Financial Considerations

Senior Airmen (3 yrs) Considering Moving Off-Base

Andrews Family Support Center, Personal Financial Management Program (PFMP): For personal financial counseling appointments, Unit visits, or Educational workshops & Briefing information call 301-981-7087.

Avoiding Financial Trouble: Ten Tips
by Nolo.com, From the Nolo.com Debt & Credit Center
These simple suggestions will help you stay out of financial hot water.
There are no magic rules that will solve everyone's financial troubles. But these suggestions should help you stay out of financial hot water. If you have a family, everyone will have to participate--no one person can do all the work alone. So make sure your spouse or partner, and the kids, understand that the family is having financial difficulties and agree together to take the steps that will lead to recovery. 

1. Create a realistic budget and stick to it. This means periodically checking it and readjusting your figures and spending habits. 

2. Don't impulse buy. When you see something you hadn't planned to buy, don't purchase it on the spot. Go home and think it over. It's unlikely you'll return to the store and buy it. 

3. Avoid sales. Buying a $500 item on sale for $400 isn't a $100 savings if you didn't need the item to begin with. It's spending $400 unnecessarily. 

4. Get medical insurance if at all possible. Even a stopgap policy with a large deductible can help if a medical crisis comes up. You can't avoid medical emergencies, but living without medical insurance is an invitation to financial ruin. 

5. Charge items only if you can afford to pay for them now. If you don't currently have the cash, don't charge based on future income--sometimes future income doesn't materialize. An alternative is to toss all of your credit cards in a drawer (or in the garbage) and to commit to living without credit for a while. 

6. Avoid large rent or house payments. Obligate yourself only for what you can now afford and increase your mortgage payments only as your income increases. Consider refinancing your house if your payments are unwieldy. 

7. Avoid cosigning or guaranteeing a loan for someone. Your signature obligates you as if you were the primary borrower. You can't be sure that the other person will pay. 

8. Avoid joint obligations with people who have questionable spending habits--even a spouse or significant other. If you incur a joint debt, you're probably liable for it all if the other person defaults. 

9. Don't make high-risk investments, such as investments in speculative real estate, penny stocks and junk bonds. Invest conservatively, opting for certificates of deposit, money market funds and government bonds. 

10. Find alternatives to spending money. For a friend's birthday, take her on a picnic rather than to an expensive restaurant. When someone suggests that you meet for lunch, propose meeting at the museum on its free day or going for a walk in the park. Instead of buying book and CDs and renting videos, borrow them for free at a library. 

Four Rules For Renters
1. Get everything in writing.   Anything not specifically outlined in your lease should be put into a written document. Without documentation, you have no proof to back yourself up. For example, if you've reported a repair request to your landlord, and three weeks later it still hasn't been taken care of, you won't be able to go to your landlord and complain. How can you prove that you informed your landlord of the problem if you have no physical evidence to back yourself up? Make sure you write down EVERYTHING from repair requests, to amendments in the lease, to lease termination notifications.  Get these documents signed and dated by your landlord, and you and your roommates should do the same. 

2. Read EVERYTHING before you sign it, and don't sign it if you don't understand.   This rule sounds so simple... but SO MANY PEOPLE don't follow it. The language in a lease is confusing. Don't feel stupid if you don't understand a lease. You should only feel stupid if you sign something without understanding it. Your landlord and the representatives at the place you choose to rent from are not out to hurt you! Don't be afraid to ask them what the lease means. 

3. Remember that a contract is a legally binding document.   The lease can cover everything from what you pay to who's responsible for the yard work. Regardless of what the lease states, if you sign it, you must abide by it. If you break the lease without your landlord's approval, you could end up losing your security deposit & credit. The only exception to this rule is if you, your roommate(s) and your landlord agree to add an amendment. This amendment can nullify or add to the original agreements made in the original lease. The amendment must be signed and dated by all parties involved in the lease. 

4. Don't be afraid to talk to your landlord.   If you're worried about making a payment, or you don't think you're going to be able to fulfill the lease term, talk to your landlord before you do anything. Maybe you'll be able to work out some sort of agreement. While landlords don't have to make any exceptions for you, they'll be much more likely to help you out if you approach them before there's a problem rather than after you've missed a payment, etc.

How Does Your Credit Rate?  Your credit plays an important role in successfully renting your next place.  We suggest you know and check your credit at least twice a year (best preventative measure for ID Theft as well).  Do not be fooled by the bait and hook methods offered on-line for FREE credit reports!  A copy is free when turned down for a loan though.  Since there are three credit reporting bureaus, and you never know which one will be used, check all three at the same time: Immediate online access to all 3 Bureau’s Online Credit Report and Credit Score for only $34.95 (or one for just $9.95) at TrueCredit.Com
New Apartment: What Do You Owe? When you move in to a new apartment, the landlord may charge you more than the first month's rent. Before you sign the lease, make sure you understand exactly what you're going to be charged, and get it in writing. 
Security Deposit: This is mini-landlord insurance. The deposit is equivalent to about one to two month's rent and can cover anything from a broken window to stained carpet. In Maryland the deposits cannot add up to more than two-month's rent.  At the end of your lease, the landlord will conduct an inspection and see whether or not he or she needs to use any of the money on anything damaged beyond the normal "wear and tear" during your stay. State law may only use the security deposit for three purposes: unpaid rent, damages and for cleaning stains or any excessively dirty area. 
Cleaning Fee: Since landlords cannot legally use your security deposit for basic cleaning purposes, some of them choose to include a cleaning fee in your lease. 

Last Month of Rent: Some landlords ask for the last month's rent in advance. This way, if you break your lease without first consulting your landlord, he or she has 30 days to find a new tenant before he or she needs another rent payment. If you're a good tenant, and don't break your lease, then you'll save yourself the trouble of having to worry about getting together your last month of rent. This can be really helpful when you have to deal with all the costs of moving out! 

