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DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING — RENT ASSISTANCE 

Grievance 
MR P.B. WATSON (Albany) [9.37 am]: Before I commence my grievance, I would like to announce to the 
house the safe arrival of Eden May Montgomery, my third grandchild. Congratulations to Kristy, Matthew and 
Mason on this wonderful achievement.  

The SPEAKER: That is certainly not a grievance, member. 

Mr P.B. WATSON: No, it is not a grievance; it is a precious joy. 

My grievance is to the Minister for Housing. Last year Ms Cathie Denehy came to see me because she was so 
frustrated by the problems that had been caused when the Department of Housing assisted in placing a tenant 
into her Albany investment property. It all started on 27 July 2010 when the tenant signed a 12-month, fixed-
term tenancy. This fixed-term lease was from 11 August 2010 to 9 August 2011. On 10 August 2010 Cathie 
received a cheque for $1 080 in bond assistance and $560 for the first two weeks’ rent assistance from the 
Department of Housing on behalf of the tenant. On the following day the tenant received the keys to Cathie’s 
property and moved in. Cathie was happy with this because she had every reason to believe that the tenant would 
abide by the fixed-term lease and would not be a risk of any kind as the Department of Housing had assisted the 
tenant into the tenancy. 

The good feeling ended six days later on 17 August 2010 when Cathie received a phone call from the tenant that 
night saying she had been offered a Department of Housing home and wanted to move out. Cathie explained that 
she had signed a 12-month fixed-term lease and that if she broke the lease, she would be liable to rent and 
maintenance expenses on the property until she found a new tenant or the original tenancy period expired. 
Nothing more was heard from the tenant until Cathie received a letter on 8 September giving 21 days’ notice of 
vacating, which is correct procedure for a periodic tenancy, not a fixed-term tenancy. It turned out that the tenant 
had vacated the house on 4 September. Cathie was then unable to set foot on the property, or advertise for a new 
tenant, until the current lease had been terminated by the local Magistrates Court. This finally happened on 9 
December 2010, and the court action ended on 11 September this year, with the tenant being ordered to pay off 
the $3 500 that she owes Ms Denehy at the rate of $20 a fortnight. 

Upon making inquiries with the Department of Housing in Albany when the tenant vacated the property, Ms 
Denehy was told that the department had no obligation to her. In the letter to Cathie dated 13 October 2010, the 
then Minister for Housing, Hon Bill Marmion, stated — 

When an offer of accommodation is made to a client, it is their decision whether they choose to accept 
or decline that offer. It is a valid reason to decline an offer of assistance if a client has an existing lease. 
A number of clients rent in the private sector while awaiting assistance from the Department. 

As you are aware, Ms Calton was offered housing assistance in August this year that she subsequently 
accepted. It was Ms Calton’s choice to accept that offer knowing that she had entered into a tenancy 
agreement with you. 

Six days into a 12-month, fixed-term lease the tenant accepted an offer of housing from the department. This 
debacle has cost Ms Denehy $3 500 in lost rent and associated costs, and a protracted court action with the tenant 
to get the lease terminated, to get the keys to the property returned and to get a repayment order for the amount 
owing. 

Minister, this is not the first time that a situation like this has occurred. Several property managers in Albany 
have said they have had similar experiences and as a result are now reluctant to lease a property to anyone who 
has received assistance from the Department of Housing and who then may take up an offer of housing from the 
department. Can the minister please put in place some checks and balances to ensure that what happened to Ms 
Denehy will not happen again? Surely a system can be put in place to ensure that a person who has been assisted 
into a private rental, and who is deemed suitable as a tenant and is capable of meeting their obligations, is not 
able, as in this circumstance, to enter into a fixed-term lease. We all understand the need and the demand for 
social housing, because private sector rental is often unaffordable for many in our community. But, by the same 
token, some protection must be given to property owners who take on departmental clients as tenants. Minister, I 
hope you can make sure that what happened to Ms Cathie Denehy will not happen to anyone else.  

