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Abstract (245 words)
The shift towards social, government and corporate ethics which value environmental sustainability has also embraced householders in a plethora of  educational guides, policies, regulations and consumer information about green home improvements, purchasing choices, and household practices. In this paper we make the claim that the rental housing sector, and in particular the private rental sector, has yet to participate, structurally, culturally and materially, in this shift to an ethics of sustainability.  We argue however that even on such otherwise arid ground, an alternative ethic is developing, a sustainability ethic practiced by green tenants whose activities inside and outside their homes go beyond the considerable material constraints of their dwellings and incomes, and beyond the purely transactional utility of the rental contract. These activities, relational, interconnected and resilient, offer both glimpses of a greening rental housing sector, and a clearer picture of the areas where work remains to be done. Based on a research study we conducted of the rental sector in regional Australia, and in particular of the everyday sustainability practices of tenants, we suggest that these activities are a practice-based form of care for the world, in many ways similar to Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s practice-based, human-decentred ethics which she suggests is exemplified in the permaculture movement. The stories of the tenants we interviewed for our study also point the way to other changes which are needed to enable a practice-based sustainability ethic to flourish across the rental housing sector as a whole. 
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… we need a notion of personal ethics related to collective ethico-political commitment Puig de la Bellacasa 2010, p.157()
.
Introduction
 
Among those who rent rather than own their homes, ‘green’ tenants experience a tension between on the one hand their concern with the future of the world, coupled with their commitment to living in a way which promotes sustainability, and on the other hand, a lack of control over their housing conditions which makes it sometimes difficult to act sustainably. By ‘green’ tenant we mean tenants such as those who participated in the research study we describe below and who expressed a commitment to environmental sustainability and concern for equitable distribution of natural resources between and across generations.

We argue that the tension these tenants experience is symptomatic of wider ethical issues confronting the private rental housing sector, the resolution of which could make a significant contribution to environmental sustainability of the built environment. In particular we argue that tenants, landlords and property managers are already engaged, whether wittingly or not, in practices which have an ethical connection to environmental sustainability. 
We propose that an explicit ethics is needed in which landlords, tenants and property managers have a shared interest in rental housing as a space for everyday practices which contribute to collective action on environmental issues; these everyday practices would include tenants’ homemaking practices, landlords’ investment practices and property management practices. Such an ethics could shift tenants from being positioned as passive ‘consumers’ or ‘hirers’ of dwellings as envisaged in tenancy law, towards tenants as agents, through their home-making practices, in realizing the shared sustainability goals and interests of the wider community. It could shift landlords’ positioning from investors aiming simply to maximise financial returns, to practitioners of a form of business which, like businesses which practice Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), operates in accordance with principles of environmental sustainability. Finally, it could shift the role of property managers to include a sustainability knowledge-broking and implementation role that enhances and links the environmental practices of tenants and landlords.  Such a shift from a purely transactional framework would, we argue, produce an ethics concerned not only with the wellbeing of individuals – tenants, landlords and property managers – but with the ‘bios’ as a whole, yet based in the concrete everyday practices of individuals. Such a practice-based, human decentred ethics is described by Maria Puig de la Bellacasa 2010()
 in the context of permaculture; its relevance for the rental housing sector is explored later in this paper.
The research study: climate change and the rental sector in regional Australia
Our re-framing of the rental sector within a wider ethos of sustainability is based on insights gained from a study we conducted in regional Australia on climate change adaptation in the rental sector Instone, Mee et al. 2013()
. Our research was undertaken in Newcastle, NSW, using a mixed methodology which included in-depth semi-structured interviews with 22 tenants and 17 housing managers in the public and private housing sectors. Tenants self-selected in response to posters and postcards advertising the study, so respondents generally had an interest in environmental issues and climate change. All but three tenants were from the private rental sector which is the focus of this paper. Private sector housing managers were directly recruited from local real estate agencies, and public housing managers from the regional office of the NSW public housing authority. Interviews with all participants took place over a period of approximately five months during 2012. As well as interviews, we conducted three focus groups, one of tenants only and two with a mix of housing managers and tenants. We also analysed a range of secondary sources including media articles, sustainable renting guides, and legislative and policy documents. While this paper focuses primarily on the views and activities of the tenants we interviewed, and in particular tenants in the private rental sector, property managers supported many of the views expressed by tenants, particularly on sustainability constraints in the sector.
To highlight the active role of both tenants and property managers in the rental sector, we adopted an approach based on Asset-based Community Development Kretzmann and McKnight 1993()
. This is an approach developed in the United States, which supports a community to identify its existing assets and work together for change Haines and Green 2012()
. Assets here are understood as social, physical, financial, natural and human Moser and Stein 2011, p.465()
. More specifically, in view of the low-income households and low standard of housing which characterise the rental sector in Australia and elsewhere 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Hulse, Milligan et al. 2011; Toohey and Fritze 2009; Gabriel, Watson et al. 2010)
, we adopted a pro-poor asset-based approach developed for marginalised groups encountering the challenges posed by climate change 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Moser and Satterthwaite 2008; Moser 2011; Prowse and Scott 2008)
. Pro-poor adaptation strategies address a range of mutually reinforcing conditions affecting vulnerable groups, beyond a simple ‘reduction of risk’ approach focused solely on climate change Ribot 2010, p.64()
. In adopting this multi-stranded approach we used interviews, focus groups and document analysis to examine the relationships between renters and other key actors, as well as their regulatory and policy frameworks.