Pet Deposit: This, too, is a form of mini-landlord insurance typically running somewhere around $300.00. The pet deposit is used to cover any wear and tear caused by your pets. Some landlords also ask for a 'pet fee' once a month ($20-$50) to cover the cost and inconvenience of the lovely pooper-scooping duties. 

Renter's Insurance: Not required but HIGHLY recommended. New people are in and out of apartments all the time, so you don't have the same security that a homeowner does. With that in mind, you ought to invest in Renter's Insurance as protection against theft, water damage and fire. 

Parking: You might not always catch that prime parking space, and depending on where your apartment complex is, this could mean parking on the street. If you're living in the Downtown area of D.C., you might need to feed the parking meter monster or pay for a secured parking lot. Keep this in mind when you search for that dream place. 

Regardless of how many of the deposits and fees the landlord asks you for, make sure these are all outlined in the lease. If they are not, make a list of all of the charges, when they were paid, then date it and have the landlord sign it with you. Keep one copy of this list and give one to your landlord to avoid any problems in the future. 
How Much Rent is Too Much Rent, and Hidden Expenses?
You want what every apartment renter wants: the most comfortable surroundings you can get for the lowest possible monthly rent. Some complexes have gas fireplaces, TV monitors by the front door, drive-through mail service, and office equipment for their tenants, among other creature comforts. Every renter has to consider the importance of amenities like these. Are they important enough to you to merit a rent increase of perhaps $200 - $400 more than the rent you pay now, at a modest yet affordable complex? While some of us consider an apartment as just a place to hang one's hat, others place a premium on home surroundings. But how do you determine how much you can stretch your budget -- without ending up in the poorhouse in the process? 

Spend no more than 25 percent of your monthly gross income on your rent. And although it goes without saying, it's important to remember that the extra money you allocate for rent in a slightly more upscale complex means less money for your other expenses -- utilities, loan payments, entertainment, food, and most important, savings. 

Here's a short checklist of factors you'll want to consider when checking out a neighborhood. Some may mean more to you than others, and you may want to consider additional factors of your own. 

· Is it close to your place of employment? 

· Is the neighborhood safe? 

· Is it close to a good school system? 

· Is it close to your church? 

· Is it close to stores, banks and the post office? 

· Is it close to public transportation? 

· What are the parking regulations (if you own a car)? 

First-time apartment renters share surprise at just how many hidden expenses they encounter. You're going to be subjected to a credit check, and you're required to prove that your gross monthly income is at a certain level, in order to provide your complex with some degree of security that you can pay your rent each month. So if you've overestimated your financial abilities in the past, either failing to make rent payments or credit-card payments, now is the time when that history could come back to haunt you. Here's a brief run-down of some of those hidden expenses -- and pre-move procedures -- of which many renters either are not aware of, or that they simply overlook in the excitement and bustle of moving: 

Security deposits. Security deposits range from $150 to two full month's rent. Some apartments require separate deposits for roommates. Credit application fees are generally $35 to $75. 

Verifiable income. Verifiable gross monthly income is at least three times the monthly rent. For example, a rent of $750 would require a minimum of $2,250 gross monthly income. 

Credit check. A credit check will be conducted by the apartment community or management company representing the community. 

Rental history. Any previous rental history will be verified, and mortgage payments may be included as rental history. Additionally, some communities are also conducting criminal background checks. 

Leases. All apartments require a written lease. Most leases are written for 12 months. Shorter lease terms and month-to-month options often are available at premium rates. 

Utilities. You rent will often include sewer, water, trash, and pest control. Gas and electricity are almost always paid separately by the tenant. 

Budgeting For Your First Apartment
Try setting up a budget, which will help you save money and establish good spending habits before you get out on your own. Guidelines to help you create a reasonable balance of expenses: 


25 to 30% ON HOUSING
8 to 15% ON FOOD
5 to 7% ON HEALTH CARE
7 to 9% ON INSURANCE/PENSIONS
6 to 8% ON CLOTHING
5 to 9% ON ENTERTAINMENT
6 to 10% FOR GENERAL SAVINGS
62 to 88% Total Spent 
These percentages will vary depending on your individual needs, but this is a general guideline. Start saving 25 - 30% of your paycheck for rent while you're still living in the dorm. You'll want to have about three month's rent saved in your account before you move in so that you can pay the security deposit and first month's rent, and then have some left over so that if for some reason you go over budget one month, you won't have to worry about making any payments. 

According to the Statistical Abstract of the United States 1994, the average American spends about 5% of their income on eating out. One easy way to save money is by packing lunch for work or school rather than stopping at a local cafe. You'd be surprised how much of a difference this could make! For instance, Mr. Smith usually leaves work for lunch every day to go to a burger joint. He spends around $5.00 each time. Five dollars a day turns into $25.00 a week, which is $1,300 a year! It's always cheaper to buy in bulk from the grocery store than it is to buy in bulk from a burger barn! For example, if Mr. Smith packed a fruit salad for lunch every day, not only would he be eating healthier food but, he could buy all the fruit he needed for a week for around ten dollars. So instead of spending $1,300 per year on eating out, he'd spend $520 and save nearly $780 a year! 

According to the Insurance Information Institute, in 1995 the average American spent about 16% of their yearly income on transportation. To save money in this category, consider carpooling instead of commuting alone. You might cringe at the thought of ride sharing, but if moving to a new apartment is your ultimate goal, you really should consider it. If Mr. Smith took the bus to work instead of driving, he could eliminate many expenses. By ending the cost of gasoline alone (3% annually according to the Statistics of the United States in 1994), you're saving close to $1000 annually. This doesn't even include the extra money you'll save on car maintenance, etc., and you'll even be helping out the environment. 

So, let's look at the figures so far. According to the Insurance Information Institute, the average American is spending 32% of their income on housing, 16% on transportation and 14% on food (62% of their total income). If you reduce the amount of money allowed for the transportation and food that leaves more for the housing category. For example, by bringing his lunch to work every day as well as using public transportation, Mr. Smith has now increased the amount of money he has for his home by 6%. 

