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About SEARMS Aboriginal Corporation
SEARMS was established in 2003 under the Regional Management Model of the Aboriginal
Housing Office (AHO) as a Co-Operative that consisted of six Aboriginal Housing providers utilising
the structure to improve efficiencies and services.
These providers were:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Batemans Bay Local Aboriginal Land Council
Bodalla Local Aboriginal Land Council
Budawang Aboriginal Corporation
Cobowra Local Aboriginal Land Council
Mogo Local Aboriginal Land Council
Ulladulla Local Aboriginal Land Council

In 2011, SEARMS became a registered under the Corporations (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander)
Act and moved to a skills-based Board to continue providing housing and tenancy management
services to communities in the south eastern region of NSW.
We do this as owners and managers of our own housing portfolio, on behalf of the Aboriginal
Housing Office (AHO), and other Aboriginal organisations (including local area land councils).
Our current property management portfolio consists of over 230 properties in townships and
communities from Nowra down the coast to Wallaga Lake, and across
to Queanbeyan, Yass, Young and Goulburn.
Our services include:
•

Tenancy management – local, social and affordable tenancies

•

Asset management

•

Housing policy recommendations where applicable – including rent setting and arrears
management options for owner organisations

A core component of our service delivery is in ensuring our tenants have access to supports that
assist them in sustaining their tenancies. As such, we work closely with tenant advocacy
provider Murra Mia and locally based health and employment services.
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Where does the money come from?
Each organisation’s housing portfolio must receive enough in rents, and water usage recovery, to
meet all the expenses for that portfolio.
Expenses include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Rates:
Insurances;
Water rates and charges;
Repairs and Maintenance – responsive
Repairs and Maintenance – service (like smoke alarm, pest control inspections);
Repairs and Maintenance – cyclical (long term planning for items such as carpet
replacement, internal repaints, roofs, etc); and,
Management costs

Management costs includes employing and paying our staff at Award rates and conditions; travel
costs (such as running vehicles); costs of systems and licenses; and the costs relating to compliance
with the ATO, WHS and other legislation.

Organisation Chart
The Board of Directors sets the strategy and employs the CEO and must ensure that the organisation
meets it compliance and financial sustainability requirements. The Finance & Audit Committee is a
sub-committee of the Board that oversees the audit and risk functions of SEARMS
The CEO is responsible for the implementation of the strategy which includes the employment of all
staff and the monitoring and measuring of the strategic and operational objectives of SEARMS.

Finance & Audit
Committee

BOARD of DIRECTORS

CEO

Finance Manager

Operations Manager

Housing
Officers

Asset Officer

Housing
Trainee

Finance
Assistant

Admin
Officer

Page 4 of 17

What types of Housing are provided?
SEARMS manages a variety of housing under a range of different programs over the areas we
service.
Currently these include:
•
•
•
•

AHO Build & Grow Program (rents are set and updated every 6 months);
Employment Related Programs (shared housing);
Income based programs; (such as paying 25% plus Commonwealth Rent Assistance of
household income); and,
Rebate to Market Rent programs (such as paying 75% of Market Rent).

What standards of service can you expect?
SEARMS will be honest and respectful in how we deliver our housing services and how we strive to
meet the housing needs in our community.
Our strategic intent is to meet the standards as set out in the National Regulatory System for
Community Housing providers as well the NSW Residential Tenancies Act.
SEARMS also has to provide services to the community in accordance with the owner organisation
requirements – where generally, only the intake process is different (for example – from that
organisation’s housing waiting list.)
SEARMS has a number of policies that help our staff and contractors to understand and work to
these standards.
We have included some of the major ones later in this handbook for you.
For more information, please do not hesitate to contact SEARMS on 02 4472 6244.
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Your Tenancy
Tenancy Agreement
All tenants are required to sign a Residential Tenancy Agreement at the start of their tenancy. This
is a legal document based on the Residential Tenancies Act NSW which is the law that says how we
must behave as your landlord/agent and how you should behave as a tenant.
As community housing is different to private rental in that tenants are receiving a rebate of some
type from the market rent, your Tenancy Agreement may have an attachment with additional
terms.
These additional terms will state clearly which housing rental program you are leasing under and the
eligibility requirements needed to maintain that lease. Please go through yours carefully to ensure
you understand these additional requirements.