Analysis of the interview transcripts offered rich and nuanced descriptions: of ways of understanding sustainability, of various forms of agency in responding to climate change, of connections between individual responsibility and the wellbeing of others, and of the constraints on individuals’ sustainability practices. We review these areas below, drawing on analysis of both primary and secondary (documentary) data, to explore the role of the green tenant as pointing the way towards a sustainability ethics for the private rental sector.
Sustainability and the rental housing sector in Australia
Environmental change and sustainability issues are already explicitly addressed in Australian business, government and education sectors, through the practices of corporations (and consequently their customers), from emissions controls to stationery procurement, in areas as diverse as mining, utilities, project management and retail; in government regulation of new building construction and urban planning, altered research priorities and course offerings in universities, and in a recently-added layer to international diplomacy. Individual households are enrolled into these disparate activities through the tax system, utilities charges, public education programs, consumer information, and marketing of ‘green’ products and services. Changes to household ‘behaviours’ have been identified as critical to sustainability and climate adaptation 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Moloney, Horne et al. 2010; Slocum 2004; Whitmarsh, Seyfang et al. 2011; Owens 2000)
. Debate continues about the politics and efficacy of this focus on individual households and behaviours, rather than the social and technological contexts in which these behaviours occur 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(e.g. Shove 2010b, 2010a; Lane and Gorman-Murray 2011)
; in this paper we use the term ‘practices’ rather than ‘behaviours’ to reflect the view that: 

… [p]ractices are embedded in a range of socio-technical systems which constitute a diversity of institutions, regulations, infrastructures and technologies. They are also framed and shaped by the norms and values of the societies and contexts in which they take place Moloney et al. 2010, p.7617()
.

The sorts of tenant household practices we discovered in our study are embedded in, and shaped by, a wider context which includes not only social values and beliefs about environmental sustainability but the social and economic structures and relations of landlordship and tenancy. 

In Australia, rental housing comprises 27% of dwellings and is associated with low household income. In the regional cities of Newcastle and Lake Macquarie where we conducted our study (with a combined population of around 340,000 people) 34% of private dwellings in Newcastle and 23% in Lake Macquarie are rental households ABS 2011a(, 2011b)
. The private rental housing sector in Australia consists mainly of a large number of small investors (often with only one rental property) Hulse, Burke et al. 2012, pp.28-29()
. These are managed either by the landlord themselves or, more commonly, by property managers operating on commission for a number of such small investors. Tenancy contracts are generally for 6-12 month periods initially (then renewable), ensuring that the landlord’s investment can be cashed in at short notice. Standard contracts in NSW prohibit vegetable gardening or composting, or require that any garden be demolished and the grounds returned to their original state at the end of the tenancy.
Rental housing is generally of lower quality than owner-occupied housing Hulse et al. 2011, pp.142, 158()
 and hence is likely to be the most vulnerable to environmental change. In our study we noted that while national environmental building standards for new housing had improved over the past two decades, for example through the introduction of mandatory building codes, the homes in which we conducted our interviews with tenants were often energy inefficient, had poor natural day-lighting, no insulation, no rainwater storage, offered limited access to pedestrian and bike paths or public transport, and included fixed appliances (such as hot water services) which were energy- or water-inefficient. 