If he chose to, Mr. Smith could also decrease the amount allowed for entertainment, clothing and other unnecessary expenditures, and so could you. Consider going to a dollar movie or even a matinee rather than the $8.00 nighttime movie. Most art exhibits are free. Most theatres offer a "pay what you can night." Rather than taking a date to dinner and a movie, try going on a picnic in the park. It's cheaper, and much more romantic. There are countless options to help you save for that new apartment. 

Helpful Tips: The Millionaire Next Door recommends that in order to build wealth and have a cushion, a rental payment should be no more than half the realized income (income after taxes).  MetLife says you should spend no more than 65% on housing, transportation and food combined. 

Finding a Roommate 101

When choosing the perfect roommate, whether it's your place or you are moving in, a little common sense must be applied. (No Surprises so far)

If it's your place, you may want to know how financially responsible the person moving in is. You can pretty easily find this out by obtaining a consumer credit report, or references from places they have lived before. (Kind of like a job) If you are paranoid you may want to check employment status and criminal record.

Always check with the building or house administration before letting someone move in, as the owner may have issues such as:

-Issues relating to the lease and whose name(s) must be on it
-Issues related to occupancy of the building/apartment

If you are the one who's moving in, many of the same points may apply. Verifying such key points such as that the person truly lives there may be just as important to you before handing over a month or two rent and security deposit.

Once you have determined that you are in the right ballpark, and know the difference between a stranger and a strange person, you are ready to move forward. Getting to know each other a little, agreeing on basic issues such as quiet time, ownership of food, and overnight guests may come in handy and prevent problems in the future. Once the most crucial issues are taken care of, usually all that remains is a little R E S P E C T.

Five Tips for Paying Bills with Roommates


1. Have a monthly meeting at a set time.
2. Assign a person in charge of each bill. 
3. Give each other warning when extra expenses arise.
4. Make bill paying a fun event: cook dinner together, rent a movie, get some beer.
5. Use a tracking and communication tool specially designed to help you and your roommates with money.

Top Ten Reasons why Roommates and Bills Don't Mix

1. Asking for money is totally awkward.
2. Finding out who made that long distance phone call is impossible. 
3. I'm used to my credit card; writing checks is a major pain. 
4. Adding everything up by hand never actually adds up right!
5. Life is way too hectic to remember.
6. When I reimburse someone, I never know what I'm actually paying for. 
7. It's annoying keeping track every time I pay for something for the house. 
8. Calculating every last household item is tedious.
9. Getting everyone home at the same time to discuss bills is hopeless.
10. The post-its, receipts, and scribbled notes scattered around the house are a big mess.

Are You Ready for a Roommate? The following quiz will help you see if you can handle sharing your living space. 

1. Bad day at work, apartment full of people, music is blaring, the people are loud, and they don't look like they're leaving any time soon. You: 
a) take your roommate aside and tell him how angry you are that he threw a party without okaying it through you
b) go to your room, shut the door and cry.
c) pop in one of your CD's and join in
d) go to your room, put in some earplugs and crawl into bed for the night

2. You need to make a phone call to catch up with your significant other. You make the call 

a) in your room with your door shut
b) in the closet with a towel shoved underneath the door (what you say is no one's business but your own)
c) in the living room while your roommate cooks dinner in the kitchen and occasionally interjects into the conversation
d) when your roommate has gone to the grocery store

3. There is a trashcan in the kitchen filled with sour food... but it's your roommate's turn to take out the trash. 

a) You take out the trash for him... but leave the dishes dirty on your night to do the dishes.
b) You ignore the trash until your friend comes over, complains of the smell and empties it for you
c) You take out the trash and remind your roommate that next time he forgets to do it, you'll leave it in his bed.
d) You become irritated and it reminds you of the time your roommate didn't hang up his laundry and you had to do it for him, left the oven on and you were gone all day... time he left that pizza in his room and it molded and stunk up the house

4. Your roommate has the flu. You 

a) Keep him company, but whine about the chances of getting sick yourself, and how you can't afford to miss any work
b) Call your mom and ask what she recommends for a cure
c) rent a couple of funny movies and buy a few boxes of tissues and some cough drops for your roommate
d) stay at a friend's house until he gets better. 

5. Your roommate puts together a dinner. He invited several of his friends and you. You haven't ever met his friends. You are most likely to 

a) sit back and observe - interjecting only when directly asked a question
b) enjoy the meal but not necessarily the company
c) open up to his friends and have a good time chit chatting
d) "eat and run" 

6. You and your roommate get into an argument because he used the alarm and didn't reset it, so you were an hour late for work. 

a) You get over it after a few days but still bring it up to pick at your roommate in future arguments "Oh, yeah, you made me late for work?!"
b) You invite your brother out for coffee, then gripe about your roommate for an hour
c) After a couple of days, you forget what the argument was about and move on. 
d) Buy another alarm and hide it from your roommate 

7. Your roommate was in a cleaning mood and she rearranged the entire kitchen. You 

a) thank her... then start to nitpick. "why are the dish towels next to the oven instead of next to the sink?", "why didn't you..."
b) can't find anything anymore, so you put everything back in it's original place. 
c) are ecstatic. Thank God you don't have to mess with cleaning that mess!
d) turn each of the bottles of spices so that the labels face in the same direction 

8. You come home and hear your roommate crying. You 

a) ask what's wrong... but when she says "nothing" you don't ask again
b) let her cry... if she needs you, she'll come to you. What's going on with her is her business.
c) Ask what's wrong. When she says "nothing" ask if she SURE, and if she still says no you give her a hug and say, “you know where I am if you need me."
d) act like you don't hear her and turn on the T.V. 

