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“Having so little control over your living circumstances and being forced to 
choose between eating or having somewhere to live is truly terrifying.” 

 

A recent national statement by community organisations from 
across Australia called for urgent action from Australian 
governments to protect renters during this crisis, proposing five 
measures for state and territory governments to implement.  This 1

report evaluates the ACT Government response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic against those measures. Despite some 
positive steps, the ACT Government is failing to provide renters 
with secure homes during a worldwide pandemic in which housing 
is a primary defence against the spread of infection.  

Introduction 
The five measures are intended to protect renters from eviction, debt, anxiety, and financial 
hardship because of COVID-19. Now, more than ever, decent homes are essential for safety, 
security, and wellbeing. The ACT Government’s approach to the private rental sector does not 
reflect this. The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed serious shortcomings in how our Government 
approaches safety and security for people that rent.  
 
This report considers what the ACT Government has done in relation to each of the five measures 
in the national statement. It opens by scoring the ACT Government on each measure and 
comparing the performance to other jurisdictions. In the body of the report, we then take each 
measure and identify what the government has done, what it has failed to do, and what should be 
done. These recommendations are also compared to those in Interim Reports from the ACT 
Government Select Committee on the COVID-19 pandemic response , and a set of proposals from 2

Legal Aid ACT . 3

1
 https://www.rentingandcoronavirus.com.au/ 

2
 https://www.parliament.act.gov.au/parliamentary-business/in-committees/committees/select_committees/select-committee-on-the-covid-19-response 

3
 The proposals are contained in Interim Report 3, pp 19-26. 



 

 

The five measures   ACT rating  How other 
jurisdictions 
compare 

Stop no fault evictions & 
evictions where the tenant is 
in rent arrears (covering all 
tenants including occupants). 

Poor. Only some households 
are protected, and only from 
some forms of eviction.  

Tasmania has implemented 
comprehensive protections 
that protect all tenants.  

Support renters to terminate 
fixed-term agreements 
without penalty. 

Good. Tenants in need can 
now terminate fixed-term 
tenancies with 3 weeks’ 
notice.  

 

Binding arbitration where 
renters and landlords cannot 
reach agreement on a rent 
reduction . 

Fail. There is no option in the 
ACT for binding arbitration.  

Victoria offers fast-track 
dispute resolution services for 
tenants and landlords who 
cannot reach agreement.  

A temporary freeze on any 
rent increases.  

Poor. Only “impacted 
households” are protected 
against rental increases.  

In South Australia, all renters 
are currently protected from 
rent increases. 

Direct financial support for 
renters who, after genuine 
rent reductions have been 
applied, would struggle to 
afford their rent.  

Poor. The ACT has a scheme 
that offers a land tax credit to 
lessors. The scheme has not 
had a material impact on 
encouraging rent reductions.  
 

In Victoria, when a rent 
reduction is in effect, the 
Government can pay up to 
$3000 to the landlord to 
contribute to the tenant’s 
rental payments. 
 

 
Table 1: Evaluating the ACT Government policy response 

   



 

Stop evictions for rental arrears or evictions where the 
tenant is not at fault, covering all tenants including 
occupants. 

“When we asked for a rent reduction because two of our housemates were 
international students who did not get government support [our landlord] lost 
it. He began doctoring out contracts and when we refused to sign a new 
contract he printed out eviction notices and put them in little envelopes in the 
kitchen with our names on it.”  

 
The ACT Government has not provided enough protection against evictions for renters. Many 
renters are stressed by the possibility of eviction and potential homelessness. 

What has the Government done?  

Certain renters are protected from certain evictions during the Covid-19 pandemic. Protected 
renters are those “impacted” by the pandemic or those eligible for JobSeeker or JobKeeper. 

What has the Government failed to do?  

Not all renters are protected against eviction. People on occupancy agreements are not protected, 
neither are renters with reduced income who do not meet the definition of “impacted household”. 
Protections only cover evictions explicitly for rental arrears and do not cover other evictions such 
as ‘no grounds’ terminations. 

What should the Government do?  

The Government has a responsibility to ensure nobody loses their home during a global pandemic. 
The protections in place should be extended to include people on occupancy agreements, and ‘no 
grounds’ evictions should be abolished. There is support for these measure from the Select 
Committee on the Covid-19 Pandemic Response and Legal Aid ACT.  



 

Supporting renters to terminate a rental contract that is no 
longer viable and is causing hardship, without being 
burdened with unfair debts or penalties. 

What has the Government done?  

The ACT Government has recently acted so that impacted tenants can terminate a fixed-term 
tenancy with 3 weeks’ notice. 

What has the Government failed to do?  

Some renters are not able to terminate a fixed-term tenancy. People on occupancy agreements                           
are disadvantaged as they cannot end their agreements without incurring a penalty.  

What should the Government do?  

The ACT Government has made a positive move aimed at protecting renters from hardship and 
debt. This should be extended to include people on occupancy agreements. This recommendation 
is also supported by Legal Aid ACT and the Select Committee on the Covid-19 Pandemic 
Response.  