In the rental sector the ‘split incentive’ Gabriel et al. 2010()
 means that landlords are reluctant to invest in housing upgrades that will primarily benefit the tenant, for example through greater thermal efficiency and reduced energy costs. However private lease conditions also discourage modifications by the tenant. In Australia and elsewhere Hulse et al. 2011, p.53()
 short or insecure leases mean that tenant investment in modifications is viewed as not financially worthwhile, and tenant requests to landlords/property managers for modifications are seen as either risking eviction or rent rises Hulse et al. 2011, p.156()
. 
The spectre of rent rises is strengthened by an acute shortage of rental housing at the time this paper was written, and the consequent loss of tenants’ influence on the market.  While an increase in the supply of affordable housing would rebalance the market towards tenants who wish to choose more sustainable housing, recent efforts in government policy-making for housing affordability COAG Reform Council 2012(; FaHCSIA 2012)
 appear to have had little impact COAG Reform Council 2012()
.
Thus the provisioning of housing through the private rental sector has remained relatively untouched by the sustainability concerns of society more broadly. Nevertheless in our research study, we found that despite the structural and material limitations on tenant engagement with sustainability, most of the tenants we interviewed showed a strong interest in acting sustainably for motives that went beyond reducing their energy or water costs. The remainder of this paper frames the motivations and practices of these tenants, whom we characterise as green tenants, as pointing the way to a rental sector sustainability ethic; we argue however that these tenants’ practices are currently constrained by the structural dynamics of the housing and investment markets and landlord-tenant cultures which need to change in order for the sector as a whole to contribute to sustainability.
Tenant sustainability practices as relational
While our recruitment process drew mainly tenants who had in common some interest in environmental issues, the participants’ interviews revealed a variety of ways in which their beliefs about sustainability and their sustainability practices involved a sense of responsibility for acting in the interests of the wider community
. Some of the tenants showed a particular concern for the impact of climate change on people in developing countries and other vulnerable groups. For example: 
[I]n terms of just living here, I don't know how affected it will be, because we are quite a privileged society. Unfortunately like it's a lot of the developing nations are just suffering at the moment, with the extreme weather conditions and the rising sea levels, and access to food and clean water (Tenant 3: house/private landlord).

Others expressed concern about impacts on people who live in the tropics (Tenant 4: flat/private manager) and on the elderly (Tenant 14: house/private manager). 
Some tenants had chosen a path of political activism in order to bring about wider change for sustainability: moving into a house with like-minded people engaged in political action (for example protesting about the dependence of the Newcastle region on coal exports), or joining community groups committed to making changes to advance sustainability, for example Climate Action Newcastle and Transition Newcastle. Others participated in activities to promote community sustainability, for example through working in community gardens, joining food co-operatives and alternative markets which they considered would lessen their own and others’ environmental impact, or joining political parties to advocate for change. One tenant argued:
Getting involved politically, I think is really important to actually stand up and try and change some of the policies that currently exist. Whether it's at a local level, in things like waste management systems - things like that. Whether it's state or federal, it's all valid. It's all necessary (Tenant 8: house/private manager).

Another gave an example of engagement with community groups to influence sustainability more broadly:

We don’t want to [just] set up a community garden.  We want it to … affect the economy, have a local food economy.  So we want to have a market garden growing food for outlets such as farmers' markets, a couple of cafes, our own subscribers - so we want to set up and we have done it (Tenant 20: house/private manager).

These comments on practices at household, community and political levels suggest that the tenants viewed themselves as agents in and beyond their own homes, whatever the constraints on everyday practices posed by rental contracts and the material condition of their housing. 
In tenants’ acknowledgement of the value of engaging with wider community-based sustainability practices, and their concern about the likely inequitable distribution of climate change impacts, we can begin to see the outlines of a sustainability ethic in the rental sector which resonates with the permaculture ethic explored by María Puig de la Bellacasa 2010()
. This is a practice-based ethic which situates itself within an all-encompassing ‘bios’ extending beyond, but including, the self; ethical obligations are not merely a set of ‘principles’, but an array of practices through which we engage with the principles to ‘thicken their meaning, by for instance, wanting to learn more about the needs of the soil we take for granted’ Puig de la Bellacasa 2010, p.160()
. Permaculture practices operate within overriding principles of caring for all life forms (the ‘bios’), and acting as part of a collective. Ethics becomes

… an everyday doing that connects the personal to the collective and decentres the human, as well as grounding ethical obligation in concrete relationalities in the making rather than on moral norms Puig de la Bellacasa 2010, p.152()
.
Two of the tenants we interviewed practised permaculture in their gardens, and stressed that, however imperfectly, they aimed to live as closely as possible in accordance with permaculture principles. Both envisaged the time when the end of their rental lease might bring an end to their respective gardens, but they nevertheless chose to act, within their own space and time constraints, in practical ways which promoted sustainable production:

I'm passionate about permaculture… about sustainable systems, like creating, designing and then maintaining sustainable systems, whether that's on a household scale, a community scale or a neighbourhood scale… (Tenant 20: house/private manager).  

