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I have a leasehold house – 999 years from 1887.  For as long as anyone can remember, no one has ever collected the rent.  A company has now bought the freehold and says I owe 25 years’ back rent  - a total of £50 since the rent is £2 per year.  However they are also claiming £250 in ‘administrative charges’.  Is this legal?  They are saying if I don’t pay they’ll forfeit my lease.

These old leases cause so much trouble that many in my profession keep hoping the Government will do something about it once and for all.  When leaseholds became fashionable up here in the north, new towns were being built to accommodate all the mill workers.  Landowners saw the creation of long leases as a means of giving them an income for the future.  Inflation wasn’t anticipated – so the rent is peanuts, but companies buy up old freehold reversions to see if they can spot opportunities to profit.  

Over the last 50 or so years the Government has passed new laws to give protection to people innocently caught out or cases of forfeiture which have affronted common sense.  Many years ago people could be evicted from their houses on pure technicalities.  But the number of laws that have been passed, and the time span this has taken, has now made this branch of the law one of the most complex that house owners will ever come across.

In your case, the first thing to note is that rent arrears are time barred after six years – so you’re up for £12 maximum.  Anything over that is irrecoverable.  And as for threatening to forfeit your lease, that’s a non-starter.  The same Act says the landlord can only ask for forfeiture if your recoverable arrears (excluding any ‘administration charge’) exceed £350 over three years.

And the administration charges?  Check through your lease very carefully – you can get a copy from the land registry for a small fee.  Is there a clause entitling the landlord to charge such a fee?  Only if there is can he charge you anything, and under the Commonhold and Leasehold Reform Act of 2002 he can recover ‘reasonable fees’ only.   So go on, you make a nuisance of yourself too – tell him you think a fiver is reasonable.  And argue it out in the leasehold valuation tribunal.  That’ll cost him more than he’s trying to claim off you.
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