The Property Condition Report
This report describes the condition of the property and is your proof of the condition of the
property at the start of your tenancy.
This report will be used to compare the condition of the property at inspections during and at the
end of your tenancy. You are responsible for taking care of the property and leaving it in a similar
condition to when you rented it, except for ‘fair wear and tear’.
The landlord is responsible for ‘fair wear and tear’ but you will be held responsible for damage,
cleaning or lawn mowing, if you cannot prove it was like that when you moved in.
Please make sure you fill it in and send it back within the time required.
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Your Rent
As a community housing tenant, you will most likely be paying a reduced (rebated) rent to Market
Rent.
Market Rent – is the rent that would be paid for a similar property in the same area in the private
rental market.
Rebated Rent – is the amount of rent calculated according to the housing program that a
community housing tenant will pay. i.e. You pay less than Market Rent.
Rent Reviews – depending on your housing program, rent reviews will be conducted either sixmonthly or annually.

Paying Your Rent
The Residential Tenancy Agreement will state how often and how far in advance your rent is
required to be paid.
Rent can be paid a number of ways:
•
•
•

Directly from your Centrelink payments
By PayWay card at the Post Office
By internet banking.

Please discuss these options with your Housing Officer.
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Rental Bonds
SEARMS generally requires all tenancies to pay a rental bond to the amount of two weeks rent.
This depends on your housing program and your Housing Officer will discuss this with you.
Rental Bonds are lodged with the Department of Fair Trading and are returned at the end of the
tenancy if the property is handed back in the same condition as when it was first rented by you,
apart from ‘fair wear and tear’.
Where there is any damage to the property, SEARMS will make a claim on your bond and you will be
provided with any invoices for works done.

Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA)
Community housing tenants may be eligible to apply for Rent Assistance from Centrelink. Please
discuss this with your Housing Officer.

Property Inspections
Property inspections are carried out for a number of reasons.
Mainly we need to ensure that the property is monitored to identify any repairs and maintenance
and carry out scheduling servicing (such as smoke alarm testing and pest inspections).
It is your responsibility to keep the property reasonably clean and notify us as soon as possible of
any damage to the property. You are also required to keep the grounds and gardens tidy and free of
rubbish.
SEARMS will provide you with 7 working days written notice of any inspection.

Keeping Pets
Your lease states that you may not keep pets without the prior consent of SEARMS.
Please note, SEARMS is required to seek the permission on your behalf from the Owner of the
property. Pets are often prohibited by property owners and strata by-laws.
Approval may be given if:
•

The property is suitable for the
animal

•

Pets do not interfere with the
reasonable peace, comfort and
privacy of neighbours and,

•

You comply with the Companion
Animals Act.
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Rent Arrears
SEARMS is committed to helping our tenants sustain their tenancies.
We understand that tenant may experience financial difficulties for a number of reasons and like to
work early with the tenant to provide information or referrals to other support agencies that may be
able to assist them.
SEARMS first goal is to reach agreement with tenants for a payment plan to recover rent arrears.
Should this not be successful or sustainable, SEARMS will assist the tenant in an exit strategy.
In cases where SEARMS has not been able to reach timely agreement with the tenant, SEARMS will
take the matter to NSW Civil and Administrative Tribunal (NCAT) to either gain a Special Payment
Order (SPO) or terminate the lease.
SEARMS checks rental payments every business day so that we can quickly advise our tenants if a
payment is missed and they need to catch up.
If you for any reason cannot pay rent when it is due, please contact your Housing Officer as soon as
possible. This will prevent any escalation of the arrears process. Remember – staff are there to
assist you and they may be able to provide referrals to other agencies who can provide support for a
particular problem you may be experiencing.
Always contact staff to discuss your situation before it becomes a problem!

Charges other than Rent
Water use
If your property is separately metered you will be charged for the water you use.
The council sends the bills to SEARMS, we pay for both service and consumption and then charge
you for the consumption only.
Please use water carefully and report leaking taps as soon as you notice them.

Other costs you are responsible for
Electricity The cost of connection and use of the electricity supply.
Gas The cost of connection and use of the gas supply.
Telephone/internet The cost of connection and all usage.
INITIAL connection to the property (when it is first built) is the responsibility of the landlord.
Household contents insurance For insuring your own possessions in case of fire, theft or damage.
The Landlord insures the property itself.
Keys You are responsible to keep your issued keys safe. If you lose or lock yourself out, you will be
responsible for the cost of cutting extra keys and/or the locksmith attendance.
*Employment Related Accommodation (ERA) lease holders may have different responsibilities. If you are an ERA
occupant/tenant your Housing Officer will discuss these with you.

