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CONVENOR’S REPORT 

This financial year the Tenants’ Union has again provided a high level of service to 
clients and the community.   
 
The Tenants’ Union provided telephone advice to 2436 people, there were 287 face 
to face client interviews and 79 cases of a more complex nature were opened.  
These figures are comparable to the previous year, with an increase in telephone 
advice numbers this year. 
 
Staffing levels have been stable with six staff working approximately 2.6 full time 
equivalent hours.  
 
As part of the Tenants’ Union’s commitment to expanding its community education 
initiatives, it was very pleasing to see television advertisements airing on 
commercial television, thanks to a successful funding grant application obtained 
from the Tasmanian Community Fund.   
 
This financial year, staff and two volunteers delivered community legal education 
sessions at a number of locations around the State, including the East Coast, 
Burnie, Devonport, and Hobart.  A diverse range of audiences were reached 
including retirees, students and humanitarian entrants.  A similar level of community 
legal education sessions will be delivered around the State in the next financial 
year, and we plan to deliver sessions on the West Coast. 
 
The Tenants’ Union has been advocating for tenants in a number of legal and policy 
areas: 
 
The Tenants’ Union has employed staff member, Tracey Chapman, to research and 
make submissions on the proposed review of the Residential Tenancy Act 1997 
(Tas). 
 
In addition, the Tenants’ Union made a submission to the Human Rights National 
Consultation advocating for greater human rights protections on matters affecting 
tenants, particularly in regard to housing.  Further, a submission was made (with 
other community organisations) responding to a KPMG report into the 
corporatisation of Housing Tasmania. 
 
Recent developments in the tenancy area include the establishment of the Rental 
Deposit Authority (Bond Board).  Pursuant to this scheme, tenants must now lodge 
bond payments directly with Service Tasmania who will manage the bond on their 
behalf.  The tenant will then take a receipt to the landlord as proof of payment.  
Overall, the Tenants Union is pleased with the implementation of the scheme, after 
20 years of campaigning for it.   The Tenants’ Union is monitoring the scheme in 
regard to access for regional communities and tenants from culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds.  There is a concern regarding CALD 
people lodging forms and the complicated nature of the bond return system. 
 
The work of Kristie Johnson, Treasurer, in conjunction with Mick Lynch, Book 
Keeper, has ensured that the financial position of the Tenants’ Union remains 
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carefully managed.  The Management Committee have set aside funds to 
implement important projects such as research associated with the potential review 
of the Act, and to cover potential relocation costs. 
 
Recently, there have been some changes to the make up of the Management 
Committee, with four members, Tim Bullard, Naomi Bryant, Rowland Atkinson and 
Kristie Johnson resigning.  The Management Committee acknowledges and 
appreciates their contributions.  To address the current shortage of Management 
Committee members, we are actively recruiting new members. 
 
It is to the credit of staff and volunteers that the Tenants’ Union is able to operate 
smoothly and effectively in an environment subject to pressure and change. The 
strong working relationship between staff and the Management Committee means 
that challenges can be addressed openly and proficiently.  Thanks to all the staff 
and committee members for the hard work they have done for the Tenants’ Union 
over the past financial year, and particularly the volunteers who provide valuable 
support without financial payment. 
 
 
Gemma Misrachi 
Acting Convenor 
September 2009 
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ABOUT THE TENANTS’ UNION OF TASMANIA INC 
 
AIMS: 
 
The Tenants’ Union works for the interests and rights of residential tenants in 
Tasmania and seeks to: 

• Improve conditions in rental housing in Tasmania so that they meet accepted 
minimum standards; 

• Raise awareness within the community about tenancy issues; and 
• Promote legislative change where this is necessary to improve outcomes for 

tenants. 
 
GENERAL PRINCIPLES 
 
The Tenants’ Union is an organisation that is: 

• Active in response to changing tenancy issues; 
• Offering quality advice, advocacy, information and referral services; 
• Empowering people to take action on their own behalf; 
• Abreast of current housing issues; and 
• Keeping decision makers in the community aware of the key issues that are 

impacting on residential tenants in Tasmania. 
 
