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Knowing the Law Through Real Cases: Don’t Panic When an
Unreasonable Landlord Withholds Your Deposit — Go to Court Only If
Negotiations Fail

Yao Kejia
Published /01 Februray 2026, 05:00

A tenant and a friend rented an HDB flat. After the two-year lease ended, the landlord
was overly critical during the inspection, claiming that many areas required repairs,
proposing unreasonable charges, and refusing to return the security deposit. If tenants
encounter such a landlord, what options do they have to seek justice? In this episode
of Knowing the Law Through Real Cases, three lawyers and a real estate company are
invited to share their views and to remind renters what details they should pay attention
to when signing a tenancy agreement.

If negotiations with an
unreasonable landlord over the
return of a security deposit fail,
tenants may consider mediation or
pursuing legal action to recover the
deposit. The landlord who claims
deductions must prove that such
deductions are lawful and
reasonable, and must not use the

process as a means to profit.

Huang Liping, an equity director at

WMH Law Corporation, said that disputes over security
deposits are a common type of conflict in landlord-tenant
relationships. Generally, the deposit paid by a tenant
amounts to one to three months’ rent, depending on the
terms and duration of the tenancy agreement, and is
usually returned at the end of the lease. This deposit is
typically used to offset the tenant’s breach of contract or
damage to the property, such as damage to fixtures and
fittings during the tenancy, or unpaid rent at the time of
move-out.

The amount a landlord can deduct from the security  pyangLiping: Before signingthe

lease, both tenants and landlords
should fully understand their legal
agreement. If the terms are too broad, they could be  rightsandobligations. (Provided by

the interviewee)

deposit must be in accordance with the tenancy

exploited by the landlord for personal gain. Therefore, it is
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also important for the lease to specify a timeframe for the return of the deposit, which
can prevent the landlord from unreasonably withholding it for an extended period.

Once a dispute arises, tenants who have grounds to sue can file a claim in the Small
Claims Tribunal, the State Courts, or the High Court, depending on the nature of the case
and the amount in dispute. Tenants should first consult a lawyer to review the tenancy
agreement and obtain appropriate advice, such as sending a lawyer’s letter, attempting
mediation, or initiating legal action.

If the tenancy is no longer than two years and the amount involved is less than S$20,000,
the case can be brought to the Small Claims Tribunal.

Guo Yigiang, a partner at Harry Elias Partnership LLP, said
that the Small Claims Tribunal generally attempts to
mediate disputes at the early stage of the case, and parties
can negotiate online through the platform. If mediation
fails, the case proceeds to a hearing. Lawyers are not
allowed to represent parties in the Small Claims Tribunal,
making the process simpler and less costly.

Once a case enters the legal process, the burden of proof
generally follows the principle of “he who asserts must
prove.” If a landlord wishes to make deductions from the

deposit, they must prove that they are entitled to do so and

that the amount is reasonable. If the landlord’s evidence is Guo Yigiang: "Once the matter enters
judicial proceedings, the landlord must
valid, the tenant must then present a rebuttal. prove that the deductions are justified and

the amounts are reasonable, and must not
use the opportunity to profit." (Provided by
the interviewee)

For example, if the landlord provides before-and-after
photos of furniture and claims that the tenant damaged it,

the tenant must show that the wear and tear is due to normal
use.

A landlord can only deduct actual expenses incurred and
may not claim excessive amounts or profit from the
deductions. However, the landlord is not obligated to choose
the lowest possible quote; they only need to ensure that the
overall costs are reasonable, leaving them a fair degree of
discretion.

Huang Qianhui, a director at Xin Yue Law Firm, added that
what the tenant needs to prove also depends on the terms of =~ HuangQianhui: ifa propertyis used for

illegal activities and the landlord
the tenancy agreement. If the lease specifies that the participates, deliberately tuns a blind

eye, or fails to exercise reasonable due

landlord must return the deposit within a certain period after diligence, they may be held liable.

the contract ends, the tenant only needs to show that this (Provided by XinYue Law Firm)
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clause exists and that the landlord has failed to refund the deposit. The landlord would
then need to prove that any deductions are lawful and reasonable. However, if the
agreement contains different provisions regarding the deposit, the tenant’s burden of
proof may vary accordingly.

Mediation as an Alternative to Litigation
If tenants prefer not to go to court, mediation is one way to resolve disputes.

GuoYiqgiang said that mediation can only proceed with the agreement of both parties. The
process generally starts with each side submitting a statement, followed by a half- or full-
day mediation session led by a neutral mediator. The mediator helps both parties clarify
issues and concerns, identify their respective needs, and work together to find a solution.
The mediator may also meet with each party individually to understand their positions.
Unless authorized by the parties, the mediator will not disclose confidential information
to the other side.

Organizations and platforms that provide mediation include the State Courts’ Court
Dispute Resolution Cluster, the Singapore Mediation Centre, and the Law Society’s
Mediation Scheme.

Carefully Review Lease Terms Before Sighing

To avoid future disputes, tenants should carefully review the lease before signing. Guo
Yigiang highlighted the following points to watch for:

- Defect warranty period: Check whether a one-month defect warranty is provided.

- Maintenance costs: Confirm whether there’s a cap on tenant liability for property and
furniture repairs, generally between S$200-S$500, and ensure normal wear and tear
is excluded.