Page 9 of 17

Repairs and Maintenance
All requests must be directed to SEARMS for actioning.
SEARMS processes all requests and allocates priority according to the Residential Tenancy Act NSW.
Sometimes, SEARMS may only be able to issue work orders for URGENT repairs depending on the
financial status of the housing portfolio you are renting from. (Another reason why it is important
that everyone keep up to date with their RENT payments!)
Please do not carry out repairs and maintenance, improvements or alterations without the written
approval from SEARMS. Report any maintenance and damage as soon as possible to prevent further
damage or expense. For example, a leaking tap may lead to higher water charges which is the
tenant’s responsibility to pay.
You can get urgent repairs done by a qualified tradesperson in an emergency or during out of
office/holiday periods – try the tradesperson listed on your tenancy agreement first. Then write or
text us to let us know what you have done.
Do not spend more than $1,000, as that is the limit to the amount landlords are obliged to pay. Get
receipts from the Tradesperson and keep. Do not stop paying the Rent.
Emergency trades specific to your area will be listed on your tenancy agreement. Keep an eye on
the website for any updates – particularly over holiday periods.
A guide to how SEARMS categorises R & M follows.
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Repairs and Maintenance
Quick Reference Guide - FAQ
Category 1- Urgent Time frame to respond = within 24 hours
Definition: Emergency work that must be undertaken immediately as it poses an immediate threat to either
person or property
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Loss of power / lighting to the whole property (due to property fault as opposed to unpaid bills)
Loss of water to the whole property
Gas leak
Hot water service – burst, not working at all
Blocked drains, sinks, baths, basins, toilets (maybe Category 2**)
Property Security eg any fault or damage that makes the property unsafe/not secure eg external
locks, wall breach (other than Tenant damage)
Serious roof leak
Flooding (maybe Category 2**)

Category 2 - Priority Time frame to respond = within 2-3 days
Definition: Work that is of an urgent nature that does NOT pose any life-threatening risk to person or
property
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Repairs to taps / dripping taps
Re-fix loose / broken, rotted floor boards
Leaks to waste pipes to internal fittings (maybe Category 1**)
Flushing cisterns
Repair internal door entry
Fallen gutters/downpipes
Blocked surface water drains i.e. stormwater

** Refer to Maintenance Co-ordinator to determine the severity of the problem and whether should be
Category 1 or 2, hence the time frame to respond.

Category 3 – Non-urgent Time frame to respond = up to 21 days
Definition: Work that is of a non-urgent nature that does NOT pose any life-threatening risk to person or
property
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Brickwork
Clothesline
Communal(shared) areas of flats
Cupboards
Dampness or condensation
Doors
Downpipes
External joinery repairs/painting
General electrical repairs to light sockets, switches, extractor fans
Fascia/soffit boards
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Flashings
Floor coverings (repair)
Kitchen fittings
Letterbox
Outbuildings
Paths
Rewiring electrical
Sinks / sink units
Skirting boards
Internal door eg won’t close properly
Windows eg won’t close properly
Toilet pans – replace
Wash/hand basins - replace

Category 4 - Scheduled Time frame to respond = 2+ months
Definition: Non-emergency work, major works and upgrades
•
•
•
•
•

Bathroom upgrades
Electrical upgrades
External & internal paint
Fencing
Sewer upgrades

These works are usually always scheduled maintenance upgrades, as per an Asset Management plan.
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Your Privacy
SEARMS is committed to providing the highest level of service, this includes protecting your
Privacy in accordance with the Privacy Act 1988.
Any information collected by us about you will not be used for any other purpose than what is
required by us to manage our portfolio’s or as set out in the consent to release information form you
may have signed
See your Housing Officer for a copy of the Australian Privacy Principles.

Tenant Rights Policy
SEARMS will ensure its tenants have the right to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

fair and non-discriminatory treatment;
be treated with respect;
access safe and secure housing;
be consulted on housing needs and preferences;
confidentiality of personal information;
be consulted on changes to the way tenancy is managed;
complain and appeal decisions;
use advocates;
participate in the organisation and to contribute to decision making;
access their own information on file.
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Good Neighbour Policy
The Good Neighbour Policy aims to achieve:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

harmonious living environments for SEARMS tenants and their neighbours
a high quality of life for SEARMS tenants
appropriate and adequate access to support services and/or advocates for tenants with
special needs
stable communities with residents involved in their neighbourhood
greater integration of SEARMS housing into the general community
improved management of large estates in partnership with relevant external agencies; and
improved landlord management practices