So what I'm hoping is when I eventually want to leave here it won't be a forced leave… I'll find people - like-minded tenants and they can replace me here and I'll just teach them to manage it and it'll be a boon for them and hopefully it'll just continue down the line until that fateful day when the owner decides to do something mental.  Until then, we can reap the benefits (Tenant 19: house/private manager).
These two tenants used permaculture concepts to express the idea of creating, and being part of, a sustainable system – what might be described, using Puig de la Bellacasa’s terms, as ‘a cultivation of an intimate relationship with one’s natural surroundings to create abundance for oneself, for human communities, and the earth’ 2010, p.162, quoting Katie Renz()
. 
For these two tenants, and for other green tenants in our study, their day to day practices were connected to the interests of the wider world via a set of shared or overlapping principles. These principles, and the relationship between the tenant’s own practices and the rest of the world, were nuanced differently for different tenants. For some the principle was simply to reduce the tenant’s own environmental impact on ‘the earth’ (often specifically including animals and plants) (Tenant 3, Tenant 6, Tenant 13 and Tenant 18) or more specifically the impact on future generations (Tenant 4 and Tenant 16).  For some, acting sustainably included a responsibility to share information and promote awareness (Tenant 3 and Tenant 8), and for others it was about self-awareness and vigilance about one’s own practices (Tenant 4, Tenant 8 and Tenant 21). 
Across all of these responses, it is possible to see the beginnings of a ‘green tenant’ ethic in Puig de la Bellacasa’s terms, connecting the personal to the collective 2010, p.152()
 and continually constructed through everyday actions. ‘Action’ here included an ongoing self-awareness and vigilance, and a sense of responsibility to promote such awareness in others.
In the face of this discourse about principles and practice, poor quality housing or contractual constraints on the way tenants can use or modify their homes was a source of frustration:
I want to be as efficient as possible, but I just – it's really restricting in this house …So just those [everyday] things that's where I feel like I have the most control at the moment. But everything else, it's just reactive to what this house is (Tenant 14: house/private manager).
Tenants were frustrated not just by the existing constraints of their homes, but by the unwillingness of landlords or property managers to allow them to make small changes to the property so they could live more sustainably. Of particular concern for many tenants was limited capacity to establish vegetable gardens.  While several tenants, including the permaculture gardeners described above, had elaborate systems of growing their own food already well established, others were frustrated by a lack of permission, or by the standard contractual requirement that the property be returned to the original condition at the end of the lease, which could mean destroying a nurtured vegetable patch in order to retain bond money.  For some tenants this meant turning their sustainability efforts outside their home environment, as this tenant notes:

It's just been pushing it uphill from day one unfortunately. At the end of the day we can do other things to make our contribution rather than having the hassle of speaking to [the property manager] and being rejected (Tenant 4: flat/private manager).

Thus tenants’ capacity to act fully in accordance with their beliefs is constrained by socio-legal conditions of tenancy, by the material qualities of their homes, and by relations between tenant, landlord and property manager.  Tenants’ frustration has parallels already explored in the health field Repenshek 2009(for example in the field of nursing, by ; Hanna 2004)
, and in Vannini and Taggarts’ 2013()
 analysis of the ‘pull of the remove’, the urge of individuals to move away from mainstream society and to create alternative conditions within which they can live a life more congruent with their beliefs. However the economic position of many tenants, and, in Australia, the current severe shortage of affordable rental housing 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(REINSW 2012; COAG Reform Council 2012; Lawson, Milligan et al. 2012)
 mean that there are very limited options for green tenants to choose alternative dwellings better suited to practices of sustainability.

The frustration of tenants also reflects the importance of household practices as a part of home-making and hence self-expression and identity Mee and Vaughan 2012, p.149()
. The value of an identity expressed through ‘green’ consumption choices and practices is reinforced by continual moral exhortations from government policy-makers and non-government sustainability groups in the form of public education and awareness campaigns. The Australian Government for example funds community education projects, sustainability education best practice guides, high profile ‘ambassadors’ to communicate sustainability concepts to the public, and research and surveys to identify the most effective education approaches DEWHA 2009()
. Much of the policy and program funding at government and non-government level is aimed explicitly at behavioural change in householders Wyld Group 2011(; NSW OEH 2008)
, such as climate change guides on ‘Beat the Heat’ and programs to encourage recycling. Government incentives are offered to help householders acquire more energy efficient equipment, such as lighting and white goods, and to participate in community action groups to promote sustainable living for details see Chapter 4 of Instone et al. 2013()
. The dissonance between these pressures and the constraints – relational, regulatory and material – on tenants’ capacity to act sustainably can be seen in the comments by green tenants such as those quoted above; it might also be expressed as a dissonance between green tenants’ care about the environment and their capacity to care for the environment Milligan and Wiles 2010()
.
Moreover home-making and the sense of belonging it produces has implications for the householder’s connection with the community; it supports for example access to opportunities for employment or education, as well as opportunities for the exercise of citizenship and neighbourliness Mee 2009()
. These inter-connections make porous the apparent boundary between household practices and engagement with a wider collective. Marres 2008()
 notes that individuals are expected to make a contribution to the sustainability of society generally through household decisions and practices:

… the domestic sphere has been redefined, after environmentalism, as a crucial site of our socio-material implication in public issues Marres 2008, pp.32, 35()
.

Despite tenants’ expressed frustration about their rental contracts, their relationships with landlord and property manager, and the material conditions of their housing which constrain their sustainable practices in the home, they nonetheless engaged in a number of household practices to support environmental sustainability. Their household practices included buying green energy, dressing warmly in winter rather than using energy to heat their homes, and reducing consumption by buying second-hand goods. Other tenants consciously acted as role models for sustainable living. For example:

… the girl that was living here at the time I always thought was quite wasteful, like she’d just leave lights on in multiple rooms…. I tried to put a stop to that so I tried to encourage people living in the house [by], you know, ‘this is costing us too much money’ (Tenant 9: house/private landlord).
I guess we’re really, really big with the kids with turning lights off… that’s something we do quite a lot (Tenant 8: house/private manager).