   



 

A requirement for binding arbitration where tenants and 
landlords cannot reach agreement on a rent reduction. This 
arbitration should take into account the financial position of 
both tenants and lessors. 

“We didn't get approved for a reduction due to not wanting to access our 
already-low super funds and feeling violated having to provide such private 
information regarding financial necessities. We all lost our jobs.” 

What has the Government done?  

The ACT Government has offered only words for renters whose landlords do not agree to a fair                                 
rent reduction. Renters or lessors can use the Conflict Resolution Service, but this service has no                               
power to impose rent reductions. In practice, landlords can refuse to reduce rent even where                             
renters have lost significant income. 

What has the Government failed to do?  

The ACT Government is standing on the sidelines and enabling  landlords to refuse rent reductions 
with no accountability. There is no option for arbitration related to a rent reduction. Renters must 
rely on the good faith of their landlords in a bargaining arrangement in which they have unequal 
power. As a result, renters endure stress, anxiety, and fear of eviction.  
 

“We have had to skip meals to pay the rent.” 

What should the Government do?  

The ACT Government should empower ACAT to order rent reductions for impacted households, 
including all renters who have lost income due to Covid-19 related impacts. This reduction should 
take into account the financial situation of both tenants and lessors. This would encourage 
landlords to seek out government support through the existing land tax rebate. Legal Aid ACT and 
the Select Committee on the Covid-19 Pandemic Response also support these recommendations. 
 



 

A temporary freeze on any rent increases. 

“We were given notice of a rent increase commencing 30 April. We asked for 
our rent to stay at the current rate due to job uncertainty, the oncoming 
economic issues….We were told that the rent increase would still go ahead 
and that if we didn’t like it, to provide notice to vacate.” 

What has the Government done?  

The Government has legislated protections against rental increases for “impacted households” 
only.  

What has the Government failed to do?  

The Government has not protected renters on occupancy agreements or renters who do not meet 
the criteria for “impacted households”. This means that renters are facing rent increases even 
when they have lost income or are experiencing greater insecurity due to COVID-19. In practice, 
the technical criteria make it harder for renters to know if they are able to oppose a rent increase.   

What should the Government do?  

All renters, both tenants and occupants, should be protected from rent increases for at least as 
long as emergency measures are in place. A simple, blanket measure, would be a clearer and more 
practical system for both renters and lessors. 

   



 

Direct financial support for tenants who, after genuine rent 
reductions have been applied, would struggle to afford their 
rent. 

“We emailed our property manager asking for a reduction, as several of us had 
lost our jobs, but were told to pay the full amount, as the landlord is using our 
rent to pay off the mortgage and they would be put under financial strain.” 

What has the Government done?  

Residential landlords who offer a rent reduction of at least 25% can receive a land tax credit equal 
to half the value of the rent reduction, capped at $100 per week, for up to six months. Landlords 
also receive a rebate of $150 on  residential rates bills. Reported uptake has been low: although 
the ACT has almost 30,000 rental households, only 759 landlords have applied.   

What has the Government failed to do?   

There are several flaws with the ACT Government scheme. Firstly, in the absence of binding 
arbitration, the scheme is not sufficient incentive for landlords to negotiate rent reductions in 
good faith. Secondly, the ACT Government has failed to design a scheme that encourages and 
empowers tenants to initiate and drive the process. This means that implementation is incumbent 
upon landlords, most of whom are not acting. Further, even where landlords do provide rent 
reductions, tenants may still end up in rental stress, paying more than 30% of their income in rent. 
Such tenants have no specific access to further support.  

What should the Government do?  

A more effective approach would complement binding arbitration with financial support that 
offsets the tenants’ own reduced rental payments. At present, the ACT Government should use 
the savings from the current scheme to reduce the rent arrears of impacted households. In 
addition, renters who have lost income due to COVID-19 or who are now paying more than 30% 
of their income on rent could be supported, even if they are not part of an “impacted household” as 
defined in legislation.  
 

“When the ACT govt offered landlords a rebate if they allowed rent 
reductions, we were able to work out a reduction for me that still left them 
enough to cover their own costs.” 



 

Conclusion  

“We now need a permanent rent reduction. I was stood down by one of two 
employers and come October I will probably need to find significantly cheaper 
accommodation as my income will decrease again to its pre-JobKeeper level. I 
have a preschool aged child.” 

 
The ACT Government has not done enough to ensure renters are supported throughout the 
pandemic. As the pandemic continues, and the  economic downturn continues to affect Canberra 
renters, the ACT Government must do more to support people who rent to stay in their homes and 
out of debt. The measures we identify have been supported by Legal Aid ACT, the Select 
Committee on the Covid-19 Pandemic Response, and Tenants’ Union ACT. Given the imminent 
reduction in JobKeeper and JobSeeker, the Government must take steps now to safeguard 
renters.  
 
People who rent deserve secure, stable and affordable homes; this is especially so during a global 
pandemic. The ACT Government must do more so that renters don’t bear so much of the burden of 
the economic impacts of COVID-19.  
 

 

 

 


