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Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission has been prepared by Mars Petcare Australia in regards to the 2015 Residential Tenancy Act Review. Mars Petcare Australia has been in the business of petcare in Australia since 1967, and are currently Australia’s largest manufacturer of petcare products. We believe passionately in the positive, community enhancing power of pets and our mission is to create a better world for pets everywhere.

Our submission focuses on the needs of pet owners in the Victorian rental market, concentrating on several questions in the Issues Paper “Alternate Forms of Tenure”; namely
1. Rules around written agreements for residential park residents are vague (Q.13, Q.14, Q.25)

2. Operators screen potential residents on basis of “character fit” with residents (Q.29)

3. Prohibition of pets in rooming houses without consent of operator (Q.47)

4. Right to ‘quiet enjoyment’ of other rooming residents may prevent pets (Q.51)

In our review of the Victorian Government’s Issues Paper - Alternate Forms of Tenure, we’ve identified several relevant points of contention for pet owners. This covers both people who own pets when they are seeking alternate rental properties and those who seek to obtain a pet once they have already begun an agreement.

Written agreements for residential park residents 

The key issues for pet ownership in alternate forms of tenure are the regulations regarding park operator rules. There is little protection or recourse for pet owners who find themselves trying to contend with "no pets" rules, or with rules that are sufficiently restrictive on pets as to be prohibitive. The chief impediment for would-be or current pet owners is the lack of standardisation of rental agreements for residential park residents. The only rules in the Residential Tenancies Act (Vic) are that the agreement be in writing and not in conflict with any part of the Act. Operators may make rules about communal facilities, for example a total ban on pets in communal facilities like grounds or outdoor meal areas. While residents may apply to VCAT to have a rule invalidated as "unreasonable", operators are only required to give seven days’ notice of a change to the rules. This means residents effectively have seven days to get a new pet unfriendly rule invalidated.

Other restrictions

Other issues which could preclude pet ownership in a residential park include prohibitions on pets in rooming houses unless rooming house operator consent, the right to "quiet enjoyment" in parks and rooming houses being infringed by noisy pets, or the application of house or site rules prohibiting or restricting pets. There is also a right of park operators to decline to provide agreements to people they deem of an ‘inadequate character’. This is intended to allow park operators to foster a positive community where all individuals feel comfortable mixing and going about their business. However, it could be used as a pretext to denying pet owners, as an expression of prejudice against them which is born out of lack of understanding of the benefits of pet ownership.

Rooming houses

Restrictions within rooming houses treat all pets as potentially disruptive, while this need not be the case for many types of pets. Rooming houses that are not distressing environments for animals should be open to the kinds of birds, cats, fish, reptiles and indoor dogs that would be suitable. A status quo where a ban is in place unless a resident can persuade the operator to give them an exemption would result in residents of such houses to continue to miss out on the personal and social benefits offered by pet ownership.

Assessment of the restrictions on pet ownership

Mars Petcare believes these restrictions are unnecessary given the nature of residential parks and the enormous personal and social benefits that pets can bring. For sites like caravan parks, the presence of dogs or other pets can be a happy addition that can be enjoyed by other residents. Pets are proven to provide a myriad of pleasures for their owners and improve physical and psychological health
, this is especially true for elderly owners and those with disabilities; groups who can often feel isolated in the community. The distress caused by having to surrender a pet due to the unavailability of pet friendly properties is extreme, often likened to losing a member of the family. Furthermore, communities are formed around dog parks and shared activities for pet owners, building positive reputations for those areas with positive pet policies, improving the standard of living for residents of the area. 

We at Mars Petcare Australia believe that a few, simple changes to the existing Act could help operators to allow for pets in their properties, while being protected from any pet related concerns. Our recommendations are;

a. Operators be unable to refuse or evict tenants on the basis of owning a pet; unless they can prove that the pet is causing a nuisance, damaging the property or endangering the safety of others.

b. The option for operators to levy a “pet bond” in addition to the normal bond payment, the terms of which are not unreasonable. 

c. Require tenants to disclose if they have not had a pet bond returned from previous accommodation.

d. Operators may require proof of dogs having passed puppy training.
These changes would improve quality of life for pets and pet owners, as well as improve the attractiveness of having pet owning tenants for operators.
Kind Regards,
Roger Bektash
Scientific and Regulatory Affairs Director Mars Petcare Australia
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