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Tenants: If you need repairs 

 

 You can find all the fact sheets, guides, and Do It Yourself resources we 

link to here at WashingtonLawHelp.org. 

Should I read this? 

Yes, you should read this if you rent the place where you live in Washington State 

and you want to learn about your options for repair remedies under federal, state 

and local laws. We explain:  

 How to get repairs done to your rental unit as provided in the state 

Residential Landlord-Tenant Act (“the Act”) – you can read this law at RCW 

59.18 

 How to get unsafe or uninhabitable premises inspected 

Before you read this: 

 Read this whole guide carefully before you try to use any of these remedies.  

 To use the Act’s repair remedies, you must be up to date on your rent and 

any utilities in your name. Also, under the Act, you cannot withhold rent, 

even if the landlord does not make repairs. (See “Can I Withhold Rent?” 

below.) 

 The Act describes the legal duties for both you and the landlord. If you want 

to use the Act’s repair remedies, you must do what the Act says in good faith.  

What are my duties as a tenant? 

Read our Your rights as a tenant in Washington State guide to learn your legal 

responsibilities as a tenant.  

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=59.18
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=59.18
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=59.18
http://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/your-rights-as-a-tenant-in-washington
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What are the landlord's repair and maintenance duties? 

This guide only explains the landlord’s repair and maintenance responsibilities 

under the Act. The landlord also has other legal responsibilities, such as the duties 

not to discriminate and not to do unlawful lockouts, utility shutoffs, or property 

seizures. You can learn more by reading any of these:  

 Your rights as a tenant in Washington State  

 Tenants are protected from discrimination based on source of income 

 My landlord locked me out 

 

The landlord must: 

 Keep the place fit for you to live in the whole time you live there. 

 Keep the place up so that it meets, as much as possible, all state and local 

laws that protect your health and safety. 

 Keep all structural components (chimney, roof, floors, walls and so on) in 

reasonably good repair and usable. 

 Keep any shared or common areas reasonably clean, safe, and sanitary. 

 Provide for control of insects, rodents, and other pests, except when you 

caused the infestation. (The landlord of a single-family home does not have 

to control pests that show up after you move in.) 

 Make repairs and arrangements needed to put and keep the place in the 

condition that the law or rental agreement says it should have been at the 

start of your tenancy, except where the condition is due to normal wear and 

tear.  

 Give you adequate locks and keys and safeguard master or duplicate keys. 

 Maintain all electrical, plumbing, heating, and other facilities and appliances 

supplied by the landlord. 

 Keep the place reasonably weather tight. 

http://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/your-rights-as-a-tenant-in-washington
https://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/tenants-new-legal-protection-from-discrimination-based-on-source-of-income
https://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/my-landlord-locked-me-out-what-can-i-do
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 Make sure you have garbage cans and arrange for regular removal of waste, 

except in the case of a single-family home. 

 Provide facilities adequate to supply heat and water, including hot water. 

 Give you written notice about fire safety precautions, except in the case of 

single-family homes. This includes notice that the rental unit is equipped 

with smoke detectors and your duty to keep them up. 

The landlord must not: 

 Rent you a place that has been condemned or declared unlawful to occupy. 

 Intentionally shut off any of your utilities, including water, heat, electricity, or 

gas, except temporarily for needed repairs. (Read My landlord shut off my 

utilities! to learn more.) 

 Take revenge (called retaliating) against you for your good faith complaints 

about health and safety issues to government authorities or good faith 

attempts to enforce your rights under the Act. (See “Retaliation,” below.) 

The landlord’s liability 

 The landlord may be liable for damages and penalties (including refund of 

any prepaid deposit or rent, or for relocation assistance) for intentionally 

renting you a place that has been condemned or declared unlawful to occupy. 

 The landlord is not liable for defective conditions caused by you, your family, 

or your guests.  

 The landlord is not liable for defective conditions caused by your 

unreasonable refusal to let the landlord enter to make repairs. 

My rental needs repairs. What should I do?  

You must give written notice!  

First you must give the landlord, the landlord’s agent, or the person who collects the 

rent written notice of what needs fixing, even if they already know about the 

needed repairs and/or you have already told them verbally.  

https://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/my-landlord-shut-off-my-utilities
https://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/my-landlord-shut-off-my-utilities
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A sample notice asking for repairs is below. If you use this letter, attach copies of 

RCW.18.060 and RCW 18.070 to it.  

What exactly should I put in my notice?  