ROLES: 
 
The Tenants’ Union has a number of roles. It provides: 

• Advice, information and assistance with tenancy issues; 
• Advocacy for individual tenants on residential tenancy issues; 
• Systemic advocacy; and 
• Education and training for professionals, community organisations, students 

and community members about tenancy issues. 
 
OPERATION: 
 
The Tenants’ Union provides: 

• A free service; 
• Access to specialist knowledge on tenancy issues; and 
• A service to all residential tenants (eg. public, private and boarding). 

 
The Telephone Advice service operates during the hours of 9:30am and 4:00pm 
weekdays and the “Drop-in” Advice Sessions are available between 9:30am and 
12:30pm Tuesday to Thursday inclusive. 
 
FUNDING: 

Commonwealth Grants from the Attorney General’s Department for the financial 
year totalled $60,170 (not including a one-off $35,000 grant). This money was used 
for the provision of Community Legal Education, training, coordination, compliance 
and administration of the service as a whole. 
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State Grants from the Department of Health and Human Services, Housing 
Tasmania for the financial year equalled $145,297. These funds were expended by 
providing a telephone advice and advocacy service and legal representation. 
 
The Tenants’ Union generated a small amount of income through the sale of Lease 
Agreements and Condition Reports totalling $1,576, and bank interest of $6,397. 
 
ACCESS AND EQUITY POLICY: 
 
The Tenants’ Union continues to ensure that all tenants have equitable access to 
adequate tenancy advice, advocacy and community education services. Similarly 
the Tenants’ Union works to provide equitable access for all tenants to justice 
through tenancy laws and legal processes and practices. 
 
CLIENTS: 
 
The clients of the Tenants’ Union are: 

• Private housing tenants; 
• Public housing tenants; 
• Non-government agencies (eg. community workers and other parties 

interested in tenants rights and responsibilities) and 
• State Government agencies (eg. Housing Tasmania and Consumer Affairs 

and Fair Trading). 
 
Of the 2424 clients who informed us of their status, 69% self-identified as low 
income, 3% of clients identified as indigenous, 34% were under 30 years of age and 
6% were born overseas. 69% of our clients were women. 
 
STAFF TRAINING: 

1.  Training of volunteers during 2008/09 financial year: 
  
 Meredith Upchurch (Solicitor) conducted ten hours of preliminary training with 

two new volunteers.  Both became regular volunteers.   
  

Meredith Upchurch and Phil Hoffen (Administrator/Advocate) conducted a 
feedback and refresher course for six volunteers. 
 
All nine regular volunteers have received training and advice during the year 
from Sandy Duncanson (Principal Solicitor) and Meredith Upchurch. 

 
2. Training of TUT staff during 2008/09 financial year: 
 

Phil Hoffen attended the 2008 National Association of Community Legal 
Centres conference in Darwin. 

 
Meredith Upchurch and Tracey Chapman (Tenant Advocate) attended 
women’s legal workshop on conflict resolution. 
 
Meredith Upchurch, Tracey Chapman and Phil Hoffen attended a Public 
Indemnity Insurance (PII) seminar. 
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Meredith Upchurch attended an Anti-Discrimination workshop. 
 

Mick Lynch attended a taxation seminar. 
 
