
Understanding Your First Apartment
Lease
For Graduating Seniors: A critical breakdown of security deposits, joint liability, auto-renewal

clauses, and the questions you must ask before signing your first residential contract.

Moving into your first apartment is a massive milestone, but the excitement can quickly fade when a

leasing agent hands you a 30-page contract full of dense legal jargon. A residential lease isn't just a receipt

for your rent; it is a legally binding contract that heavily dictates your rights, your finances, and your

liabilities for the next year. Knowing how to translate core contract terms into plain English will save you

from unexpected fees and legal headaches.

1. The Trap of "Joint and Several Liability"

If you are moving in with roommates, you will almost certainly see a "joint and several liability" clause. In

plain English, this means that you and your roommates are treated as one single entity by the landlord, but

you are individually responsible for the whole amount if things go wrong. If your roommate suddenly

moves out, loses their job, or refuses to pay their half of the rent, the landlord has the legal right to

demand the full rent amount directly from you.

The Co-Signer Risk

Because most teens lack credit, landlords require a

guarantor (a parent). If your roommate skips rent,

your parent's credit is now legally on the hook to

pay the landlord.

Early Termination Fees

You cannot just walk away from a lease. Breaking a

lease early usually incurs a massive penalty fee—

often equal to two or three months of full rent.

Auto-Renewal Clauses

Many leases require 60 days written notice before

move-out. If you forget, the lease automatically

renews at a highly inflated month-to-month rate.

Guest Policies

Read the fine print. Many leases strictly prohibit

guests from staying more than 72 consecutive

hours without formally adding them to the lease as

a tenant.

2. Security Deposits & The Move-in Inspection

Your security deposit is a chunk of money (usually equal to one month's rent) held by the landlord to cover

any damage you cause beyond "normal wear and tear." In Georgia, landlords who own more than 10 units

must give you a comprehensive list of any existing damage before accepting your deposit.
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Pro tip: Before you move a single box or piece of furniture inside, take a slow, well-lit video walking

through the entire apartment. Note every scratch on the floor, hole in the wall, and stain on the carpet.

This video is your only real defense if a landlord tries to wrongfully blame you for pre-existing damage

when you move out a year later.

3. Maintenance and Withholding Rent

Does the lease specify who fixes a broken AC in the middle of July? Georgia law requires landlords to keep

the property in a state of good repair. However, a common and dangerous mistake young renters make is

assuming they can simply stop paying rent if the landlord takes too long to fix something. Withholding

rent is generally illegal in Georgia and is the fastest way to get evicted. Instead, you must request repairs in

writing, wait a reasonable amount of time, and follow the specific legal procedure known as "repair and

deduct."

Renter's Insurance (You Actually Need It)

Your landlord's property insurance only covers the physical building framework. If a pipe bursts

and floods your apartment, destroying your laptop, TV, and clothes, the landlord is not responsible

for replacing your stuff. Renter's insurance covers your personal belongings in case of fire, theft, or

water damage. It is usually incredibly cheap—often between $10 and $20 a month.

4. Quick Pre-Signing Checklist

Are all utilities included? Ask specifically about water, valet trash, internet, and electricity—

these are usually billed separately and can add $150+ to your monthly budget.

How are maintenance requests submitted? Ensure there is a 24/7 emergency maintenance

hotline listed in the lease, not just an email address.

Is everything in writing? The "Four Corners Rule" of contract law means that if a promise is not

written within the four corners of the document, it does not exist. If the leasing agent verbally

promises you a free parking spot, force them to write it into the lease before you sign.

LEGAL DISCLAIMER: The Forsyth Youth Legal Initiative (FYLI) is an independent, student-led educational organization.

FYLI provides legal information and educational guides for instructional purposes only. FYLI does NOT provide legal advice,

legal representation, or formal legal services. No attorney-client relationship is created through participation in or interaction

with FYLI materials. If you have an active landlord dispute, consult a licensed attorney specializing in real estate law.
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