If you picked: 

MOSTLY A's - Having a roommate will take some getting used to... but you should be able to handle it. You enjoy your privacy and if you find the right roommate, you should be able to keep most things private. You don't like people you really do not know invading your environment... but once you get past that first awkward stage, you will do okay. You will be better off if you live with an old friend - someone you're already comfortable with and who is willing to live with your picky personality and love you anyway. Do NOT try to find a roommate through an agent locator service. You will only drive each other crazy. 

MOSTLY B's - You aren't quite ready to leave home yet. You like to be taken care of. Overall, you generally keep to yourself. You don't like confrontations. You're incredibly close to your family... which isn't always a bad thing. But do you really want to invite your date back to your place for a cup of coffee and some cuddling in front of the fire... and your parents? If you are financially dependent on your parents, try to wean yourself off of them. You might consider paying them rent. If you've lived under your parent's wings your entire life, it will be hard to become independent... but you have to do it sometime. 

MOSTLY C's - You're more than ready to get out in the real world, and you're probably ready for whatever kind of roommate you run in to. You've got a great sense of humor, but if the situation calls for seriousness, you're responsible enough to handle it. You're very flexible and open-minded. You aren't afraid to meet new people or try new things. If you can't find any friends that need a roommate, you might consider checking out one of those roommate locator services. 

MOSTLY D's - Living with a roommate is not necessarily for you. Unless you can find someone who has a schedule opposite from your own, you'll probably be happier living in a smaller apartment by yourself. You keep to yourself, and you like it that way. You don't like change. You like things to be organized a certain way. You'd rather make coffee at home than go to Starbuck's. You're definitely not a social butterfly. Living with a roommate would make you feel uncomfortable. Unfortunately, that paycheck from Burger World might not give you any option but to search for a roommate who's either just like you or works late when you work early. 

Adding a Roommate to the Lease or Rental Agreement

Get your landlord's approval before a new person moves in

Whether it's love or you just need to replace a departing roommate, check with your landlord before letting a new person move in. Most landlords will insist that the new roommate become a co-tenant, having the same rights and responsibilities as you do.  Obviously, you want to be sure that your new roommate is financially stable and compatible with you. But even if you are satisfied as to your intended co-tenant's stellar qualifications, it doesn't mean the landlord will take your word for it. To increase your chances of getting an official okay, consider these questions before approaching the landlord:

· Will adding a roommate exceed the occupancy limit?
Landlords are entitled to set reasonable limits on the number of occupants per rental unit. 

· Will the new roommate meet your landlord's good-tenant criteria?
Many landlords subject prospective tenants to a thorough screening process, checking credit, employment, rental history and references. Ask your prospective roommate to request a credit report on himself. If the credit report is good, you'll want to hand it to the landlord with your proposed new tenant's application. Since the landlord will almost surely do this as well, doing it first gives you the opportunity to develop a plausible explanation for any negative information -- for example, a prior eviction or bankruptcy. 

Unless you are on fairly close personal terms with your landlord, it's usually a good idea to write your landlord a note about your desire to add a roommate. This gives the landlord an unpressured opportunity to think about it. It is also your chance to sell your proposal by pointing out that your rental is big enough for another tenant and, assuming you already have someone lined up, that your new roommate will be a great tenant.

Adding a Roommate to the Lease or Rental Agreement If your intended roommate passes the landlord's credit and background checks, the landlord will probably ask both of you to sign a new lease or written month-to-month agreement. From your landlord's point of view, this is far more than a formality, since it makes the new arrival a co-tenant who is 100% liable to pay rent and make good on any damage. It's also desirable from your perspective, because it makes it completely clear that your new roommate shares the same legal rights and responsibilities as you do.

More Roommates. More Rent. A landlord who agrees to an additional co-tenant will probably ask for an increase in the rent, on the theory that more residents means more wear and tear. By signing a new lease or rental agreement, you are in effect starting a new tenancy, so the landlord can increase rent immediately, rather than give you the usual 30 days' notice (for a month-to-month rental agreement) or wait until the lease ends. Unless your rental unit is covered by rent control -- or if the landlord is using a big rent increase as a not-so-subtle way to discriminate against you for an illegal reason -- your landlord can ask for as much extra money as the market will bear.

Security Deposit Increases. The landlord also has the legal right to change other conditions of your tenancy when you add a roommate and sign a new agreement. One change that is particularly likely is an increase in the security deposit. However, this is one area where the sky is not the limit, because many states limit the amount of security deposits. Usually the limit is a multiple of the monthly rent. Keep in mind that if the deposit is already at the maximum, but the landlord raises the rent for the new occupant, the maximum-security deposit goes up, too.

Making Rent Payments with Roommates
Once you decide to have an apartment with roommates determine how rental payments will be handled. Three ways you can set up the lease: 

a) All roommates sign the lease, and all are then "Jointly and Severally Liable" for rent and damages
b) One person basically is "landlord" of the apartment, renting one or more rooms to other people through "subletting."
c) You and your roommates create your own contract. 

Subletting is complicated, but it is a great way to have legal backup in the event that you have irresponsible roommates. For example, Joe, Frank and Bill move in together, and they all sign a basic lease (making each party "Jointly and Severally Liable." Joe and Frank are responsible roommates, and have their payments ready on the first of the month, but Bill is broke. Frank and Joe, then, must come up with Bill's rent money since they are all on the same lease together. If they only submit their portion of the rent, the landlord can legally evict all three tenants - even though Bill is the only tenant at fault. 

However, if Joe, Frank and Bill had been subletting the apartment - Joe is the sublessor, Frank and Bill are the sublessees, Bill could have been held legally responsible. In this situation, Joe would basically be the landlord of their apartment. He would be responsible for all landlord duties - one of which is collecting rent from his sublessees (Frank and Bill) and turning it in to the landlord of the complex. If, as a sublessee, Bill failed to pay his rent, Joe could evict him from the apartment, or take the rent out of his security deposit, and Joe and Frank would be free to stay in the apartment without being punished for Bill's unpaid rent. 