SUMMARY OF SERVICE ACTIVITY: 
 
The Tenants’ Union has once again had a very busy year. 2802 clients contacted 
the TU requesting support, advocacy and/or information from volunteers and staff. 
The Community Legal Education and Training reached out to wide variety of people 
in the community through eight projects and forums, and there were ten areas of 
Law Reform pursued. The Tenants’ Union achieved this with the equivalent of 2.6 
full time paid positions. The website (www.tutas.org.au) had 8042 website views 
and 18,946 page views in the last financial year. Web traffic increased by over 30% 
in the second half of the financial year. 
   06/07 07/08 08/09 

Clients     3070 2619 2802 

Made Up Of: Drop In   246 297 287 

 Cases Opened 87 71 79 

 Telephone Advice 2737 2251 2436 

  Region: South 64% 65% 65% 

  North  26% 23% 23% 

  North West 10% 12% 12% 

Clients Identifying As:         

Low Income   66% 68% 69% 

ATSI   3% 3% 3% 

Under 30   37% 41% 34% 

Women     70% 71% 69% 

 
TELEPHONE ADVICE LINE: 
 
The data provided below is collected from clients using the Telephone Advice Line. 
This data is extremely valuable to the Tenants’ Union as it informs Law Reform 
Activities, assists in targeting Community Legal Education Programs and generally 
allows the organisation to develop a better understanding of current trends in the 
rental market. 
Using the available data the following charts show the volume of contact with 
tenants via the Telephone Advice Line in the financial year. The first chart 
demonstrates the important role that volunteers play in providing assistance to 
tenants. Volunteers now dispense 95% of all telephone advice, up from 92% in the 
last financial year and 76% in the year prior to that. Volunteers provided 1163 hours 
of telephone advice in 2008/9. 
 

The charts below provide a snapshot of the issues overall and then in each 
geographical region on an annual basis. This information has been sourced from 
the available data collected through the Telephone Advice Line. We ask all our 
clients to provide information to us that will be used in statistical reports. It is 
important to note that a number of clients choose not to divulge information, 
however we still provide them with advice and information. 
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Repairs and maintenance continues to be the most sought after telephone advice 
year after year and again, it is a greater problem in the North and North West 
regions of Tasmania.  With a tight rental market, a tenant’s ability to move out of 
substandard and faulty housing is limited. Unscrupulous landlords/agents know this 
and move more slowly on repairs. 
 

Bond Disputes remained high in 2008/09, but with the introduction of the Rental 
Deposit Authority (Bond Board) from 1 July 2009 it is expected that disputes will 
reduce. 
 

Broadly speaking, the presenting issues are in similar proportions to the previous 
financial year. 

 
For a large percentage of Tenants’ Union clients, housing affordability is a major 
issue. The Tenants’ Union collects data on weekly rent and bond amount that is 
used to inform the policy work of the Tenants’ Union and other organisations. The 
following graphs provide an overview of weekly rental prices in the main 
geographical regions.  
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FACE-TO-FACE ASSISTANCE: 
The “Drop-in” Sessions still prove to be popular amongst tenants. In the last 
financial year the data available indicates that 287 tenants were assisted in this 
manner, a modest 3% fall on last financial year’s figures. This is still a significant 
number given that this particular service operates for only nine hours per week.  
 
ADVOCACY AND CASEWORK: 
Advocacy and casework continued to be a core activity of the Tenants’ Union over 
the last financial year. Of the tenants assisted through this service 79 case files 
were opened (up by 11%) and 77 cases were closed. The Advocacy and Casework 
project is particularly important as it is primarily focused on tenants with complex 
needs. Issues that may require advocacy and casework assistance include rental 
arrears, bond return, lease disputes and, most urgently, the threat of eviction. The 
advocacy work has been strengthened by the Tenants’ Union developing good 
working relationships with landlords, real estate agents, the Office of Consumer 
Affairs and Fair Trading, the Residential Tenancy Commissioner, and the Real 
Estate Institute of Tasmania. These relationships allow the Tenants’ Union’s staff to 
advocate and negotiate on behalf of tenants to achieve successful outcomes. 
 
