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No place 
like home

PETS & RENTING

By Fiona Maddison

PETS “welcome”, “okay”, “considered”, 
or “negotiable”. This is what you see 
when you go on Trade Me and type in 
“pets” under property rentals.

But just how many of the thousands 
of rental properties listed on the site and 
elsewhere throughout New Zealand are 
actually “pet friendly”?

According to Andrew King, of 
the New Zealand Property Investors 
Federation, there are around 450,000 
rental properties in New Zealand. But, 
he says, there is no information on 
exactly how many accept pets.

A survey, released in 2011 by the 
New Zealand Companion Animal 
Council, showed that 68% of 
households had at least one pet.

In a country where the companion 
animal population of more than five 
million outranks the human population of 
about 4.3 million, it would be reasonable 
to assume that a fair number of these 
animals are likely to live in rental 

accommodation with their owners – 
either legally (with landlord permission) or 
illegally (without permission).

The issues surrounding pets and 
rental accommodation have been around 
for decades. There are landlords who 
will go out of their way to accommodate 
pets and there are landlords who want 
nothing to do with them.

“When you let a property,” says 
Andrew, “you are entrusting someone 
with a very valuable asset. Someone with 
a pet is likely to be considered a riskier 
option than one without a pet. And you 
want the best possible tenant.”

So if pet-friendly accommodation is 
scarce, could landlords be overlooking 
an opportunity to increase their 
profitability by charging a higher rental?

Andrew says, yes, they potentially 
could be. “They could also be missing 
out on the best tenants.”

The New Zealand government website 
www.dbh.govt.nz/pets-on-premises 
recommends that landlords should not !
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overlook the possibility of a good 
tenant just because the tenant has a 
pet. It suggests that when deciding 
on or screening a potential tenant, 
landlords should take pet ownership as 
being just another factor to be included 
on the same level as credit ratings, 
references and the like.

Landlords who allow pets do have 
an opportunity to charge higher rents. 
But in some cases, tenants who are 
allowed to keep pets may, in fact, be 
better rental prospects.

A 2005 “Companion Animal Renters 
and Pet Friendly Housing” survey in 
the United States suggested that those 
tenants who were allowed to keep pets 
tended to stay longer and took greater 
care of the property. However, those 
who kept them illegally were on a par 
with those without pets.

Birds, cats and dogs are the most 
common pets in rental accommodation, 
with dogs seen as being riskiest.

It is likely that many landlords who 
say “no” to pets may not have actually 
experienced pet problems in their rental 
accommodation but have instead 
perceived what might or could happen. 

Andrew says: “The most common 

concerns are the potential for damage 
and annoying neighbours because of 
dogs barking or howling.”

Young animals are of concern, as 
they are less likely to be housetrained 
and more likely to cause damage to 
carpets through toileting mishaps.

Being left with abandoned animals 
on the property after a tenant has left is 
also a big concern to landlords.

SPCA Canterbury CEO Barry Helem 
says that under the Property Act, pets 
are classified as “chattels” and if 
tenants leave pets behind, landlords 
have the legal right to dispose (e.g. sell) 
of them as they see fit.

Leaving a pet behind is in breach of 
the Animal Welfare Act, as it constitutes 
desertion, says Barry.

The SPCA is sometimes seen as the 
answer to landlords’ problems. They 
often look for SPCA help with rehoming 
and sometimes need assistance to 
capture animals that are left behind.

Reports to the SPCA from 
neighbours about abandoned animals 
when tenants flee a rental property are 
also common.

Barry says the difficulty the SPCA 
has is in finding the owners. 

“Often in these situations, they have 
left the property in a hurry, usually with 
unpaid rent, and are nearly impossible 
to locate to lay charges against.”

He suggests that landlords phone 
the SPCA for advice.

“We would like landlords to take 
initial responsibility. If they are really 
stuck then we will work with them to 
care for the animals because, at the 
end of the day, there has been a breach 
of the Welfare Act.”

If a pet bond has been retained, then 
those funds should also be used to 
cover costs such as advertising and/or 
caring for the animal/s until new homes 
have been found.

Landlords have the right to ask for a 
pet bond to cover any future damage 
caused by the animals, or other costs 
that may arise from tenants leaving the 
property and abandoning their animals.

However, New Zealand law limits 
the amount of overall bond that can be 
charged. A tenant cannot be charged 
more than the equivalent of four weeks’ 
rental in bond and this should include 
the pet bond, if it is required. A pet 
bond cannot be additional to the four 
weeks’ rent bond already charged.

!

Apartment dwelling with pets
With more and more people turning 

to apartment living in New Zealand, 
it’s not only tenants wanting to keep 
their pets with them but also apartment 
owners.