You should include your name, the date, the owner’s name or the name of the 

owner’s agent, your address, and a description of what needs repair. Be detailed! 

Go through the entire place, listing needed repairs room-by-room, and any repairs 

needed to the outside or common areas.  

The Act requires you to “deliver” a notice asking for repairs. To prove “delivery,” 

you should either send the notice by certified mail and regular U.S. mail or hand 

deliver it to the landlord or the person who collects the rent (try to have a neutral 

witness to the delivery so you can prove it in court later).  

 If the owner is different from the manager, you can send both the owner 

and manager copies of the notice. You do not have to, but it might help 

you later if you must go to court. 

You should keep, for your records, copies of all notices delivered to the landlord, 

along with the lease, any rent receipts, and any written notices or letters from the 

landlord.  

What must the landlord do after getting notice? 

The landlord must start making repairs as soon as possible after getting your 

written notice, but no later than: 

 24 hours to restore heat, hot or cold water, electricity, or fix a condition that 

poses an immediate hazard to life. 

 72 hours to fix a refrigerator, range and oven, or major plumbing fixture 

supplied by the landlord. 

 10 days to make repairs in all other cases. 

If the landlord cannot meet these timelines due to circumstances beyond their 

control, they must still have the repairs finished as soon as possible. Try to get the 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=59.18.060
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landlord to tell you how long she expects the repairs to take if she cannot meet these 

timelines.  

What can I do if the landlord does not make repairs? 

If the landlord does not make repairs within a reasonable time after you deliver 

your written notice, and after the 24-hour, 72-hour or 10-day period to start repairs 

has expired, you can: 

 Move out:  You may end the rental agreement by giving the landlord written 

notice and moving out immediately without further obligation under the 

rental agreement. Even if your lease term has not ended, you will not be 

responsible for paying rent after the day you move out and you will be 

entitled to a refund of any prepaid rent and the security deposit under the 

security deposit rules. Read Your Rights as a Tenant in Washington and Can I 

Get My Security Deposit Back? To learn more. 

 File a lawsuit: You can sue the landlord in state court for any remedy 

provided by the Act or other law.  

 Arbitration or mediation:  If the landlord agrees, you may try to settle the 

dispute through arbitration or mediation.  

 Try other remedies:  There are other remedies under the Act. (See next 2 

sections, and the sections “What is Repair and Deduct” and “What is Rent 

Escrow”.) 

The landlord refuses to make repairs. What can I do? 

You can use the remedies we describe in “What is Repair and Deduct” and “What is 

Rent Escrow,” but only if you are up to date in your rent and utilities payments, and 

the landlord does not start repairs within the required time after getting your 

written notice. 

Can I withhold rent? 

No. The Act says you cannot withhold rent, even if the landlord has not made 

repairs. If you do:  

http://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/your-rights-as-a-tenant-in-washington
http://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/can-i-get-my-security-deposit-back
http://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/can-i-get-my-security-deposit-back
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 You lose the right to use the repair remedies under the Act.  

 The landlord can issue a 14-day “pay or vacate” notice and start an unlawful 

detainer (eviction) action in court. Read My landlord just gave me a 14-Day 

Notice to Pay Rent or Vacate  to learn more.  

What is “Repair and Deduct”?  

This is a remedy you can use when your landlord does not make repairs even after 

you gave proper written notice. If the landlord has not started the repair within the 

required time after getting your notice, or does not promptly finish the repairs, and 

you cannot or do not want to move out, you can have the repair done yourself and 

deduct the cost of the repair from future rent payments. You can only deduct up to 2 

months’ rent.  

Before making any repairs, you must give your landlord a written estimate of the 

cost and a chance to inspect the work that was done. Then you can deduct an 

amount up to 2 months’ rent from future rent payments.  

Example 1: Your rent is $750 a month. You made a repair in March costing $1,500. 

You could deduct $750 from the April rent and another $750 from the May rent and 

not pay any rent for April or May.  

Example 2: Your rent is $750 a month. The repair cost $1,000. You could deduct 

$750 from April’s rent and $250 from May’s rent. You must still pay the remaining 

$500 for May rent. 

 You cannot deduct more for each repair than 2 months’ rent. You cannot 

deduct more than 2 months’ rent in any 12-month period. 

What are the rules for using Repair and Deduct?  

You must: 

 Be up to date in rent and utilities payments in your name.  