MR T.R. BUSWELL (Vasse — Minister for Housing) [9.42 am]: I thank the member for Albany for his 
grievance. This is a complicated area. Often in this place I am defending the fact that the Department of Housing 
cannot provide enough places for people on the waiting list. In this case, clearly a person on the waiting list has 
been provided with a property almost in the same week that they have signed a tenancy agreement. I think that is 
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a valid issue, and I am happy to look at the circumstances around that. I am not sure of the extent to which we 
can assist the member for Albany’s constituent. But I give a commitment that I will have a look at that.  

The reason this is complicated—the former Minister for Housing’s letter to the member is technically correct—is 
that the relationship is between the member’s constituent, the investor, and the tenant, who effectively is a 
private tenant. The government is not really a party to that relationship, although the government does assist 
through the provision of the bond payment and the payment of the first two weeks of rent. 

Last year, the department provided nearly 11 500 bond assistance packages around the state. That is a pretty 
normal number in any one year. It is something that we use a lot. The point that does concern me—I think the 
member raised it earlier—is that we have a circumstance here where the offer was made while the ink was 
literally still wet on the cheque that provided the bond assistance. One might have thought that would have rung 
an alarm bell somewhere in the system to say, “We have just given this person bond assistance to move into a 
private rental, and a week later we are offering the person a house.” There may be an issue there. I am happy to 
understand what we can do around that. In relation to this particular case, I am not sure what the answer is, but 
we will certainly have a look at that.   

Mr P.B. Watson: Could something be put in so that when they do get their bond assistance, they do not sign up 
for a fixed-term tenancy? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The member did make the point that there is a distinction between a fixed-term and a 
periodic tenancy. I will get the department to look at that. I am not sure as to the practicalities of that. The 
member is right. On the balance of probabilities, if a person gets bond assistance, there is a chance that the 
person will be still on the waiting list somewhere. I have to say that my first preference is that we assist people to 
maintain sustainable private tenancies. Clearly the issue the member has raised, where there was literally a week 
between the tenant taking up the private tenancy and getting the opportunity to move into a Department of 
Housing property, will create all sorts of problems, and we need to look at putting some procedures in place to 
make sure we pick that up. What other steps we can take to help manage people who move into a Department of 
Housing property out of a private rental is probably something that we need to look at as well. But specifically, 
as it relates to the member’s constituent, I will have a look at how the department engaged with her. I think those 
are quite unique circumstances. As I have said, the department makes about 11 500 private rental and bond loans 
in a year. I cannot imagine that it would happen very often that a departmental house would become available so 
quickly after a private tenancy has been sourced. But we will certainly have a look at this particular case. I am 
very keen to understand the breakdown, as the member has pointed out, between periodic and fixed-term 
tenancies that sit off the back of the rental and bond loans that we make. I am not sure of the extent to which we 
can prevent people from entering into fixed-term tenancies, but we certainly need to highlight people’s 
obligations under them. Signing a one-year tenancy agreement and moving out a week later, in my view puts the 
private investor in a very awkward situation.  

As the member rightly pointed out, and as we debated recently around residential tenancies, if a private investor 
is having problems with their tenant, the laws can be very frustrating. I think that is what the member’s 
constituent would have found. Having to go to court to get the tenancy terminated, having to go to court to get 
the keys back, and then having to go to court to get the rental moneys repaid, which at $20 a fortnight, or about 
$450 or $500 a year, is going to take a long time — 

Mr P.B. Watson: And she has stopped paying anyway, so Ms Denehy is getting nothing back.   

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: We will have a look at that particular issue.  

I do not have a silver bullet answer. It is a complicated area. In relation to the issue the member has raised, 
though, what causes me some concern is the short time between when the bond assistance was provided and 
when the departmental house was provided. I do not think that is acceptable, to be honest. It does put the private 
landlord in a very awkward situation. So, I will have a look at the policies around that. But, also, I will get the 
department to revisit this particular situation to see whether we have any room to address some of the concerns 
that the member’s constituent has raised. 
 