Some tenants actively advocated sustainable living practices to friends, relatives and the community through encouraging energy efficiency, demonstrating recycling methods, talking to relatives about climate and sustainability issues, and educating through example:

I basically came to the point where I gathered I only have so much power as an individual and the best I can do is to set a good example, educate others and just talk to as many people as possible and be as passionate as I can about it.  So that's the go (Tenant 19: house/private manager).  
Such actions are a positive contribution, but these tenants still had to overcome opposition or indifference from landlords or property managers in pursuing their sustainability principles. Apart from having a sense of the potential short life of their gardens, one of the permaculture gardeners was continuing to confront active opposition to the garden from his property manager who wished to reinforce the conditions of the rental contract; he had circumvented this opposition by approaching the landlord directly for permission. The other permaculture gardener had in some ways benefited from a ‘laissez-faire’ attitude on the part of his landlord who was unconcerned about the transformation of the back yard; on the other hand, this tenant was distressed by an inability to conserve energy consistent with his sustainability principles, because the landlord’s ‘laisser-faire’ attitude also applied to rectifying poor natural lighting and energy-inefficient fixtures. This was also an issue for another tenant whose overseas landlord was unaware of the chickens in the back yard, but appeared uninterested (or possibly uninformed) about other maintenance issues (Tenant 15). These tenants’ stories drew attention to the ways in which they needed to operate under and around the relational structures of standard tenancy arrangements. We explore below the ways in which the standardised contracts and intermediary role of the property manager currently support practices of other stakeholders which reflect a different ethic from that of green tenants.
Sustainability and the business of rental housing

The material and relational constraints noted by our tenant interviewees suggest that other parts of the rental sector have a different understanding of how their practices connect with sustainability. The commitment of Australian private landlords and property managers to sustainability of rental properties, is, with a few exceptions, limited 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Hulse et al. 2011; Gabriel et al. 2010; Instone et al. 2013)
. Investment housing is regarded primarily by the owner not as a ‘home’, a place for home-making and sustainability practices, but as an investment ‘portfolio’ and income stream Gabriel et al. 2010()
.
The ethic of the green tenant thus collides with a different ethic, that of the investor who is focused on prudential self-interest, and who appears to understand the contract with a tenant primarily in terms of its ‘use value’. Puig de la Bellacasa refers to this as an ‘utilitaristic’ approach 2010, p.161()
, which in the case of landlords might be framed as: ‘I help you by providing (in a reasonable state) a roof over your head because this will help me pay the mortgage and maintain my investment so that I can realise it in future.’ The interdependencies here are viewed as an instrumental transaction between the tenant and the landlord, or through the intermediary figure of the property manager. This small ecology does not encompass ‘the good of the whole’ as in traditional utilitarianism Mill 2012 (1863), Chapter 2()
, nor of other life forms, communities or the earth. 
Moreover current policy and regulatory frameworks in Australia support this instrumental interpretation of tenant-landlord relationships. This includes a failure to address the severe shortage of affordable rental housing (which produces a ‘sellers’ market and few options for tenants); the introduction of building sustainability standards which apply to new housing only (allowing older housing with poor sustainability qualities to remain unchanged); standard short-term rental contracts designed to enable a rapid liquefying of assets by landlords (reflecting the importance in Australia of housing as a prudential investment Hulse et al. 2012, p.31()
); stringent contract conditions which inhibit sustainability modifications by tenants Hulse et al. 2011, p.156()
 (framing the house as an investment rather than a home); and the high proportion of ‘Ma and Pa’ small investors Hulse et al. 2012, pp.28-29()
 (so that marginal returns and the ‘split incentive’ inhibit investment in house improvements Hulse et al. 2012, p.38(; Gabriel et al. 2010, pp.60-62)
). There is therefore a disconnect at both government and investor level between the residential rental sector as an arena of business practice and the rental sector as a potentially significant contributor to sustainability. 
Other business sectors however have repositioned themselves within an ethos of sustainability, such as the commercial lease sector that has recently released a ‘green guide’ for tenants and landlords, entitled The Tenants and Landlords Guide to Happiness: Best Practice and Green Leasing Blundell and Better Buildings Partnership 2013()
. Developments in the area of Corporate Social Responsibility and Socially Responsible Investment practices also offer potentially useful models for developing a sustainability ethics in the residential rental sector. These are discussed further below.
Corporate Social Responsibility or Socially Responsible Investment?