 Deliver a written notice to the landlord or person who collects the rent. There 

is a sample notice below. 

https://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/my-landlord-just-gave-me-a-14-day-notice-to-pay-rent-or-vacate
https://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/my-landlord-just-gave-me-a-14-day-notice-to-pay-rent-or-vacate
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 Wait until the 24 hours, 72 hours, or 10 days has run before going ahead with 

the repair and deduct remedy.  

 By regular mail or hand delivery, you must give the landlord your own good 

faith written estimate of the repair cost. Your estimate should say if a licensed 

or registered repair person must do it. It must also say if the repair cost will be 

more than 2 months’ rent. You must arrange to pay the repair person. 

 You must give the landlord written notice when the repairs are done and 

available for the landlord to inspect. 

After the landlord has inspected the work or been given a reasonable chance to do 

so, you may deduct the cost of repairs from the next month's rent. 

If the landlord must start the repair within 10 days (See “What must the landlord do 

after getting notice,” above), you must wait 2 days after giving the estimate to your 

landlord before entering a contract for repairs. Try to give the landlord the written 

estimate at the same time as the written notice asking for repairs or as soon as 

possible afterward. This 2-day waiting period does not apply to repairs that 

must be made within 24 or 72 hours.  

Can I use “Repair and Deduct” to do the repairs myself? 

Yes, but only if all these are true:  

 the cost of the repair is not more than one month's rent and 

 the repair does not require a licensed repair person and 

 the repair is for a defect within the leased premises (not in a common area) 

If you make the repairs yourself, you can deduct up to one month’s rent from the 

next month’s rent payment. Example: Your rent is $800 a month. In March, you 

made 4 separate repairs. Each cost $200. You could deduct $800 from April’s rent. 

You would not pay any rent in April. 

You cannot deduct more than one month's rent for each self-help repair. You also 

cannot deduct more than 1 month's rent in any 12-month period. 
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Are there any other rules for doing repairs myself?  

Yes. You: 

 Must be up to date in rent and any utilities payments in your name. 

 Must give the landlord or person who collects the rent written notice. There is 

a sample notice below. 

 Must wait until the 24 hours, 72 hours, or 10 days has run before you start the 

repair and deduct remedy.  

 Do not have to give the landlord a separate written estimate of the cost of 

repairs for each self-help repair. 

 Must make the repair in a workman-like manner. 

 Must give the landlord written notice that the repairs are done and available 

for inspection within a reasonable time. 

When can I deduct the cost of repairs from my rent payment?  

After the landlord has inspected the work or has been given a reasonable chance to 

do so, you may deduct the cost of repairs from the next month's rent.  

Can building code enforcement or government inspection help 
with repairs? 

Maybe. If you are worried about the conditions of your rental unit or common areas 

of your building, you can notify the city or county office that enforces the housing 

and building code and ask for an inspection.  

If the city or county inspects, will I have to move?  

It depends, but probably not. How local government officials respond to you will 

vary greatly depending on where you live.  

If the inspection finds problems or defects in violation of the building code, the city 

or county can force the landlord to make needed repairs or vacate the building. In a 
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few cities and counties, if the place is in very bad condition, the city or county might 

require you to move on very short notice.  

What is rent escrow? Can I use it to get repairs made? 

Maybe. The Repair and Deduct remedy won’t work in these situations:  

 The repairs would cost more than 2 month's rent. 

 The repairs are needed to correct substandard and dangerous conditions. 

 The unit’s conditions substantially endanger or impair your health and safety.  

If any of these describes your own situation, you might be able to deposit rent 

payments into an escrow account instead of paying the landlord. An escrow account 

is an account maintained by someone legally authorized to hold your money until 

the landlord fixes the defects. You can read the state law about escrow accounts at 

RCW 59.18.115. 

What are the rules for using rent escrow to get repairs made?  

The rent escrow remedy is technical and complicated:   

 You must be up to date on rent and any utilities payments in your name. 

 The landlord must have failed to start repairs within the required time. 

 You must determine in good faith that other repair remedies, such as Repair 

and Deduct, will not work.  

If you meet these conditions, you can ask a local government representative to 

inspect the unit. That person must put in writing that the defect exists and 

endangers your health or safety. 

 Ask the local government inspector to do a “rent escrow inspection” and certify 

the results. The inspector must certify the results in writing within 5 days. (See 

Rent Escrow Inspection Request form below.)  

