
 

 

Boarding Houses Act 2012 Evaluation 
Baseline Study (2014) 

 

IN OCTOBER 2012, THE PARLIAMENT OF NEW SOUTH WALES (NSW) PASSED THE BOARDING 
HOUSES ACT 2012 (NSW), AS A CENTRAL PART OF ITS BID TO STRENGTHEN AND REGULATE 
BOARDING HOUSES IN NSW. THE ACT WILL BE REVIEWED AGAINST ITS OBJECTIVES AFTER FIVE 
YEARS.  

THIS STUDY AIMS TO ASSESS THE EFFECT OF THE ACT ON THE WELLBEING OF RESIDENTS OF 
BOARDING HOUSES; ASSESS WHETHER THE RIGHTS OF RESIDENTS ARE BETTER PROTECTED; 
DETERMINE THE EFFECT OF THE ACT ON THE SUSTAINABILITY OF THE BOARDING HOUSE SECTOR; 
AND DETERMINE LEVELS OF COLLABORATION BETWEEN DEPARTMENTS, AGENCIES AND 
COMMUNITY ORGANISATIONS THAT WORK WITH THE BOARDING HOUSE SECTOR.

CONTEXT 

Historically, boarding houses were used for 
providing temporary accommodation to visiting city 
workers or people on holiday. However, boarding 
houses now provide both short and long-term 
accommodation for persons that may not be able to 
afford or access other forms of housing. 

In October 2012, the Parliament of New South 
Wales (NSW) passed the Boarding Houses Act 
2012 (NSW) to regulate boarding houses in NSW. 
The Act follows a series of reports, including one by 
the NSW Ombudsman in 2011,1 highlighting the 
need for reform of the boarding house industry.  
The Act was also a result of the long campaign by 
housing and disability advocates for greater legal 
rights and protections for boarding house 
residents.2  

In response to these concerns, the Act seeks to 
address ongoing issues and to reform boarding 
house industry standards.  It aims to protect and 
safeguard the rights of vulnerable and marginalised 
residents, especially those residents who have an 
intellectual disability or mental illness; whilst at the 

                                                           
1 NSW Ombudsman, More than board and lodging - the 
need for boarding house reform - Special report to 
Parliament October 2011. 
2 Martin, C. (2013) ‘Boarding Houses Act’, Alternative 
Law Journal, 38(1) AltLJ 56. 

same time seeking to ‘promote the sustainability of 
the boarding house industry.’3   

With the introduction of the Act, boarding houses 
are now divided into two categories: general 
boarding houses and assisted boarding houses.4  
General boarding houses are defined as premises 
that offer beds for a fee or reward providing there 
are five or more residents.  Assisted boarding 
houses are boarding premises that provide beds in 
exchange for a fee or reward for persons with 
additional needs.  

The Act aims to achieve its objectives in a number 
of ways, including establishing a registration system 
whereby all boarding houses must be registered 
with NSW Fair Trading.  

RESEARCH METHOD 

The research project spans five years (2013-2018). 
Research methods include identifying boarding 
houses in three geographical study areas, 
surveying and/or interviewing participants up to four 
times (once per year); data analysis, and four 
interval reports. This information sheet summarises 
the first report (2014). 

                                                           
3 Department of Family and Community Services, 
Ageing, Disability and Home Care (2013) 4.   
4 Ibid s. 37(1) (a)  



 

 

The research is focussed in three Local 
Government Areas (LGAs): Ashfield, Marrickville 
and Newcastle.  

The report’s findings are based data collected from 
the following: 

Boarding house residents 

Annually, approximately 200 surveys are collected.  
In addition, 54 individual interviews are conducted.   

Boarding house proprietors 

Annually over 600 surveys are sent out NSW-wide 
to all known proprietors. In addition, 20 individual 
interviews are conducted.  

Government and non-Government agencies 

A series of focus groups are held with agency 
workers who are implementing or monitoring 
operations associated with the Act or otherwise in 
contact with the boarding house sector. In addition, 
agency data is being collected annually. 

 

FINDINGS (2014) 

Key findings: proprietors 

• 53 per cent of boarding house proprietors 
are between 50 – 69 years of age.  

• 56 per cent had been in the business for 
ten years or more 

• 68 per cent provided some form of written 
agreement to residents, while 32 per cent 
did not. 

• 75 per cent provided rent increase notices 
in writing while 13 per cent inform 
residents only verbally.  

Key findings: residents 

• 53 per cent of the residents reported living 
in their boarding house for less than a year  

• More than half (56 per cent) of the 
residents surveyed had no knowledge of 
the Act 

• There was a high usage of medical 
services (75 per cent had been to a doctor 
or hospital in the last three months) 

• 89 per cent of residents are in housing 
stress,5 paying more than 30 per cent of 
their incomes on rent. 58 per cent of 
residents are in extreme housing stress, 
paying more than 50 per cent of their 
income in rent. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Knowledge of the Boarding Houses Act  

While awareness of the Act is slowly growing, the 
boarding house residents surveyed and/or 
interviewed displayed limited knowledge of their 
rights and responsibilities or where to access 
information. Consideration may be given to 
increasing access to information and hard copy 
material.  

Compliance and enforcement of the Boarding 
Houses Act 

While the Act is clear in apportioning responsibility 
for enforcement, there is still some 
misunderstanding among the different tiers of 
government around enforcement.   

Promotion of the land tax exemption as an 
advantage of registration  

The availability of NSW Government land tax 
exemption may encourage more proprietors to go 
through the registration process with NSW Fair 
Trading.  

Unmet needs 

The evaluation found that access to dentistry is a 
key unmet need, as identified by the residents.. 
Other key unmet needs included access to social 
housing and psychological services. 

                                                           
5 ‘Housing stress’ defined as households on the 
lowest 40 per cent of equivalised household 
incomes who spend more than 30 per cent of their 
income on housing costs.  
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