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), or ‘Corporate Social Performance’ derives from a view of complex organizations ‘as open systems, intricately connected to their larger environments’ Wood 2010, p.51()
. It has been defined as
… the voluntary integration of social and environmental concerns into the firm’s decision-making…, investing in human capital and managing relationships with social stakeholders that are affected by the consequences of the firm’s decisions Montero, Araque et al. 2009()
. 
The development of CSR within an organization has been described as a series of cultural phases Maon, Lindgreen et al. 2010()
, which, while outside the scope of this paper, would warrant a more detailed comparison with potential cultural change in the rental sector. The phases within an organization range from initial ‘cultural reluctance’ through ‘cultural grasp’ to ‘cultural embedment’ (marked by collaborative relationships with all stakeholders, and creative, sustainable practices), which culminates in the ‘transforming’ stage where ‘[s]ustainability is the only initiative since all beings and phenomena are mutually interdependent’ Maon et al. 2010, p.34, citing Van Marrewijk and Werre 2003()
. CSR ultimately creates porous organizational boundaries which situate a company within a larger ecology by acknowledging its interdependence with all other parts of society. Business decision-making is regarded as a social process rather than an individual one, and hence to be ‘formulated in terms of ethical values’ Wood 2010, p.56, citing Swanson 1999()
. 

This view is reflected in one of the key differences we noted in our study between the social rental housing sector and private rental housing in NSW. Public sector housing authorities and community housing organisations are making a commitment to improving the environmental sustainability of their housing stock. For example, Housing NSW, the state’s chief public housing provider, currently houses 340,000 people, and aims ‘to be a leader in reducing greenhouse gas emissions and adapting to climate change in a way that promotes social equity and financial responsibility for social housing in NSW’ Housing NSW 2012()
. It has released an Environmental Strategy Housing NSW 2011()
 and developed programs to retro-fit water-saving shower heads, insulation and solar hot water across its existing housing stock Housing NSW 2012()
.  The main community housing provider in NSW also has a stated commitment to personal, social and environmental sustainability, including a pilot sustainable housing construction project and provision of ‘green’ incentives to tenants through programs run by community development officers (interview with Community Development Officer, 16 July 2012, interview with Housing Manager, 2 October 2012). The principles espoused by these two organizations are consistent with those of CSR and highlight the potential for change in the sector.
CSR is a demonstration of the corporate business sector re-positioning itself in the wider world and developing an ethics of sustainability, based on changed business practices. However in Australia at least, while housing property managers generally operate under franchise as part of large corporate entities, landlords are mainly comprised of very small investors Hulse et al. 2012, pp.28-29()
. A more closely analogous business model for landlords might be ‘ethical investment’ or ‘socially responsible investment’ (SRI). While generally defined as investment (often through a fund manager) in companies which are expected to perform well financially as well as do good for the world Australian Ethical 2013()
, we argue that decisions on investment in residential rental property can also be considered in terms not only of financial return but also of the sustainability of the property and its capacity to support sustainable practices of tenants.
The United Nations Environment Program’s ‘Six Principles for Responsible Investment’ include a requirement that environmental, social and corporate governance issues be taken into account in an investor’s decision-making, and that companies provide information to investors on these issues UNEP undated()
. The US and the UK now maintain, for the benefit of both large and small investors, specialist indices such as the FTSE4Good Index and the Dow Jones Sustainability Index
 to provide a benchmark for ethical investments Kirby 2006()
. 
In Australia, the Charter for the Responsible Investment Association Australasia states that investors should judge businesses on ‘environmental, social, ethical or governance performance, as well as their financial performance’ RIAA 2011()
. It should be noted here that SRI has been criticised for a lack of definition of ‘socially responsible’ or ‘ethical’ see for example Kirby 2006()
. The overriding importance of financial performance is reflected in the idea that sustainability is good for profit, as noted by Dow Jones Sustainability Indices: ‘More and more, investors are convinced that sustainability is a catalyst for enlightened and disciplined management, and, thus, a crucial success factor’ RobecoSAM undated()
. The green initiative in the commercial leasing sector described above Blundell and Better Buildings Partnership 2013()
 also emphasises productivity increases and financial returns as benefits of sustainable practices by landlords and tenants.
While ‘petty landlordism’ may be examined more appropriately through the prism of SRI rather than CSR, property managers on the other hand generally operate as part of a large corporation; there is an opportunity for such corporations to adopt CSR at both business and professional levels (through peak representative bodies and training programs), as already exemplified in one major franchising corporation in Australia. LJ Hooker have produced, in collaboration with universities and professional associations, an online guide for current and prospective homeowners and property investors to evaluate and improve the sustainability of properties; it includes for example a home energy rating tool to assist investors make properties ‘more attractive’ to tenants LJ Hooker 2012()
.
Both CSR and SRI represent ethical shifts in the business sector, based on an acknowledgement that it operates in, and is interdependent with, wider society and the natural environment. At the scale of rental housing investment however, the transactional and ‘utilitaristic’ nature of the tenant-landlord contract, and its wider socio-legal framework, may blind its signatories to this broader ecology, and hence to environmental, ethical or social aspects of the investment’s performance. Currently, neither the tenant-landlord relationship nor the material performance of rental housing reflect the larger ecology envisaged in CSR and SRI or by the tenants we interviewed in our study (an exception is one landlord-tenant relationship described later in this paper). 
The ethics practiced by the green tenants in our study is very different from the ethics of CSR and SRI; financial return was not a major factor in tenants’ sustainability practices (although ‘saving money’ was mentioned by several tenants as another reason for conserving energy). Together however, the practices of green tenants (and some property managers and landlords), and the shift in the ethos of the business sector elsewhere point the way to an alternative ethics for the rental housing sector as a whole, one based on practices by all parties which acknowledge interdependencies with the wider social and natural environment.  This acknowledgement could, for example, be reflected in a broadening of landlords’, property managers’ and tenants’ understanding of the world in which their relationship operates. This might mean, we argue below, changes to the standard rental contract, from one which represents the dwelling as an object for hire towards one in which it becomes a shared arena for practicing sustainability.
Rental housing as a shared arena of sustainable practice
We noted above that the ‘investment and return’ business model of rental housing does not sit comfortably with the status of a rental dwelling as a home and a place for the more complex, socially and environmentally interrelated practices of homemaking and belonging:

