  expenses .  You

can  f i l l  out  this  form  in  advance  (see  Attachment  D ) .  

I f  you  request  a  fee  waiver ,  your  request  will  be  sent  to  a  judge .  The  court

wil l  call  you  about  a  week  later  to  tel l  you  i f  your  fee  waiver  request  was

approved .

4 .  R E Q U E S T  A  F E E  W A I V E R



A n n i e ' s  m o m  a g r e e s  t o  w a t c h  t h e  k i d s  t h e  d a y  o f  t h e  h e a r i n g .  A n n i e
f i n d s  t h e  b u s  r o u t e  s h e  s h o u l d  t a k e  t o  g e t  t o  c o u r t  a t  8 : 1 5  a m  o n  t h e  d a y
o f  h e r  h e a r i n g ,  a n d  s e t s  a n  a l a r m  s o  t h a t  s h e  h a s  t i m e  t o  g e t  r e a d y .  S h e

p a c k s  h e r  b a g  w i t h  h e r  e v i d e n c e  t h e  n i g h t  b e f o r e  h e r  h e a r i n g .

Plan your route in advance .

Take an early bus or train .

Bring money for parking .

A n n i e  f i l e d  h e r  c l a i m .  N o w ,  A n n i e  c a n  p r e p a r e  b y  p l a n n i n g
h o w  t o  g e t  t o  c o u r t  a n d  w h a t  t o  d o  w i t h  h e r  k i d s .  

How will you get to court?

Where will you park? 

Will you take public transportation? 

T R A N S P O R T A T I O N

C H I L D C A R E
Do you have a plan for your

children while you are at court? 

Can you pay for a babysitter? 

Find a babysitter for the day .

Your children can come to court if

necessary .  Bring food and quiet

games to keep them busy .

How difficult will it be for you to

take a day (or two) off work?

J O B Ask your boss for the day off .

If you come to court late ,  the judge

may rule against you .  

p r e p a r e  f o r  c o u r t
MAKE A  PLAN BEFORE YOUR HEARING

A N X I E T Y  A B O U T  C O U R T
Will court be stressful for you?

How can you reduce your anxiety?

Who can you go to for support?

Prepare your evidence and what

you will say in advance .

Talk to your family ,  friends ,  or a

TURN counselor for support .  

Issue Tips

L A N G U A G E  B A R R I E R
How comfortable are you in

English?

Do you need an interpreter? 

Even if you speak some English ,  ask

for an interpreter if it will help you

understand or speak in court .

See p .  15 for more info .
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D I S A B I L I T Y / A C C E S S
Do you have a disability that will

impact your ability to go to court?

The court must provide a reasonable

accommodation for your disability .

Call at least 3 days in advance to

request an accommodation .



Your  landlord  or  their  attorney  may  try  to  talk  to  you  in  the  hallway  to

reach  an  agreement .  I f  your  landlord  does  not  have  a  lawyer ,  the  court

may  also  assign  you  to  mediation .  Mediation  is  a  process  where  both

sides  try  to  reach  an  agreement  without  a  hearing .  You can refuse to go
to mediation and refuse to speak with your landlord or their attorney.
I f  you  decide  to  try  to  work  things  out  with  your  landlord  or  through

mediation ,  remember  that  you  do  not  have  to  reach  an  agreement  and

you  always  have  the  r ight  to  see  a  judge .

G o  t o  c o u r t

W H E N  D O  I  N E E D  T O  G E T  T O  C O U R T ?

You  must  arrive  on time !  I f  you  are  not  present  at  the  t ime  of  rol l  call ,

your  case  may  be  dismissed .  Your  notice  will  say  what  t ime  court  starts .

Give  yourself  extra  t ime  to  f ind  the  courtroom .  

W H E R E  D O  I  G O  A F T E R  I  A R R I V E ?

The  Court  is  in  the  same  building  where  you  f i led  your  claim .  Enter  the

building  and  go  to  the  6th Floor .  You  will  have  to  go  through  metal

detectors .  Once  the  courtroom  opens ,  take  a  seat  and  wait  for  rol l  call .