- Landlord’s right to terminate: Verify the circumstances under which the landlord may
repossess the property or terminate the lease early (e.g., overdue rent, tenant
bankruptcy, persistent breaches), and whether a reasonable notice period (e.g., 7-14
days) is provided for the tenant to remedy the breach.

- Move-out obligations: Clarify tenant responsibilities at the end of the lease, such as
vacating the property, repainting, or arranging professional cleaning.

- Tenant liability for breaches: Understand the compensation tenants may owe if they
breach the lease, damage the property, or terminate early, including proportional
return of agency fees, legal costs, restoration expenses, and potentially unpaid rent
for the unfulfilled portion of the lease.

- Early termination for work assignments: Ensure the lease includes relevant clauses
and conditions for early termination due to work relocation, such as whether it can
only be exercised after half the lease term or what documentation is required.
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- Quiet enjoyment: Confirm that tenants have the right to undisturbed use of the
property.

- Landlord responsibilities: Check that the landlord is responsible for all maintenance
costs and property taxes, and that the property structure (e.g., roof, ceiling) is in good,
rentable condition.

- Use standard real estate lease templates whenever possible: These templates are
generally drafted based on market practices, making them fairer for both parties.
Tenants and landlords can also refer to the Real Estate Agency Council’s lease
templates.

Huang Liping reminds both parties to fully understand their legal rights before signing the
lease. If there are any doubts, they should verify details early or consult a lawyer for
professional advice.

Huang Qianhui emphasizes:

“Whether you are a landlord or a tenant, you should carefully keep all written records,
including payment receipts, photos of the property during handover, furniture inventories,
and communications regarding maintenance. In the event of a dispute, the party with
more comprehensive documentation usually holds the advantage.”

Landlords Cannot Enter Tenants’ Private Spaces at Will

Once a property is rented, landlords generally cannot enter a tenant’s private space at
will. Most leases also protect the tenant from unreasonable interference by the landlord
during the tenancy.

Huang Qianhui explains that most leases include a “right to quiet enjoyment,” meaning
landlords generally cannot enter a tenant’s room without consent. If a landlord clearly
infringes on this right, it constitutes a breach of contract, giving the tenant reasonable
grounds to terminate the lease early without paying penalties or compensation.

However, this does not mean tenants can unilaterally deem the landlord unreasonable
and leave the property. Tenants are advised to communicate with the landlord first to
clarify boundaries. If communication fails, tenants can seek assistance from
organizations such as the Community Mediation Centre.

Huang Liping adds that in certain circumstances—such as necessary repairs,
inspections, or emergencies—the landlord may have the right to enter the property.
“Tenants should confirm at the time of signing whether the landlord must provide
advance notice before entering, and understand the rules for using common areas and
facilities.”
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Posting Rental Complaints Online

Tenants who post negative rental experiences online may face legal risks. Huang Qianhui
explains that whether it is illegal depends on the specific circumstances:

Even if a post only mentions the rental address without naming the landlord, if the
landlord can be identified, the tenant may face legal liability for doxxing.

If the posts constitute harassment in content or frequency, the tenant may also bear legal
responsibility.

If the posts contain false or defamatory statements, the landlord could sue the tenant for
defamation.

She advises tenants who intend to publicly complain online to seek professional legal
advice before posting.

Lease Directly with the Property Owner

If atenant accidentally rents from a sublandlord, they should try to negotiate directly with
the owner to obtain written consent for subletting, or ideally, sign a lease directly with the
owner.

Guo Yigiang explains that if tenants realize they rented from a sublandlord, they should
contact the owner to obtain written consent for subletting and also get written
confirmation from the sublandlord.

If the sublandlord defaults on rent, the owner has the right to evict the tenants. Legally,
tenants may sue the sublandlord for moving costs or the difference in rent for a similar
property, but in reality, sublandlords often lack the ability to pay, making legal action
impractical. Tenants should therefore try to negotiate directly with the owner for a direct
lease.

To avoid such situations, prior verification is crucial. Guo Yigiang suggests:

Rent through licensed real estate agents, as they usually confirm the client has legal
authority to lease the property.

Ensure the lease is stamped by the Inland Revenue Authority so that the landlord’s
information is recorded officially, which may deter illegal subletting.

Tenants can also request property ownership information from the Land Authority to
verify the registered owner.
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Pan Juncong, ERA’s Vice President of Legal & Compliance, notes
that tenants can check the public register of the Real Estate
Agency Council to verify whether the agent’s phone number is
registered. If it cannot be found, it indicates the number is not
registered with the Council.

Unauthorized Subletting Constitutes Lease Breach

Huang Liping states that subletting without the owner’s consent
is a breach of lease. The landlord has the right to terminate the

. . . i Pan Juncong: Tenants can use the
lease, forfeit the deposit, request evacuation, and claim loSS€S.  phone numberlisted in the agent’s

advertisement to check the

In the case of HDB flats, sublandlords may be prohibited by

agent’s licensing status in the Real

authorities from renting out flats for up to five years. Estate Agency Council's public
register. (Provided by ERA)

Huang Qianhui adds that if the unit is used for illegal activities

without the landlord’s knowledge, the landlord is generally not criminally liable. However,
if the landlord participates, knowingly ignores the activity, or fails to conduct reasonable
checks, they may be held accountable.

“To reduce risks, landlords should verify the identity and visa status of all occupants,
meet tenants in person to confirm their identification documents, and include clausesin
the lease allowing periodic inspections to ensure the property is not used for illegal
purposes.”





