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Here to Stay — Short-Term Accommodation in

Singapore

The use of one's private residential home for

short-term accommodation has been a matter of

much chatter in recent times, both locally and

internationally. The advent of technology and the

creation of online platforms such as Airbnb,

allowing for easier advertising and better

connectivity, have led to more people (in

particular, travellers) realising and adopting this

as an alternative lodging option to the usual

hotels and service apartments.

Yet, as with many of the other initiatives that have

sprung from the increased promulgation of a

sharing economy, the disruption brought about by

the advancement of home-sharing platforms and

short-term accommodation have raised new

socioeconomic issues, and regulatory bodies and

lawmakers now face the daunting task of having

to find the right formula to balance the interests of

the various stakeholders.

This Update takes a brief look at the laws relating

to short-term accommodation in Singapore.

Understanding the rationale for regulating

short-term accommodation

In Singapore, various policy considerations have

been cited for the need to regulate short-term

accommodation. These include:

(1) The need to preserve privacy and sanctity of

homeowners, which may be affected by the

higher turnover of occupants and high human

traffic;

(2) Impact of transient occupants on other

residents and the potential impact on safety

and security in residential estates;

(3) Growing global trend in favour of regulating

the short-term home-sharing platforms to the

same standards as hotels and service

apartments to ensure proper standards are

maintained; and

(4) Ensuring there is a level playing field between

homeowners and similar entities that provide

short-term rentals like hotels and service

apartments.

Development of laws relating to short-

term accommodation in Singapore

Back in 2009, the Urban Redevelopment

Authority of Singapore ("URA"), which is the

governing authority of urban planning in

Singapore, first promulgated guidelines which

provide, amongst others, that the minimum stay

duration is six consecutive months for the leasing

out of any private residential home.

In May 2017, these guidelines were enshrined as

statutory law in the Planning Act ("Planning

Act"). This was in part due to uncertainty

amongst the relevant stakeholders, e.g.,

homeowners, as to whether the guidelines were

actually part of law or whether the guidelines

could be treated merely as a position

"encouraged" by URA which would attract no

legal consequences. While the statutory

enshrinement has quelled such uncertainty, it has

since also been clarified by the Minister for

National Development, Mr Lawrence Wong, that

the statutory enshrinement of the guidelines "do

not amount to a change of policy" as prior to the

addition of the relevant provisions in the Planning

Act, a breach of the guidelines can still be

considered a material change of use, which will

be deemed an offence under the Planning Act,
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and which would have attracted the same

penalties.

In June 2017, further changes were made to the

Planning Act to lower the minimum stay duration

of six months to three months. This was in part

due to URA's observation of "growing demand

from groups seeking accommodations for periods

of between three to six months" which included

"academics and students visiting local Institutions

of Higher Learning, and professionals on work

assignments" and the need to provide these

groups with more accommodation options.

It should be noted however, that a private

residential property owner who wishes to let his

house out for a duration of less than three

consecutive months must first seek planning

permission from URA, failing which he will be in

contravention of Section 12(1) of the Planning Act

and the penalties under Section 12(4) of the

Planning Act will apply.

Such penalties include a fine of up to

S$200,000.00 and in the case of a continuing

offence, a further fine of up to S$10,000 for every

day or part of a day during which the offence

continues after conviction. If the offender is a

repeat offender, such repeat offender may

additionally be imprisoned for a term not

exceeding 12 months.

In determining whether the minimum stay period

has been satisfied, URA had previously clarified

in an interview with the Business Times that

"there is a breach [of the minimum stay period] so

long as residential units are rented for under six

months" and URA does "not simply rely on the

tenancy duration stated on agreements in

determining whether the minimum-stay

requirements of six months has been breached".

While the minimum stay period has since been

lowered from six months to three months, we see

no reason why such a position taken by URA

would not still hold true and continue to apply to

the minimum stay period of three months.