[T]he ideology of home ownership is … embedded in the legislative context … such that the claims of landlords for possession of properties (‘recover their asset’) take precedence over the claims of households to continue to occupy their housing (‘keep their home’) Hulse et al. 2011, p.154()
.

The current landlord-tenant contract in Australia, often mediated by a property manager, reflects an historic shift decades ago from the tenant as having ‘an interest’ (often life-long) in a piece of land, to the tenant as a consumer of ‘space and services’ provided by the landlord Bradbrook 1975, p.15()
. Bradbrook describes the differences between a focus on land and a focus on services in the residential rental sector:

In the rural society of [fifteenth century England], the major consideration in any lease was the land. The average tenant was a handyman and would expect to do any repairs himself to any building that was erected on the land. He would also expect to provide any amenities, such as the supply of heat or water, for himself. Thus, our law grew up at the time when a tenant would seldom have any complaints unless his possession of the land was interfered with. A lease was said to be an ‘estate in land’, rather than a contract for services 1975, p.2()
.

The shift from ‘land’ to ‘services’ is now reflected in the Residential Tenancy legislation of all States in Australia. In Australia and elsewhere, the quality of housing is regulated to ensure minimum standards of habitability, but other qualities (for example thermal comfort and efficiency, devices to assist sustainable energy consumption) are generally left to the market, and the assumed influence of tenants as consumers. (One exception has been the introduction in several Australian states of legislation requiring water-saving devices to be fitted in rental homes see for example the NSW Residential Tenancies Regulation  2010 (updated July 2011)()
. Moreover the rental contract is constructed as a hire contract so that a dwelling must be returned at the end of the hire period without significant modifications or additions. 

The shift in focus from the archaic ‘land’ to the contemporary idea of ‘space and services’ (the apogee of which might be seen as the ‘virtual office space’ offered at an hourly rate) has thus rendered more passive the tenant’s connection with a property; the consumer of ‘space and services’ effectively borrows a commodity which is not theirs to change. Short lease periods and hence precarious tenancies in Australia also mean that a tenant is less likely in any case to want or be able to exercise the kind of ‘interest’ in the property envisaged in the archaic tenure model.

However the findings of our case study suggest that green tenants, in the face of short leases and regulatory limitations on modifying their homes, long to make their homes more sustainable and adaptive to climate change, often for reasons beyond their own material comfort. This longing expresses itself, despite constraints, in sustainable home-making practices: the installation of low-wattage light bulbs, re-use of bath water, or seeking permission to plant vegetable gardens and install water-saving devices. As their home-making practices connect them into their community – as longing becomes belonging – they engage in activities such as community gardens, buying locally-grown food at markets, cycling rather than driving, buying second-hand goods, and participating in environmental activist groups. These activities are the performance by green tenants of their ‘interest’ in their dwellings as a home, but it is a form of home-making closely connected to the neighbourhood and the wider world. For the green tenants we interviewed, their homes are ‘open systems, intricately connected to their larger environments’ Wood 2010, p.51()
 through everyday practice.
There are signs of hope for the idea of rental housing as a shared arena for landlords’ and tenants’ sustainability practices. At least two landlords in our study had, despite entering into standard rental contracts, permitted their tenants to substantially convert their back yards to permaculture gardens. Of particular note is another example in which the landlord acted in concert with the tenants to promote a highly sustainable tenancy. This included both financial contributions, for example for installation of water tanks and improved thermal performance of buildings, and active encouragement, through long-term rental contracts and permissions, for tenants to invest in their own modifications to their dwelling:

… when we have an idea - solar panels… we say, look, is this okay? She says yep, that's fine. Go for it. 
… we just know that the landlord is supportive of making it as sustainable as possible. (Tenant 3: house/private landlord).