So it makes sense before buying or 
renting an apartment to find out what 
the body corporate rules and bylaws 
say about keeping pets.

Even high-profile citizens can get 
caught up in a “no pets” policy if they 
run foul of body corporate rules.

In 2009, former TV presenter and 
Christchurch mayor Bob Parker and 
his wife Joanna Nicholls-Parker had 
to sell their apartment and move to an 
inner-city studio so they could keep 
their beloved moggies.

Although the couple pleaded that the 
cats be allowed to stay and asked their 
fellow apartment residents for support, 

the corporate body still voted “no”.
Each apartment complex will come 

under a body corporate, which under 
the Unit Titles Act 2010 has the legal 
right to ban pets in the complex that it 
manages. It’s up to prospective owners 
or tenants to read and understand the 
rules before they sign a sales or rental 
agreement, and then comply with them.

A body corporate may include a 
range of rules regarding pets such as: 
 Prior written consent from the body 

corporate must be obtained to allow 
a pet to reside in an apartment. 

 Pets allowed may be based on type, 
size, sex and breed.

 Pets must be desexed.
 Pets may not be allowed on common 

property used by other residents – 
with exception of guide, hearing or 
assistance dogs.

Be a responsible tenant and pet owner
 Be prepared – create a pet portfolio when looking for a pet-friendly rental property.
 Teach your pets to respect the rental property, i.e. don’t allow them to ruin chattels 

such as curtains, carpet, paintwork, etc.
 Clean up after your pets around the property.
 Make sure your pets are well cared for with appropriate shelter, food, water, vet care 

and daily attention.
 Never abandon your animals when you leave the rental property.
 Be quick to act on any pet-related problems as they arise.
 Keep communications with your landlord open and friendly.  
 If your agreement says “no pets”, then do not bring a pet to live on your rental property 

without permission from the landlord.

Create a pet portfolio
A pet portfolio should include information about your pet plus details about its 

care, daily habits, etc, to reassure a prospective landlord that you are a responsible 
owner. Things to include:

 Photo of your pet.
 Description, breed, age and sex.
 Current vaccination certificates.
 Desexing, microchipping and registration information.
 Housing information, i.e. how the animal will be housed (outdoors – in kennel 

and run; indoors – housetrained, bedding, etc).
 Daily habits – how your pet spends its day, exercise regime, etc.
 Training sessions attended, i.e. dog obedience school.
 References relating to your pet from a previous landlord and/or vet.

Checklist for allowing pets on a rental property
These are the things you can reasonably expect a landlord to do before 

deciding on suitability to rent to someone with an animal:

 Meet the owner and their pet.
 Ask for a pet portfolio with references from previous rentals.
 Include a pet bond and state what it covers, i.e. damage to property, 

rehoming if animals are abandoned and left behind when the tenant moves 
out, etc.

 Be specific about what is or isn’t allowed, i.e. type/breed of animal, outdoor 
pets only, housing, number of animals allowed to live on the property, etc.

 Find out how long the owners have had their pet and what experience they 
have in animal care.

 Ask for contact details of a friend or relative who can care for the pet in 
case of emergency. 

 Ask what plans owners will make for their pets when they go on holiday.
 Take a photo of the pet with its owner.
 Take photos of the property inside and out before the pet moves in, ask the 

tenant to view them and to then sign off on them.

!
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Jackson and his owner Barbara Townsend (above) are 
survivors of the Canterbury earthquakes and are looking 
forward to living in each other’s company again soon.

Barbara was with Jackson but he was in another room, the 
kitchen, when the February 2011 earthquake struck. The fridge 
door flew open and all the food came crashing out. Everything 
on the benchtop also crashed around the terrified dog. 

Barbara says: “He didn’t know where I was and tried to run 
to find me, crouching and whining until he did.”

Trying to find his owner was just as traumatising for 
Jackson as the earthquake itself.

With her home damaged, Barbara was then faced with 
finding suitable accommodation for herself and Jackson. 
Hundreds of other people were in a similar situation. 

!

Housing New Zealand’s new rules
While Housing New Zealand (HNZ) has toughened its rules regarding dogs in 

state houses, it does offer some leniency on a case-by-case basis.
HNZ tenants may be able to keep a dog if:
   The dog has been trained to assist them with a disability.
   The dog is essential for the tenant’s mental well-being or for other chronic 

health conditions.
   The dog has lived on the property for a number of years and has been 

present at inspections.
All pets in HNZ accommodation are subject to similar terms as other rental 

agreements. Tenants must always get written permission to keep pets, and 
similar conditions also apply for nuisance or “illegal” pets.

Visit www.hnzc.co.nz to find out more about the department’s pet rules.