Some complexes do not allow subletting. If this is the case in your complex, it is be wise to protect yourself and your roommates by designing a written contract that spells out your obligations to each other, such as what portion of rent each will pay, responsibility for damages, division of payment for utilities, duration of the rental period, responsibility for finding a replacement upon early termination, and payment of rent until a replacement is found.- which may be better in the long run because in subletting, one person must take on more responsibility as landlord and this could cause battles for power in the household. 

Joe, Frank and Bill could set up a contract stating exactly how much rent each party is responsible for: 

	I, Joe Blow will pay $250.00 rent money on the fifteenth day of each month by five o'clock PM. 

I, Frank Dunn will pay $250.00 rent money on the fifteenth day of each month by five o'clock PM. 

I, Bill Schnill will pay $250.00 rent money on the fifteenth day of each month by five o'clock PM. 

Signed: 

Joe Blow 

Frank Dunn 

Bill Schnill 


They could then get this document notarized for legal verification. In the event that one of the parties did not pay the $250.00 on the fifteenth day of a certain month by five p.m., the other two parties could take legal action against him and avoid a bad mark on their rental history record. Notarization usually costs fewer than ten dollars, and Notaries are easy to find. This simple contract could save you and your responsible roommates from any legal problems in the future. 

Signing a Roommate Pre-nup
You're just graduating from college. You and your new roommate are moving into your first off-campus apartment. Now you can just kick back, relax, and enjoy the real world. Right? Wrong! The real world walks hand in hand with real responsibility. Just as there are new freedoms and new opportunities, there are also new things to consider. One thing that's incredibly helpful, but generally overlooked, is knowing how to lay some ground rules with your new roommate. 

So you're thinking "Hey! I'm moving in with my best friend since 1st grade! We've never had any problems getting along. We'll have a great time!" Well, maybe so... but you can never predict what might happen once you start sharing everything from the same kitchen to the same bathtub. Maybe your great friend won't seem so great after she's "forgotten" to pay the rent for the past three months. If you merely talked about who would pay what when, and didn't write it down, you're legally up a creek. Verbal agreements are worthless. Just watch an episode of Judge Judy. Before you end up in small claims court, you need to make sure you have an agreement in writing so that everyone understands what his or her responsibilities are supposed to be, even if he or she chooses not to live up to them. 

You want to make the move from campus to the real life as smooth as possible, and one step towards smoothness is to check out Janet Portman and Marcia Stewart's book:Quick & Legal: Renters' Rights, Nolo Press. Not only does it have great tips on dealing with roommates, but it also "gives the bottom line on your rights as a renter, including your rights to privacy, a livable home, the proper use of your security deposit and fair, nondiscriminatory treatment from your landlord." 

Here is what the authors suggest you put together in a written contract before you move in with your lifelong friend: The contract should discuss: 

· RENT: Who is going to pay it, and how much are they going to pay? 

· SPACE: Who gets to stay in which room? 

· CLEANING: Is there going to be a set schedule? Who's responsible for which duty? 

· FOOD: Are you sharing, or do you each have your own sections of the refrigerator? 

· GUESTS: Is it okay to have boyfriends/girlfriends stay the night? How many times a week? 

· NOISE: What time is "quiet time"? 

· MOVING OUT: If one roommate decides to move out... how much notice should they give the other(s)? 

· SPATS: How will you handle disagreements? If it doesn't work out, who has to leave? 

Be careful how you present the idea of a written agreement, because it can be misconstrued. Example: 

"Hey, Before we move in I think we should have a written agreement laying out some ground rules." (Smile.) 

"What? You don't trust me? WRITTEN AGREEMENT?? I can't believe this! Isn't my word good enough for you? Forget it, I'm not moving in. You'll have to get another roommate because I'm never talking to you again!" (slams the door on the way out. ) 

Hopefully, your new roommate won't go this ballistic, but to avoid the possibility, stress that this contract is all about equality. Reassure your roommate that the agreement protects her just as much as it protects you. You and your roommate(s) should contribute equally to both creating the agreement, and also following through with the rules. 

So if you're planning on moving in with a roommate, understand you're going to have plenty to worry about - from who buys the small stuff like dish washing detergent and toilet paper to which one of you is going to shell out for the vacuum cleaner. So, save yourself some stress, pick up Quick & Legal: Renters' Rights, and avoid many of the roommate issues before they become a case for Judge Judy. 

How To Handle A Deadbeat Roommate 

Dealing with a Deadbeat: What's Your Recourse When Your Roommate Doesn't Pay? 

While living in a Boston brownstone during my college days, I witnessed an extreme and yet effective rebellion executed by two "neatniks" against their sloppy roommate. 

Having grown tired of the six-month-old pizza crusts under his bed, the snow-covered tennis shoes and dirty clothing piled on the fire escape and the general stench emanating from one-third of the room, the sanitary duo simply took a roll of duct tape, outlined the messy third and laid down the law: Their sloppy roomie was not to cross that line (nicknamed "The Berlin Wall") - or else. 

The next morning, having endured 12 hours of hateful stares from the two pairs of eyes on the other side of the room, the slob arrived at my door, suitcase in hand, donning a wrinkled flannel shirt and a week's worth of facial hair from which stray pieces of popcorn dangled. "Can I crash here for a while?" he asked. I was about to ruin my reputation as an old softie. I looked him in the eye and said it clearly, unequivocally: "No." 

We've all shared space with the "roommate from hell," whether it was your kid brother or the college roomie for whom personal hygiene was optional. 

Ideally, the chore of tolerating the presence of irresponsible or otherwise annoying roommates is something we're supposed to leave behind when college is over. But ask the growing number of singles who, in the face of rising costs of living, are taking in roommates for lack of better options. For some of these homeowners and renters, it's back to college again. Lax standards of cleanliness, loud partying into the wee hours of the morning and unexpected guests are all common complaints. 