W H A T  H A P P E N S  W H I L E  I  W A I T ?

H O W  L O N G  S H O U L D  I  E X P E C T  T O  W A I T  A T  C O U R T ?

You  may  have  to  wait  for  a  long  t ime  for  your  case  to  be  called .  Prepare

to  be  there  the  entire  day ,  as  you  cannot  predict  in  advance  how  long  you

will  be  there .  To  be  safe ,  you  should  take  the  day  off  of  work .

BELOW ARE SOME FREQUENTLY ASKED
QUESTIONS ABOUT GOING TO COURT

C A N  I  B R I N G  M Y  P H O N E  O R  L A P T O P  W I T H  M E ?

Yes ,  but  you  may  not  use  them  in  the  courtroom  (only  in  the  hallway  or

waiting  rooms ) .  I f  you  use  either  in  the  courtroom ,  a  court  off icial  can

take  them  away .  I f  you  have  evidence  on  your  phone  or  laptop ,  try  to

print  a  hard  copy  in  advance  (see  p .  8 ) .
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W H A T  W I L L  H A P P E N  D U R I N G  M Y  H E A R I N G ?

Most  hearings  last  between  30-60 minutes .  The  judge  will  ask  you

questions  about  your  claim ,  and  your  landlord  will  have  an  opportunity  to

respond .  You  should  tel l  your  story  and  show  your  evidence ,  including

how  long  the  issue  lasted ,  how  many  t imes  your  told  your  landlord ,  and

your  landlord 's  response .

H O W  S H O U L D  I  S P E A K  T O  T H E  J U D G E ?

Treat  the  judge  with  respect  and  address  them  as  'Your  Honor . '  No  matter

what  the  judge  or  other  side  says ,  do  your  best  not  get  angry  or  swear .

Listen  carefully  to  what  everyone  is  saying  and  do  your  best  to  answer

questions  directly .  Bottom  l ine :  Keep  i t  simple !

W H A T  I F  I  N E E D  A N  I N T E R P R E T E R ?

Request  an  interpreter  at  least  2  weeks  before  your  hearing .  (You  can  also

request  a  sign  language  interpreter . )  Write  a  letter  with  your  case

number ,  your  native  language ,  and  the  date  of  the  hearing .  You  can  mail ,

fax ,  or  bring  i t  to  the  court  ( fax  no .  215-569-9254 ) .  

I f  you  cannot  make  the  request  in  advance ,  tel l  the  judge  on  your  court

date  that  you  need  an  interpreter .  You  will  be  given  another  court  date  to

come  back  when  an  interpreter  is  available .

W H O  C A N  H E L P  M E  O N C E  I  G E T  T O  C O U R T ?

While  you  are  at  court ,  you  can  ask  the  court  clerk  for  help .  Court  clerks

cannot  help  you  with  the  details  of  your  case  but  may  be  able  to  answer

questions  about  court  procedure .

W H A T  H A P P E N S  A F T E R  T H E  J U D G E  M A K E S  A  R U L I N G ?

A  judge 's  rul ing  is  not  f inal  for  30  days .  Either  side  has  the  r ight  to  appeal

within  those  30  days .  I f  you  disagree  with  the  rul ing ,  contact  TURN  or

another  lawyer  for  information  about  f i l ing  an  appeal .  

I f  you  agree  with  the  rul ing ,  wait  30  days  to  see  i f  your  landlord  appeals .

When  the  judgment  is  f inal ,  your  landlord  should  pay  you .  I f  they  don 't

not ,  you  may  need  to  go  back  to  court  to  enforce  the  judgment .  
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Phi l ly  Tenant  R ights  Hot l ine :  

(267)  443-2500
Reach  mult ip le  Phi lade lph ia  l ega l  se rv i ces

agenc ies  at  one  number .  Press  3  to  speak

wi th  a  TURN  hous ing  counse lo r .

 

TURN Renters '  R ights  workshops :
 www.ourturn .net
Al l  workshops  are  he ld  v ia  Zoom  dur ing  the

pandemic .  Attend  th i s  workshop  fo r  more

in fo rmat ion  about  the  l aws  ment ioned  i n

th i s  gu ide  and  to  become  e l ig ib le  fo r  a  f ree

one -on -one  consu l ta t ion ,  where  TURN  s ta f f

can  he lp  you  prepare  your  case .  