It should also be noted that where enforcement

action is taken, parties other than the

homeowners may also be prosecuted under the

Planning Act. The language in Section 12(1) of

the Planning Act would suggest that parties who

partake in the illegal letting, such as

intermediaries and tenants/occupiers may also

find themselves prosecuted for "permitting" the

breach.

Moving Forward – Proposed Regulatory

Framework

The URA is currently looking into, having recently

concluded a public consultation exercise on, the

possibility of introducing a more comprehensive

regulatory framework for short-term

accommodation in private residential properties.

The proposed regulatory framework include the

following measures:

(1) Annual rental cap of 90 days that the property

can be used for short-term accommodation;

(2) Occupancy cap of 6 persons per unit at any

one time, in line with URA's occupancy cap of

6 unrelated persons for private residential

units;

(3) Compulsory registration by each individual

property owner with URA prior to listing /

allowing the property for short-term

accommodation use;
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(4) All approved short-term accommodation

hosts will be required to provide URA with a

record of guest details for each stay. Such

measure is aligned with the requirement for

the particulars of all guests staying in hotels

to be recorded for security reasons;

(5) Compliance with fire safety requirement

specific to short-term accommodation use,

e.g., requiring homeowners to equip their

homes with equipment such as home fire

alarm devices and fire extinguishers, as well

as fire safety infrastructure in buildings where

there are short-term accommodation

activities;

(6) For strata-titled residential developments

governed by a management corporation, e.g.,

condominiums or apartments, there must be

support from the subsidiary proprietors

owning at least 80% of the share value in

favour of short-term accommodation use for

the development. The endorsement will be

valid for a two-year period and needs to be

renewed with an updated vote count each

time; and

(7) In assessing any application for short-term

accommodation use, URA will take into

consideration the impact of the short-term

accommodation use on the surrounding

community, entailing factors such as:

(a) Type of residential development, e.g.,

most landed housing estates are located

in areas with relatively quiet and narrow

estate roads and URA would be more

likely to reject applications for such

estates;

(b) Character of area, e.g., in areas where

there are already dis-amenities in the

surrounding area such as existing social

concerns related to security and vice,

URA would be less likely to approve

applications for such areas; and

(c) Presence or absence of a formal self-

governance structure within the

residential estate, e.g., URA would be

prepared to consider an application more

favourably if there is a management

corporation in place to administer by-laws

and implement localised security

measures to protect the amenity of the

other residents and mitigate the impact of

the use for short-term accommodation.

However, owing to the mixed results obtained

from the public consultation exercise, URA has

commissioned a more detailed public survey of

Singaporeans’ views on short-term

accommodation, to complement the feedback

obtained through the public consultation exercise.

As we await further announcements by URA on

the outcome of its public consultation and the

survey, and whether there will be any changes to

the laws relating to short-term accommodation in

Singapore, a quick look elsewhere suggests that

how short-term accommodation should be

regulated is an issue faced by other countries as

well and that there is no "one-size-fits-all"

approach.

For example, Japan has very recently

implemented "minpaku" law (private temporary

lodging law), under which home owners who

intend to let their properties out for short-term

accommodation may do so but must first obtain

the required licences and are further subject to

any restrictions imposed by their local

government, e.g., Kyoto only permits rentals in

residential area in off-peak season for tourists

arrivals, Tokyo's Chuo ward has banned weekday

rentals. The introduction of the law was in part in

anticipation of the tourism boom expected during

the Tokyo 2020 Olympics where Japan could face

a shortage of hotel rooms, but ironically, critics

have commented that the law, in particular the

local restriction limits, may instead stifle home-

sharing businesses and force many homeowners
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to stop offering their services, thereby defeating

the law's objectives.

Regardless of how the laws on short-term

accommodation evolves, it is likely that such laws

will always be debated upon owing to the

conflicting priorities between the regulator and

homeowners who believe that there should be

no/minimal fetters on their rights to deal with their

own properties.

If you would like information and/or assistance on the above or any other area of law, you may wish
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