If a roommate's habits don't match yours -- for example, loud music or a steady stream of strangers parading through your home holding duplicate keys -- a serious talk may be enough to halt the behavior. But what do you do about a "deadbeat" roommate -- one who consistently fails to pay his or her share of the rent or mortgage? Do you have any recourse? 

Your situation depends largely upon the terms of your lease. If your name is the only name on the lease, and you're serving as landlord to your roommate (in other words, if you and your roommate drew up your own lease either verbally or on paper), you can exercise the same right that your own landlord would if you failed to pay your rent -- you can evict him or her. 

If both you and your roommate signed a master lease with the landlord of your property, then, unfortunately, you may be up the proverbial creek. 

You're both held equally responsible for your roommate's failure to come up with his or her half of the rent. So you can't pay your half and then complain to your landlord that your roommate is a deadbeat. Instead, you've got to come up with the remaining balance on your own, regardless of how much that balance is. 

If you can't come up with the money to cover the balance, and your landlord evicts both of you, you can't defend yourself by pointing to the fact that your roommate failed to pay his or her portion of the rent. That argument simply won't protect you. You may be tempted to play vigilante with your deadbeat roommate by locking him/her out of your home, but don't do it -- that's called a "constructive eviction" not allowed. Instead, leave the disciplinary action to your landlord because you risk violating your lease, not to mention the law, if you take matters into your own hands. 

However, you might be able to redeem yourself if you convince your roommate to move out immediately and without contention. At that point, you can approach your landlord, tell him or her that your deadbeat roommate is vacating the premises, and that you're actively seeking a new roommate through an ad in the paper, the Internet, signs posted at a local graduate school, etc. 

By taking these actions, you're demonstrating to your landlord that you're working to rectify the situation as soon as possible and can pay your rent in full if given the opportunity with a more responsible roommate. 

If your landlord agrees to give you a chance, by no means are you exempt from coming up with your entire monthly rent until you've found a new roommate. You must be capable of doing so, and make that clear to your landlord when you plead your case. Don't be surprised, either, if your landlord first requires you to pay the outstanding balance your ex-roommate failed to cover. 

If your landlord refuses your request, there's not much you can do. It's well within your landlord's rights to say no. Some landlords burned by deadbeat tenants in the past won't budge. And if that's the case, get ready to find a new place to live. 

What if your deadbeat roomie refuses to leave the premises? 

You have two concerns. 

You have a lease with the landlord and you have an arrangement with your roomie. Since the lease is a contract, you may be able to resolve a number of problems by taking it to a legal clinic or attorney for a quick review. 

At the same time, you don't want to breach your agreement or be evicted. Speak to the landlord, explain the situation, see if there is a way to resolve the problem. Remember, though, that landlords may report the failure to pay rent to credit agencies, meaning that your attempts in the future to purchase a car, get a credit card, or buy a home could be hampered by a broken lease. 

Getting in your landlord's good graces now by demonstrating your cooperation in the matter may prevent him or her from reporting you to credit bureaus or from hunting you down later in an attempt to obtain back rent. See if you can help the landlord find replacement tenants. Maybe your roommate will move out and you can find another one -- if the landlord has deposit money from your roommate this may work out without harm to the landlord. Remember the landlord's goal to have good tenants, not chase you. It's clearly in your best interest to stay on your landlord's good side, but vacate quickly if required and do what you can to honor the lease. 

Leases and Rental Agreements FAQ, From the Nolo.com Landlords & Tenants Center

What you need to know to create a fair, legally valid agreement--and what happens if landlord or tenant wants to break it. 

Why is it important to sign a lease or rental agreement?

The lease or rental agreement is the key document of the tenancy, setting out important issues such as: 

· the length of the tenancy 

· the amount of rent and deposits the tenant must pay 

· the number of people who can live on the rental property 

· who pays for utilities 

· whether the tenant may have pets 

· whether the tenant may sublet the property 

· the landlord's access to the rental property, and 

· who pays attorney fees if there is a lawsuit.

Leases and rental agreements should always be in writing, even though most states allow them to be oral (spoken). While oral agreements may seem easy and informal, they often lead to disputes. If a tenant and landlord later disagree about key agreements, such as whether or not the tenant can sublet, the end result is all too likely to be a court argument over who said what to whom, when and in what context. This is particularly a problem with long-term leases, so courts in most states will not enforce oral agreements after the passage of one year.

What's the difference between a rental agreement and a lease?

The biggest difference is the period of occupancy. A written rental agreement provides for a tenancy of a short period (often 30 days). The tenancy is automatically renewed at the end of this period unless the tenant or landlord ends it by giving written notice, typically 30 days. For these month-to-month rentals (meaning the rent is paid monthly), the landlord can change the terms of the agreement with proper written notice, subject to any rent control laws. This notice is usually 30 days, but can be shorter in some states if the rent is paid weekly or bi-weekly, or if the landlord and tenant agree. 

A written lease, on the other hand, gives a tenant the right to occupy a rental unit for a set term--most often for six months or a year but sometimes longer--if the tenant pays the rent and complies with other lease provisions. Unlike a rental agreement, when a lease expires it does not usually automatically renew itself. A tenant who stays on with the landlord's consent will generally be considered a month-to-month tenant.

In addition, with a fixed-term lease, the landlord cannot raise the rent or change other terms of the tenancy during the lease, unless the changes are specifically provided for in the lease, or the tenant agrees.

What happens if a tenant breaks a long-term lease?

As a general rule, a tenant may not legally break a lease unless the landlord significantly violates its terms--for example, by failing to make necessary repairs, or by failing to comply with an important law concerning health or safety. A few states have laws that allow tenants to break a lease because of health problems or job relocation require a permanent move. 