SEARMS is committed to a fair and discrimination free living environment for all tenants and will not
tolerate harassment or discrimination towards any tenant or tenant group. This includes verbal,
physical or any other form of harassment, discrimination or threatening behaviour related to racial,
religious, cultural or personal differences.
SEARMS cannot resolve every neighbourhood disagreement however we can act if a breach of the
Tenancy Agreement is able to be substantiated.
If a tenant has breached their Residential Tenancy Agreement, we may take action against that
person’s tenancy.
The action we take will depend on the seriousness of the breach and be in accordance with the
Residential Tenancies Act 2010.
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Complaints & Appeals
SEARMS welcomes complaints as they are an important way to receive feedback on how we can
improve. Complaints are also useful in highlighting potential staff and contractor training needs
and are seen as an effective measure in improving the organisation.

Complaint
You have the right to make a complaint if you are unhappy about the service you received from
SEARMS or any of its contractors/trades. A complaint may be:
Informal - Verbal (directly to SEARMS staff) – about any matter relating to service including housing
standards. If you feel that it has not been resolved to your satisfaction, you can take it to the next
level by writing to the CEO.
Formal - Written complaint, addressed to the CEO.

Appeal
You have the right to make an appeal against a decision SEARMS has made. This may be about
intake, allocation and rental review processes.
Murra Mia Aboriginal Tenancy and Advocacy Services can provide additional support while going
through these processes.
If you remain dissatisfied with the outcome of our Internal Appeal Process you can proceed to make
an appeal to the independent Housing Appeals Committee (HAC).
Contact HAC on www.hac.nsw.gov.au or free call on 1800 629 794. The HAC are an independent
appeals agency for all NSW social housing clients.

Advocacy and Referral Policy
The purpose of this policy is to provide information on how SEARMS establishes and maintains
practical and effective links with service providers within the community to secure active
information and support for its clients.
SEARMS will promote to applicants, tenants, clients and all other relevant persons the services that
SEARMS as an organisation can provide. However, we understand the need for a holistic approach to
successful tenancy management and will work with and promote the services of a wide variety of
community and government organisations.
Where possible, SEARMS strives to have referral pathways with:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Aboriginal community and support services
emergency and medium-term accommodation;
housing information and support;
counselling/support agencies;
local councils;
community health centres, legal centres, neighbourhood centres;
migrant information services;
relevant government agencies
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Tenant Participation
SEARMS regards Tenant Engagement as an essential aspect of its tenancy management service.
Tenant Engagement is intended to achieve three objectives:
1. Promote Aboriginal community housing
2. Contribute to the local community
3. Engage with the local community on housing related issues
SEARMS will adhere to the following principles:
I.
II.
III.
IV.
V.

Give tenants real opportunities to participate in activities, get information and have their say
Encourage tenants to become involved in community events, block meetings, outings and
social gatherings
Help tenants to get the skills and resources they need to improve their lives and their
communities
Make sure that all tenants can participate by providing access to interpreters and disability
access.
Respect tenants’ rights not to participate or engage in activities or events
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Ending your Tenancy
SEARMS will manage the ending of tenancies in a way that accords with the law and minimises the
impact on SEARMS and its tenants.
When a tenant decides to leave they must give appropriate notice to SEARMS within the required
timeframes of the Residential Tenancies Act 2010.
Where SEARMS requires a tenant to leave because the Tenancy Agreement has been breached, or
it is the end of a fixed term, notice will be given as set out in the Residential Tenancies Act 2010.
SEARMS will only issue notices of termination under Section 85 of the Residential Tenancies Act
2010 as a last resort, when intervention or support programmes have not been successful in
ensuring the tenancy can be sustainable.
SEARMS may issue the tenant with a notice of termination if the tenant seriously or persistently
breaches a term of their Tenancy Agreement. Tenants are entitled to be given:
• notice in writing
• notice in the required time period, as stated in the Residential Tenancies Act 2010
• the reasons for ending the agreement
• a reasonable opportunity to be present at the final property inspection
A property inspection will be undertaken to ensure that the property is left in the same condition as
it was rented to you. Any damage (other than fair wear or tear) will be charged to the tenant.

Additional resources:
NSW Fair Trading: https://www.fairtrading.nsw.gov.au/housing-and-property
Tenants NSW: https://www.tenants.org.au/factsheet-01-residential-tenancies-act
Murra Mia: https://www.tenants.org.au/taas/mmtaas
SEARMS Aboriginal Corporation: www.searms.com.au
19 Old Princes Highway
P O Box 225, Batemans Bay NSW 2536
Ph: 02 4472 2644 admin@searms.com.au
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