LIMITATIONS TO TELEPHONE ADVICE, ADVOCACY AND CASEWORK: 
Casework increased from the previous financial year. Of the 79 case files opened in 
the year, 1 was from the northern region of the state, and 13 were from the North-
West. The lack of a TU presence in Launceston clearly impacts upon the ability of 
Northern tenants to receive in-depth legal help.  
The graph below demonstrates that the vast majority of telephone calls originate 
from the southern region. The presence of a Devonport branch has helped increase 
the profile of the Tenants’ Union in the North-West, and the Launceston region 
continues to suffer lower than expected figures. Telephone Advice was up during 
2008/09, in part due to an increase in the number and skill of the volunteer advisors.  
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COMMUNITY LEGAL EDUCATION AND LAW REFORM: 
 
The Tenants’ Union is responsible for providing community legal education and 
training statewide to tenants and the housing sector on tenancy issues, along with 
an active involvement in tenancy law reform.  
 
The funds for this are provided from the Commonwealth Attorney General’s Family 
and Legal Aid Division and administered through the Legal Aid Commission of 
Tasmania.  
 
Five Community Legal Education (CLE) projects were completed, and six were 
commenced in the 2008-2009 financial year. Eight CLE seminars were conducted 
by Meredith Upchurch, Sarah Hiller and Sandra Kent.  
 

• CLE for Tertiary Students at Burnie Polytechnic  
• CLE for Retirees with the Devonport Pensioners Association 
• CLE for Tertiary Students at the University of Tasmania Law School, Cradle 

Coast 
• Two CLEs for International Students at the Hobart TAFE  
• CLE for Refugees at Migrant Resource Centre, Hobart 
• CLE for Students at Latrobe High 
• CLE Roadshow on East Coast of Tasmania (St Helens and Scottsdale)  

  
The Community Law Reform work undertaken by the Tenants Union in the 2008/09 
year included the following areas:  

• Rental Deposit Authority, 
• Water and Sewerage 
• Human Rights 
• Review of the Residential Tenancy Act (1997) 
• Changes to Housing Tasmania’s structure 
• Government Budget Submissions 
• Priority Cards 

 
Within these seven law reform areas, three projects were commenced, and four 
were ongoing.  
 
THE TASMANIAN ASSOCIATION OF COMMUNITY LEGAL CENTRES: 
 
The Tenants’ Union maintained its membership of the Tasmanian Association of 
Community Legal Centres (TACLC) during the financial year. TACLC met on 
occasion to discuss program, state and funding issues. There are seven community 
legal centres throughout Tasmania consisting of three generalist and four specialist 
centres. They are Hobart Community Legal Service, Launceston Community Legal 
Centre, North West Community Legal Centre, Women’s Legal Service, 
Environmental Defenders Office, Animal Welfare Community Legal Centre and the 
Tenants’ Union of Tasmania. 
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NETWORKS: 
 
The Tenants’ Union has continued its links with the following organisations: 

• National Association of Community Legal Centres (NACLC) 
• Tasmanian Association of Legal Centres (TACLC) 
• National Association of Tenants Organisations (NATO) 
• Tasmanian Council of Social Services (TasCOSS) 
• Shelter Tasmania 
• Colony 47 
• Anglicare  
• Salvation Army 
• Private Rental Tenancy Support Service  
• Office of Consumer Affairs and Fair Trading 
• Housing Tasmania, Department of Health and Human Services 
• Legal Aid Commission of Tasmania 
• Rental Deposit Authority 
• Housing and Community Research Unit, University of Tasmania 
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PRINCIPAL SOLICITOR’S REPORT 

The Tenants’ Union attempts to provide legal advice and advocacy to tenants 
around the state with a very small budget. Since 2004 we have been funded for a 
solicitor in Hobart for 30 hours per week and for the past three years we have been 
funded to provide a solicitor in the north of the Tasmania for 3.5 hours, or half a day, 
per week. The solicitor is currently based in Devonport. Realistically there is 
currently insufficient funding to service Launceston, and clients there do not have 
access to proper legal advice and help. 

Southern Solicitor 
The position involves the provision of legal advice to tenants either on a one-off 
basis, or ongoing, and the representation of tenants in negotiation or litigation. The 
position also involves the supervision of the volunteer telephone advice program, 
which runs 30 hours per week. Other responsibilities include involvement in the 
Community Legal Education and the Law Reform programs of the Union. 