 Attach a copy of the certification from the inspector to your notice to the 

landlord asking for repairs.  

http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=59.18.115
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How your local government will respond to a request for rent escrow inspections 

will depend on where you live. In some parts of the state, you cannot get the 

certification from the local government. Without certification, you cannot use the 

rent escrow remedy.  

The city or county has agreed to inspect. What happens next?  

The inspector must: 

 Give the landlord 24 hours’ notice before the inspection date and time. The 

landlord must be given the chance to be at the inspection. The landlord cannot 

stop the inspector from entering the premises.  

 Certify in writing that the conditions in your unit can be a “substantial risk” to 

health and safety or make the premises “substantially unfit for human 

habitation.”  Here are some examples of such conditions. This is not a complete 

list: 

1. Structural problems or exposure to weather. Examples: building 

falling down, walls sagging, roof leaking, broken windows or doors. 

2. Inadequate plumbing and sanitation that directly exposes you to risk 

of illness or injury. 

3. Lack of water, including hot water.  

4. Heating or ventilation systems not working or are hazardous. 

5. Substantial problems with wiring and electrical service. 

6. Defective or inadequate exits. 

7. Conditions that increase the risk of fire. 

After the inspector has certified that the conditions you reported exist, you are 

eligible for escrow. You can now pay your rent into an escrow account.  

How do I set up an escrow account?  

You should talk to a lawyer about this. A rent escrow account can be hard and 

expensive to set up. It is often best to use this remedy to motivate the landlord to 
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make repairs without actually taking the final step of depositing your rent into 

the account. 

If you decide to set up a rent escrow account, take these steps: 

 No more than 24 hours after depositing your rent in escrow, mail or hand-

deliver to the landlord written notice of the rent escrow and the city’s or 

county’s written certification. See Notice to Landlord of Rent Escrow, below. 

 The notice of rent escrow must include the sworn statement described in RCW 

59.18.115(3). 

 You should deposit all future rent payments in the rent escrow account. 

Will it cost me money to set up an escrow account?  

Yes. But you will be entitled to reimbursement of costs associated with setting up or 

maintaining the rent escrow account. 

What happens to the money in the escrow account?  

Either you or the landlord can file a lawsuit asking a judge to release the rent money 

deposited in escrow. The judge can decide to reduce past, present, or future rent 

because of any defects in your rental unit. 

In addition to setting up a rent escrow account, you can file a lawsuit or ask for 

arbitration to recover the value of any reduction in rental value of the unit while the 

defective conditions have existed. 

I might put my money in escrow and file a lawsuit. What 
evidence will back up my claim? 

 Housing code inspectors’ reports and testimony.  

 Photos.  

 A witness who can testify about rental values in your area, and what the 

rental value of the unit was worth considering the defects. This should be 

someone with experience in property valuation. Building inspectors, some 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=59.18.115
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=59.18.115
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housing authority employees, or real estate agents may have this kind of 

experience.  

Estimating the proper rental value will be hard for a judge. They may 

appreciate any help you can offer through a witness. 

 You should know what a witness will say before they say it in court or in a 

statement you hand in to the court.  

What if the landlord tries to get back at me for complaining to 
the city? 

Under state law, the landlord cannot get back at (retaliate against) you or threaten 

to retaliate against you for your good faith complaints to government agencies 

about conditions endangering your health or safety, or for exercising any of your 

rights under the Act. Sending a written notice asking for repairs is your legal right. 

What are some examples of retaliatory actions?   

 Filing a lawsuit to evict you (called an unlawful detainer), or threatening to 

evict you 

 Raising your rent 

 Reducing or cutting off services, such as utilities 

If the landlord tries to do any of these things within 90 days of your complaint to a 

government agency or any other exercise of your rights under the Act, a judge will 

presume the action is retaliation. The landlord must fight (must rebut) this 

presumption in court.  

A notice issued by the landlord is presumed not retaliation if you are behind in rent 

or not in compliance with the rental agreement. You must rebut this presumption in 

court.  

What if I get an eviction (unlawful detainer) notice? 

Talk with a lawyer right away. Have all paperwork relating to your tenancy with 

you, including your lease or rental agreement, rent receipts, and any notices you 
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have given to or gotten from the landlord. You should always keep copies of all 

documents related to your rental. You should also read Your Rights as a Tenant in 

Washington and Eviction and Your Defense to learn more.  

Get Legal Help 

 Facing Eviction? Call 1-855-657-8387. 

 Apply online with CLEAR*Online  

 Facing Foreclosure? Call 1-800-606-4819. 