She eventually found share lodgings but was unable to 
take Jackson with her – the owner had a timid cat. Luckily, 
Barbara’s daughter was able to take Jackson into her home 
but for Jackson that meant separation from his beloved owner. 

When Barbara stays over at her daughter’s home, Jackson 
won’t sleep in her room as, she says, he doesn’t trust that she 
will stay with him and thinks he can trust her daughter more, 
so is torn between the two of them.

“He was always a one-person dog and now he doesn’t 
know whose he is. When I see him he is delighted but when 
I have to leave he is confused and upset, begging me to take 
him, which upsets me as well. I just have to walk away.”

Barbara is philosophical about the situation and says she’s 
looking forward having Jackson back with her permanently. 

“Illegal” pets
When a landlord states on the 

contract that pets are not allowed or 
permission has not been given for a pet 
to live on the property, then an animal 
found to be living on the rental property 
is termed “illegal”.

Having a pet live on the property 
without permission may be in breach of 
the tenancy agreement and the landlord 
then has the right to issue the tenant 
with a 14-day notice to have the pet 
removed or, if this is not complied with, 
apply for eviction of the tenant.

Illegal pets kept on a rental property 
put landlords at a disadvantage as 
landlords miss out on opportunities 
to protect their investment – such 
as screening the pet owner as a 
responsible tenant, charging a higher 
rent or a pet bond to cover any damage 
caused by the animal.

In the US, a New York City pet law 
gives the landlord three months to 
lodge a notice with the court for the 
tenant to remove the pet from the 
property once the landlord has been 
made aware of the pet. If more than 
three months elapse and nothing has 
happened, the landlord waives all rights 
for the property to be pet-free.

In New Zealand, there are no such 
laws to help owners and their pets stay 
together in rental accommodation. 
Each situation is dependent on the 
landlord and the tenant coming to an 
agreement and putting it in writing. 

Ways to overcome problems
Sometimes the best solution comes 

from unlikely sources.
For instance, when a young woman 

was forced to leave her job and return 
home to her parents, she faced the 
dilemma of what to do with the dog 

she’d had since it was a pup. She 
had developed a strong bond with the 
dog and needed it to help with her 
recuperation. Her parents lived in a 
rental property.

The landlord said “no dog”.
The family was devastated. They 

faced moving out of their rental home of 
several years, one they’d looked after 
with great care and had even put some 
of their own money into maintaining.

Through the kindness of neighbours, 
who vouched for the family and 
petitioned the landlord, the dog was 
allowed to stay so long as it didn’t 
come into the house.

Finding a solution that benefits 
both tenant and landlord can result in 
a positive outcome but it pays to be 

to be choosy,” says Barry. “It’s traumatic 
for pet owners and their pets.” 

He says the local SPCA’s boarding 
facility has been well used for providing 
temporary accommodation for dogs, 
especially during the off-peak season 
and during week days, largely due to 
people having earthquake repairs done 
on their homes.

A good number of investment homes 
coming on to the rental market are new, 
which gives landlords even more reason 
to be choosy about who and what they 
allow on their properties.

Finding a rental property when 
you own a pet can be disappointing, 
stressful and discouraging. Bad enough 

to have gone through the trauma of the 
earthquakes, residents have also had to 
endure being separated by their equally 
traumatised pets. 

Steve Glassey, from the Joint Centre 
for Disaster Research at Massey 
University, told the 2011 New Zealand 
Companion Animal Conference that 
there is a psychosocial impact on 
owners being separated from their 
pets. Pets are part of the family and 
staying together is important not just 
for humans but also for animals (see 
panel above).

 While Steve was referring to 
evacuating and retrieving people and 
their animals during a disaster, the 

same can be applied to separation 
after a disaster. People need their pets 
to help them return to some sort of 
normality in their lives.

Pets are an important coping 
mechanism and most people in 
New Zealand identify their pets as 
playing an important part in their 
ability to cope.

“We use them to de-stress, we talk 
to them, and they are very, very good 
listeners,” Steve told the conference.

People are just as likely to develop 
depression and other mental health 
issues from being separated from 
their pets as they are from losing their 
homes.

prepared if the landlord still says no.
Finding a rental home that allows 

pets can be hard at the best of times 
but when a disaster strikes, such as 
the 2010 and 2011 earthquakes in 
Canterbury, the situation becomes even 
more difficult, intense and critical.

Pet rental stress
Barry Helem says there is still 

a shortage of pet-friendly rental 
accommodation in Christchurch. 

For the past three years, hundreds of 
owners have been separated from their 
pets either permanently or temporarily 
due to the shortage of pet-friendly rental 
accommodation in the region.

“The high demand on rental 
properties means landlords can afford 

Barbara and Jackson’s separation experience