 

You  know  your  situation  best  and  are  able  to

balance  the  pros  and  cons  of  suing  your  landlord

better  than  anyone  else .

I f  you  made  i t  this  far ,  you  know  a  lot  of  what  you

need  to  know  in  order  to  go  to  court !  It  can  be

scary  to   f i le  a  claim ,  but  you  can  do  i t .  You

deserve  justice .

Conclus ion
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IN  THE END,  IT  IS  YOUR DECIS ION.   

Get more information and advice:

https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ourturn.net%2F&data=04%7C01%7Clina.duiker%40temple.edu%7Cc991c25a43834ef9e0b308d96d611735%7C716e81efb52244738e3110bd02ccf6e5%7C0%7C0%7C637661086065204027%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=XlCjC3yp4IhfRGXtMrGH%2FVA2u6US%2FY%2BfRAJ2elzKbUA%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ourturn.net%2F&data=04%7C01%7Clina.duiker%40temple.edu%7Cc991c25a43834ef9e0b308d96d611735%7C716e81efb52244738e3110bd02ccf6e5%7C0%7C0%7C637661086065204027%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=XlCjC3yp4IhfRGXtMrGH%2FVA2u6US%2FY%2BfRAJ2elzKbUA%3D&reserved=0
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A t t a c h m e n t s
A .  S A M P L E  L E T T E R  T O  L A N D L O R D  ( R E Q U E S T  F O R
R E P A I R S )  

B .  S T E P - B Y - S T E P  D A M A G E S  I N S T R U C T I O N S

C .  D A M A G E S  C A L C U L A T I O N  C H A R T  ( B L A N K )

D .  I N  F O R M A  P A U P E R I S  F O R M  ( F E E  W A I V E R )



2 0

Date :  
To :  

Make  the  repa i r s  myse l f  and  deduct  cos t s  f rom  next  month ' s  rent

Re fuse  to  pay  a l l  or  par t  of  fu tu re  rent s  unt i l  repa i r s  are  made

Deduct  f rom  fu tu re  rent s  the  reduced  va lue  of  my  un i t

Te rminate  my  l ease  and  move  out  

F i le  a  l awsu i t  

Dear  Land lo rd :

 

I  l i ve  i n  your  proper ty  at                                                        .

My  un i t  i s  i n  need  of  repa i r s .  Please  make the  repa i rs  checked on
the  at tached l i s t .  The  repa i r s  shou ld  be  made  by  a  competent

pro fess iona l .  I  wi l l  need  48  hours  not ice  that  you  are  send ing  your

worker s  to  make  repa i r s .  Please  s ta te  i n  your  not ice  when  they  wi l l

a r r i ve  and  how  l ong  they  wi l l  need  to  do  the  work .  

Th i s  i s  a  se r ious  matte r .  Fa i lu re  to  make  these  repa i r s  i s  a  breach

and  v io la t ion  of  my  l ease  which  reduces  the  va lue  of  the  renta l

un i t .  I f  you  do  not  make  the  repa i r s  with in  a  reasonab le  per iod  of

t ime ,  I  wi l l  be  fo rced  to  choose  among  the  fo l lowing  opt ions :  

I  expect  to  hear  f rom  you  soon .  You  can  reach  me  at                       .

S incere l y ,

 

Tenant

R e p a i r  r e q u e s t  ( p g .  1 )



T e n a n t  n a m e :                        A d d r e s s :                        D a t e :                        

EMERGENCY REPAIRS  (24  to  72  HOURS)  

Fire Extinguishers have not been

inspected within the last 12 months

Bannisters are missing on stairs with more

than 3 steps

Broken locks

Broken heater or insufficient heat No or inadequate hot water

Broken or sparking electrical outlets Fuses blow frequently

Broken fire alarms or smoke detectors

Broken or rotten doors or door frames

Exposed wires Rats, mice, bedbugs, or other pests

Toilet runs, leaks or does not flush Stove or fridge do not work

Sewer, toilet, or sinks back up

Missing, cracked, or broken windowsDamaged fire escapes

Clogged sinks

Ceiling or floor leaks

Leaking radiator

Outside concrete stairs or walls are broken

Holes or cracks in the ceilings or walls

Flooding in the basement

Comments:

URGENT REPAIRS  ( 14  DAYS)

MAJOR REPAIRS  (30  DAYS)

Floors are not smooth and secure

Broken or rotted window frames
Lighting fixtures do not work

Uncovered switch or outlet

Ceilings or walls need to be painted

Damp or crumbling basement walls

Broken or rotted window frames

No dead bolt lock on outside doors

Only one outlet with no ceiling light

Inadequate ventilation

Exterior mortar is missing or cracking

Drain pipes and gutters have holes or 

are detached

Inadequate outside lights

No trash storage or pickup

Yard floods

No outlet 
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R e p a i r  r e q u e s t  (p g .  2)



S t e p - b y - S t e p  D a m a g e s  i n s t r u c t i o n s

2 2

W r i t e  d o w n  e a c h  s e p a r a t e  i s s u e  o n  t h e  c h a r t  ( n e x t  p a g e ) .  A
W r i t e  d o w n  h o w  l o n g  e a c h  i s s u e  l a s t e d  i n  m o n t h s .

 1  w e e k  =  . 2 5  m o n t h s ;  2  w e e k s  =  . 5  m o n t h s ,  e t c .
B

E s t i m a t e  w h a t  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  y o u r  h o m e  i s  u n l i v a b l e
b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  h o u s i n g  i s s u e s .  

a .  E s t i m a t e  t h i s  b a s e d  o n  h o w  m a n y  r o o m s  a r e  u n l i v a b l e .
I f  y o u  h a v e  f i v e  r o o m s  t o t a l ,  a n d  t h r e e  o f  t h e m  a r e
u n l i v a b l e  t h e n  3 / 5  ( o r  6 0 % )  o f  y o u r  h o m e  i s  u n l i v a b l e .  
b .  C o n v e r t  t h i s  n u m b e r  t o  a  d e c i m a l

e x .  6 0 %  - - >  . 6 0

C

W r i t e  i n  y o u r  t o t a l  r e n t  p e r  m o n t h .  D

I f  y o u  h a d  a n y  a d d i t i o n a l  e x p e n s e s  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  i s s u e ,
y o u  m i g h t  b e  a b l e  t o  c l a i m  t h o s e  a s  d a m a g e s .  W r i t e  t h e s e
d o w n .

E x .  A n n i e ' s  m a t t r e s s  a n d  c l o t h e s  w e r e  r u i n e d  b y  t h e
l e a k .  S h e  b u y s  a  n e w  m a t t r e s s  f o r  $ 5 0 0  a n d  n e w
c l o t h e s  f o r  $ 3 0 0 .  

F
E C a l c u l a t e  t h e  t o t a l  d a m a g e s  f o r  e a c h  i s s u e  b y  m u l t i p l y i n g

a l l  t h e  c o l u m n s :  B  x  C  x  D  =  E .   

G A d d  a l l  t h e  n u m b e r s  i n  c o l u m n  E  a n d  y o u r  a d d i t i o n a l
e x p e n s e s  f o r  y o u r  t o t a l  d a m a g e s .   

I f  y o u  a r e n ' t  s u r e  a b o u t  s o m e t h i n g ,  t a l k  t o  a  T U R N  c o u n s e l o r .
R e m e m b e r  t o  s a v e  r e c e i p t s  a n d  b r i n g  t h e m  w i t h  y o u  t o  c o u r t .

C O L U M N S T E P



D a m a g e s  C a l c u l a t i o n  c h a r t

USE  THE  INSTRUCTIONS  ON  THE  PREVIOUS  PAGE  TO

CALCULATE  YOUR  DAMAGES .
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A. Issue
B. How many 

months?  

C. Percent of 
the home that is

unlivable (i.e. 50%)

D. Rent 
per month

E. Damages

G. Total
Damages =

Cost of itemsF. Additional expenses
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