Northern Solicitor 
This position is funded with a discrete grant from the State Government each year. 
The position involves the provision of legal advice and casework to clients in the 
north and north-west of Tasmania, and Community Legal Education where possible. 
The solicitor, Sarah Hiller, is employed by the Devonport Community Legal Service, 
and works for the Tenants’ Union from that office. Sarah struggles to meet demand 
during her limited time, and often works unpaid overtime. In future we need to seek 
further funding for this position, and to extend the geographic coverage to 
Launceston and the north-east. 

Acknowledgements 
The Tenants’ Union is indebted to a great number of people who enable the 
organisation to deliver our services to clients on such a small budget. 
The majority of people working for the Union do so on a voluntary basis. I would like 
to start by thanking Bob Jones and Alex Fry for the enormous number of hours they 
have spent advising clients this year. Mick Lynch, Stacey Webb, Kirsty 
Abercrombie, Aneita Browning, have all volunteered on a weekly basis to 
collectively advise thousands of clients on the telephone advice line. It is worth 
noting that Mick is still volunteering in addition to his paid work for us. 

I would like to thank the Tenants’ Union Management Committee, who all volunteer 
their time for this very important role. I am extremely grateful to members Tim 
Bullard, Sue Chapple, and Tamieka Page for the time and support they have 
provided the Union this year, and I would particularly like to thank the office holders: 
Rowland Atkinson for Convening the Committee; Gemma Misrachi, for stepping into 
that role once again; Michelle Parker for her fantastic minute taking and 
organisational role as Public Officer. I would also like to thank Kristie Johnston, 
Treasurer, who fulfilled those duties this year under pressure, and despite family 
commitments. Thanks also to Jane Byrne and Naomi Bryant, for their contributions 
to the Union. 

Our small team of staff has once again performed extremely well and cohesively at 
the Union. Meredith Upchurch, Phil Hoffen, Mick Lynch, Tracey Chapman and 
Sarah Hiller are an enormous asset and have provided an enthusiastic, innovative, 
inspiring and generally harmonious workplace. 
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I would also like to thank the Hobart Community Legal Service staff, and particularly 
staff members Bernadette Reade, and Kat who have provided front office and 
reception to our tenants throughout the year 

My thanks also go to Chris Young and Karen Harris at the North West Community 
Legal Centre for hosting the Northern Solicitor position. 

Once again I would like to express my personal gratitude to the staff, Management 
Committee, and volunteers for the understanding, help, support, and flexibility that 
they have allowed and given me throughout this year in relation to the ups and 
downs of my ongoing medical treatment. They have made me proud and given me 
a focus and a place to look forward to returning to during each one of my absences. 

Sandy Duncanson 
Principal Solicitor 
October 2009. 
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FINANCIAL REPORT 
 
The Tenants’ Union of Tasmania Inc (“The Union”) finished the 2008-2009 financial 
year with an operating surplus of $16,119. This compares to the previous financial 
year in which the Union recorded a net surplus of $39,081. 
 
This improved financial position for the Union was due to a number of factors, the 
most significant ones being: 
 

• Wages expenditure of $114,122 was $16,576 below budget. Sandy 
Duncanson worked part-time for most of the year, and Tracey Chapman’s 
casual employment was funded from these savings  

• A further reduction in Annual Leave Expense of $10,187, as recommended 
by the Auditors (Refer WHK Denison: “Report To The Committee”) also 
contributed to the surplus. 

 
Of the Commonwealth One-Off Grant of $35,000, only $1,202 was spent. The 
Commonwealth will allow the balance to be carried forward. $25,000 will be 
expended this year contracting Tracey Chapman to carry out the research project 
earmarked under this funding, and it is likely that the other commitments will also be 
met 
 
The small operating surpluses for both State and Commonwealth funds are within 
the limits to allow them to be carried forward. 
 
 

Kristie Johnston 
Treasurer 
October 2009 
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