Such examples are reminders of the alternative possibilities for landlord-tenant relations in making the rental sector more sustainable.

Supporting a new ethics for the rental sector: ways forward
Changing practices, and ‘de-centering’ rental sector transactions so that they take their place in a broader and sustainability-oriented ecology, requires more than the determined actions of a few. More work is needed to deepen our understanding of how tenants’ sustainability practices can be best supported, and how relationships between tenants, landlords and property managers can be reframed to broaden the arena in which they operate and acquire their ethical significance. 

Areas for further exploration include the role of the property manager in mediating tenant-landlord relationships, better communication pathways between landlords, tenants and property managers, and authoritative information and education for all parties to support such changes.
Other areas for further research include lessons which might be learned from the processes of culture change in other sectors which practice CSR and SRI, and potential for innovative legislation to support not only the green practices of tenants but green investment and management practices by landlords and property managers, and. New forms of tenancy and related legislation (for example regulation of rental investments) could be designed to reflect broader government climate adaptation and sustainability objectives already entrenched in other areas of regulation (for example in land use planning). This could support both tenants and landlords who wish to make sustainability modifications to rental houses. Environmental Upgrade Agreements recently introduced in New South Wales, in which landlords are able to borrow money cheaply for upgrading multi-unit dwellings and repay loans through the municipal rates system are an example of innovative legislation in this regard DEH 2012


( ADDIN EN.CITE ; Robinson 2010; Sartor 2010)
. In particular, alternative systems need to be explored to address the issue of ‘the split incentive’. In parts of Europe, longer leases and different regulatory frameworks enable both tenant and landlord to share the costs of improving rental housing Hulse et al. 2011, pp.6-7()
. 
Thus there are a number of areas of policy and regulation where action is needed by government to support a practice-based sustainability ethic in the rental sector. Government objectives of sustainability and equity, already considered in other policy areas, need to be more clearly addressed in areas affecting the rental sector, particularly given the relatively high proportion of tenants on low incomes in Australia.. Governments at all levels need to make clear in policy and legislation the potential equity and sustainability impacts in the rental sector, in areas as diverse as transport, land use planning, housing provision and affordability, housing performance, utilities security, disaster planning, education and incentives for change. 

Conclusion

Our case study of rental housing in regional Australia revealed a group of tenants who longed to make their homes more environmentally sustainable, either through increased landlord investment in their homes or through support for their own initiatives to modify their homes.  Within the material and contractual constraints on their sustainability practices, these tenants conserved water and energy, recycled, purchased second-hand goods and, where permitted, composted and gardened. Many also engaged in neighbourhood, community and political activities to support climate change adaptation and sustainability both nationally and globally. Such practices both revealed and produced interconnections between household, neighbourhood, community and the wider world. These tenants were guided, in Puig de la Bellacasa’s terms, by an ethics which ‘connects the personal to the collective’ Puig de la Bellacasa 2010, p.152()
 and is continually constructed through practical responses to everyday situations.

The practices of these tenants point to a porousness in the rental sector, connecting the provisioning and occupation of rental housing with the concerns of wider society. Situating the rental housing sector as a whole within this wider ecology requires new relationships between landlords, property managers and tenants. The Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute suggests that such a change in Australia would involve ‘[t]hinking through some of the consequences of rental housing as a home environment for almost a third of Australian households, including promotion of good practice in measures that enable people who rent to live their lives and make a home’ Hulse et al. 2011, p.193()
. ‘Thinking through’– indeed the very act of drawing attention to – these consequences is the beginning of cultural change in the rental sector. In particular, we have argued in this paper, thinking through the consequences for green tenants who currently engage in sustainable practices, is the beginning of a shift towards acknowledging that the sustainability of the rental sector necessarily engages the practices of all its stakeholders.
Within a new sustainability ethos in the rental sector, investing in, leasing and managing a rental dwelling could be viewed as processes which are not purely financial transactions but, in Puig de la Bellacasa’s terms, the practicing of a sustainability ethics. Such an ethos would encourage, and require, a re-thinking also of the ways in which relationships between stakeholders are constructed in socio-legal terms, suggesting for example longer and more secure lease contracts and better communication pathways between landlord and tenant which reflect rental housing as a shared arena of sustainability practice. It would also require a re-thinking at government level of policy and regulatory settings, especially in the area of housing supply and affordability, which currently place structural constraints on the capacity of stakeholders to engage in sustainability practices. 
The practices (and tenacity) of the tenants we interviewed, and the actions of the small number of landlords and property managers who supported these practices, indicate a pathway to a ‘green’ rental sector which can begin to position itself within wider arenas of responsibility. They show us what is possible, where the obstacles lie, and offer a guide for other practices – investment, management and communication – to attend to the wider world and begin the process of developing an ethics of sustainability across the rental sector as whole.
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