A tenant who breaks a lease without good cause will be responsible for the remainder of the rent due under the lease term. In most states, however, a landlord has a legal duty to try to find a new tenant as soon as possible--no matter what the tenant's reason for leaving--rather than charge the tenant for the total remaining rent due under the lease.

When can a landlord legally break a lease and end a tenancy?

A landlord may legally break a lease if a tenant significantly violates its terms or the law--for example, by paying the rent late, keeping a dog in violation of a no-pets clause in the lease, substantially damaging the property or participating in illegal activities on or near the premises, such as selling drugs. 

A landlord must first send the tenant a notice stating that the tenancy has been terminated. State laws set out very detailed requirements as to how a landlord must write and deliver (serve) a termination notice. Depending on what the tenant has done wrong, the termination notice may state that the tenancy is over and warn the tenant that he or she must vacate the premises or face an eviction lawsuit. Or, the notice may give the tenant a few days to clean up his or her act--for example, pay the rent or find a new home for the dog. If the tenant fixes the problem or leaves as directed, no one goes to court. If a tenant doesn't comply with the termination notice, the landlord can file a lawsuit to evict the tenant.

Deposits & Fees, Rights and obligations on security deposits and more

The Security Deposit: Your Rights

Honor the terms that guarantee the receipt of your security deposits. Fail to clean up the apartment before vacating and surprised weeks later when a letter arrives in the mail, informing deductions have been made from the deposit. Depending upon the condition of the apartment when the tenant vacated, those deductions can either cancel out a deposit or even exceed it.  What if you cleaned your apartment thoroughly before you moved out, and you haven't received your deposit in the mail yet? What exactly is a security deposit, and what are your rights as a tenant in relation to the payment and return of the deposit? 

You'll usually be required to put down a deposit when you decide to rent an apartment, condominium or house. In particularly competitive multifamily housing markets, this deposit may be waived in order to dangle the carrot in front of prospective renters. A security deposit, in a sense, is payment up front for any damages you may cause in your home during your period of residency. You pay the deposit with the assurance by your landlord or leasing representative that you'll be repaid the deposit in full if your unit passes inspection upon move-out. Deposit amounts vary greatly, from $0 to as much as two full months of rent. Their full return is often a godsend when you're facing the expense of moving (telephone, electricity and cable hook-up and movers' fees, not to mention your first month's rent and security deposit). 

"Damage" essentially means serious damage -- a broken window, a door hanging off its hinges, a cigarette burn on a countertop or carpet. Deductions from your deposit generally are not made for the expected signs of wear and tear in your apartment -- a little dirt on the carpet or a piece of linoleum that's lifting up in the kitchen, for example. Obviously, it's incentive for the tenant to take good care of his or her unit, and from the landlord/management company's perspective, it makes good sense to have the financial assurance that you'll be able to repair any damage caused to the unit you're about to rent to a stranger. The security deposit also may cover any other charges or fees the tenant has not paid upon move-out time. 

So how do you ensure that you'll get back the full amount of your deposit? Your lease (the "security" portion) will usually outline for you the terms of the receipt of your deposit in full. If it doesn't, ask your landlord or leasing agent to put those terms in writing before you move in. You can expect to see the following stipulations: 

  Occupation of the apartment, condo or house for the entire period of your lease; 

  Payment of your rent in full each month, and on time; 

  Written notice of your intent to move out, given to the landlord/leasing agent at least 30 days prior to the date your lease officially ends (generally the last day of the month, and be sure to keep a copy for yourself); 

  A clean apartment/condo/house that meets the requirements for inspection, as outlined by your lease; and 

  General fulfillment of all of the terms of your lease. 

To prevent any surprises, clean your apartment thoroughly in accordance with the terms of your lease, then schedule an appointment either with your landlord or management company representative for an informal inspection. This request is usually very much appreciated, and it gives you the chance to correct any oversights your landlord/leasing agent spots -- saving both of you considerable hassles, financial and otherwise. When you moved into your apartment, you filled out an inventory checklist that gave you the opportunity to state any damages to the unit, for which the management staff would not hold you responsible. Maintenance staff would have corrected such problems within reason and financial ability; and if they couldn't, you still would not be held responsible for the damage. During the inspection process, both you and the management representative can refer to this checklist and use it as a basis for comparison. 

Formal inspections sometimes take place after the tenant has already moved out of the unit. If you can arrange it, it's in your best interests to be present when the formal inspection is taking place. Upon its conclusion, have the landlord/leasing agent sign and date the move-out inventory form in front of you, and keep a copy for yourself. In the event that you don't receive the amount of deposit back that you have been promised, you'll have a document in writing that verifies the payment you should receive. You may also consider purchasing a disposable camera for use during the formal inspection. Photographs can go a long way toward pleading your case if you encounter any problems with compensation of your deposit. 

Before you move out, be sure to leave your former landlord/management representative your new address if you want to receive your deposit as quickly as possible. Don't slip the address through the leasing office's mail slot after hours; make sure you hand it directly to a staff member. In exchange for your address, the landlord/management representative should hand you a receipt that lists your forwarding address (proving that you did, indeed, leave it behind) and verifies the termination date of your lease, as well as the day you left the premises and returned the key to your unit. 

If you've left your forwarding address behind, you can expect to receive your deposit in the mail within 30 days; in fact, the landlord/management company is required by law to mail your deposit to you -- along with an itemized and detailed list of any deductions -- within 30 days. If you left your forwarding address behind and more than 30 days have passed without payment, call your former landlord or management company. While the delay could have resulted from the check being lost in the mail, it's more likely that your paperwork has gotten lost in the shuffle. If one friendly reminder doesn't bring you your deposit quickly, it may be time to consider legal assistance. If you've rented a unit with a large, household name management company, chances are good you'll receive payment quickly and efficiently, along with a thorough explanation of any deductions. Within the majority of major cities, the multifamily housing climate is so competitive that management companies and even landlords of smaller properties can't afford not to be agreeable with their tenants. On both the management and tenant side, the old adage applies: You'll catch more flies with honey. So keep the lines of communication open, own up to any damage you know you caused, and you'll receive the maximum amount you have coming. 