 Facing a legal issue in King County (other than Eviction or Foreclosure)? 

Call 2-1-1 (or toll-free 1-877-211-9274) weekdays 8:00 am - 6:00 pm. They 

will refer you to a legal aid provider. 

 Facing a legal issue outside of King County (other than Eviction or 

Foreclosure)? Call the CLEAR Hotline at 1-888-201-1014 weekdays between 

9:15 am - 12:15 pm or Apply Online   

 Seniors (age 60 and over) with a legal issue outside of King County can also 

call CLEAR*Sr at 1-888-387-7111. 

Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired callers can call any of these numbers 

using the relay service of your choice. 

Interpreters provided. 

 

 

This publication provides general information concerning your rights and responsibilities. It is not 
intended as a substitute for specific legal advice.  

© 2023 Northwest Justice Project — 1-888-201-1014 

(Permission for copying and distribution granted to the Alliance for Equal Justice and to individuals 
for non-commercial use only.)

http://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/your-rights-as-a-tenant-in-washington
http://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/your-rights-as-a-tenant-in-washington
http://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/resource/eviction-and-your-defense?ref=RPpYZ
https://nwjustice.org/apply-online
https://nwjustice.org/apply-online


 

 

 

NOTICE REQUESTING REPAIRS 

 

Date:      

 

Landlord's name and address: 

             

 

Dear __________________________________: 

 

This is to notify you that the rental unit at         
           which you 
manage and which I occupy needs repairs for the following defects: 

 

1.______________________________________________________________ 

2.______________________________________________________________ 

3.______________________________________________________________ 

 

The Washington Residential Landlord Tenant Act requires you to begin to make repairs 
requested by me within one of these specific time periods: 

1. Twenty-four (24) hours to repair the loss of hot or cold water, heat or 
electricity, or a condition imminently hazardous to life. 

2. Seventy-two (72) hours when the defect deprives the tenant of the use of a 
refrigerator, range and oven, or a major plumbing fixture supplied by the 
landlord. 

3. Ten (10) days in all other cases.  

A list of landlord responsibilities required by the Act is attached. If the repairs are not 
completed within the applicable period of time, I intend to use the remedies provided in 
the Act.  

Sincerely, 

        

______________________________________     
(Tenant’s Signature)    
(print your name) 

 



 

 

 

RENT ESCROW INSPECTION REQUEST 

 

Date:      

 

Name and Address of City Building Department: 

 

Dear Building Inspector: 

I believe I am living in substandard conditions. I have provided written notice to my 
landlord and have had no response. I request that you do an inspection of the premises 
regarding specific substandard and dangerous conditions covered by RCW 59.18.115. The 
conditions needing inspection include: 

   rodent/pest infestation       electrical/wiring problems 

   plumbing, sewage        water heater/pipes 

   structural problems (roof/walls/windows)    heating system/stove 

      

In particular, I am having trouble with: 

 

         

Under the law, the landlord must be given 24-hour notice of the date and time of the 
inspection so that he has an opportunity to be present. 

  My landlord is: 

 

 Name:        

 Address:             

 Phone:     ________________ 

 

My address is:           . 
Please call me to arrange a date and time for inspection. You can reach me at 
       or  ___________  . 

Sincerely, 

 

______________________________________     
(Tenant’s Signature)  
(print your name) 



 

 

 

NOTICE TO LANDLORD OF RENT ESCROW 

 

Name of Tenant:    

Address of Tenant:        

Name of Landlord:    

Address of Landlord:        

Name and Address of Escrow: 
  
   

 

Date of Deposit of rent into escrow:       

Amount of rent deposited into escrow:       

 

The following condition(s) have been certified by a local building official to substantially 
endanger, impair, or affect the health or safety of a tenant:  

 

I have determined in good faith that I am unable to repair these conditions through use of 
repair remedies authorized by RCW 59.18.100. 

I provided written notice of the conditions needing repair to the landlord on  
   , and  _ days have elapsed and the repairs have not been made. 

I have deposited funds into escrow as described above. 

Under penalty of perjury of the laws of the State of Washington, I certify that: 

1. I have read the foregoing Notice to the Landlord of Rent Escrow, know the contents 
thereof and sign of my own free will; AND 

2. I mailed/delivered a copy of this Notice, and a copy of the certification of 
condition(s), to the landlord at the above address on    , 20 . 

 
Dated    , at    , Washington. 
        (City) 
 
       
Tenant’s Signature  
(print your name) 

 