What Can Your Landlord Charge For? From the Nolo.com Landlords & Tenants Center

Know what costs your landlord is permitted to deduct from your security deposit. 

Typically, landlords may charge tenants for any cleaning or repairs necessary to restore the rental unit to its condition at the beginning of the tenancy. Landlords may not, however, use the tenant's security deposit to cover the costs of ordinary wear and tear.

	Ordinary Wear and Tear:
Landlord's Responsibility
	Damage or Excessive Filth:
Tenant's Responsibility

	Curtains faded by the sun
	Cigarette burns in curtains or carpets

	Water-stained linoleum by shower
	Broken tiles in bathroom

	Minor marks on or nicks in wall
	Large marks on or holes in wall

	Dents in the wall where a door handle bumped it
	Door off its hinges

	Moderate dirt or spotting on carpet
	Rips in carpet or urine stains from pets

	A few small tack or nail holes in wall
	Lots of picture holes or gouges in walls that require patching as well as repainting

	A rug worn thin by normal use
	Stains in rug caused by a leaking fish tank

	Worn gaskets on refrigerator doors
	Broken refrigerator shelf

	Faded paint on bedroom wall
	Water damage on wall from hanging plants

	Dark patches of ingrained soil on hardwood floors that have lost their finish and have been worn down to bare wood
	Water stains on wood floors and windowsills caused by windows being left open during rainstorms

	Warped cabinet doors that won't close
	Sticky cabinets and interiors

	Stains on old porcelain fixtures that have lost their protective coating
	Grime-coated bathtub and toilet

	Moderately dirty mini-blinds
	Missing mini-blinds

	Bathroom mirror beginning to "de-silver"
	Mirrors caked with lipstick and makeup (black spots)

	Clothes dryer that delivers cold air because the thermostat has given out
	Dryer that won't turn at all because it's been over-loaded

	Toilet flushes inadequately because mineral deposits have clogged the jets
	Toilet won't flush properly because it's stopped up with a diaper


Insurance Is a Must for Renters

A young woman in the Waldorf area returned home from work to discover a tragedy at her apartment building. A fire had completely gutted her one-bedroom apartment -- as well as two other units -- and destroyed every possession she owned. 

In Suitland, a tenant left a stack of boxes in a hallway outside the apartment door. A nearby resident came out of his apartment, stumbled over the boxes and fell down a flight of stairs. The victim suffered serious back injuries. 

The Waldorf woman was shocked when she discovered the landlord's insurance didn't cover her personal property. And the Alexandria tenant who placed the boxes in the hallway was slapped with a major liability lawsuit. 

Neither tenant had renter's insurance which would have covered their situations. But consider the cases of renters who carried the insurance when misfortune struck. 
 
Another Southern Maryland renter owned a dog, which bit a neighbor's child. The parents sued the dog owner for $4,000. 
 
Renter's insurance is relatively inexpensive. It runs as little as $240 annually, about the price of an ounce of Donna Karan perfume. And many large apartment operators will let tenants pay the insurance in monthly installments with their rent. 

But not many apartment residents around the country carry the insurance -- even though more affluent renters can have $40,000 to $50,000 worth of personal belonging in their homes. 

Suzana Gall, an executive with Project Sentinel, a nonprofit rental housing mediation service in suburban San Francisco, called it a mistake not to have the insurance. 

"Anybody who has life insurance or car insurance should probably have renter's insurance," she said. "There are people who like to live risky. But people for whom peace of mind is important should have renter's insurance." 

Why don't more renters carry protection against possible financial losses? Apartment owners and managers and insurance industry execs said most renters believe they don't need renter's insurance because the property owner is required to take care of any losses they may suffer. 

There's no question but that landlords are responsible for losses arising out of owners' negligence. Renters, however, are responsible for the financial burden of losses created by their own negligence. 

"All too often, renters don't understand that they're responsible if they start a grease fire in a kitchen," said Jim Potter, regional sales director at American Banker's Insurance Group in Santa Ana. "They're responsible not only for their unit, but for the unit next door and any others that are damaged." Many renters don't know that renter's insurance exist. Others simply just never get around to buying the insurance or opt to take their chances that mishaps will swerve around them. 

Potter said some apartment residents have an "it won't happen to me" attitude. But it does. Insurance firms said apartment fires and theft are the leading reasons tenants suffer losses. Water problems caused by an overflowing tub or sink is another major problem.. 

Typically, a tenant falls asleep or becomes distracted while drawing a tub. "The telephone rings and 45 minutes later, they've ruined their neighbor's apartment" below them. 

If the distracted tenant does not have renters insurance in such a case, the landlord's insurance carrier will pay for damage to the building and then may seek to recover the costs directly from the renter. 

Tenants in the lower apartment whose personal belongings are ruined also may get into the act. If the tenants don't have their own renter's insurance, they may have to sue the negligent tenant to recover their losses. 

Renter's insurance also protects tenants against personal injury lawsuit. It's especially invaluable at a time when there is an influx of young people stepping out of college and into high-salaried jobs.

Someone may come to your apartment and trip on a throw rug. "If they break a tooth, they're going to want to be compensated. You (the tenant) now make $85,000 a year and you have a net worth. You become a deep pocket." 

Tenants who lose their personal effects in fires, tornadoes, hurricanes or floods also are not protected absent renter's insurance. 

The bottom line: Tenants, whether well off or just getting by, should carry renter's insurance. That way, you won't be starting from scratch at a time when you can least afford it.  

1. Have a monthly meeting at a set time.
2. Assign a person in charge of each bill. 
3. Give each other warning when extra expenses arise.
4. Make bill paying a fun event: cook dinner together, rent a movie, get some beer.
5. Use a tracking and communication tool specially designed to help you and your roommates with money.Top of Form
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