Appeared in Cyprus Times 08/07/07


Beware of the homegrown cowboys
After last week’s article on the big time high rollers making more than a fast buck out of foreigners in the property market, I have been approached this week and asked to draw people’s attention to those other builders taking advantage of us foreigners here, not the high rollers but the one armed bandits, the cowboy builders who have arrived here from the UK bringing their transit vans with them!
The instances of these ‘tradesmen’ doing a bad job at an inflated price appears to be on the increase, largely as a result of the poor quality of building here requiring a higher level of repair and maintenance.  Whether they consider there are richer pickings here than in the UK, or whether they have been drummed out of the UK because of shoddy workmanship I am not sure, but they certainly do not appear to leave a trail of goodwill. 

These cowboys appear to be practising in all the so-called trades, and the only advice I can give you is, check them out first.  They are not all bad but certainly the alarm bells are ringing and I wonder how many of them have properly registered companies here - or are they ducking and diving either as visitors or temporary residents?  To give you a few examples of this black art, these are some that have been brought to my attention this week.  

Firstly, there is the couple who wanted to enclose their terraces with some kind of temporary roof structure.  They were recommended to use an Englishman who was a builder, he has ‘retired’ here from the UK, although I must say he was not recommended on the strength of any work he had carried out but because he seemed like a nice guy!  This ‘builder’ decided what was needed was a flat roof structure above the terraces, finishing them off with mineralised felt shingles. Well what could have gone wrong went wrong, the flat roof was built flat – mistake number one!  Flat roofs should have a slight fall on them and this is done by introducing firrings, tapered pieces of wood fixed to the rafters, to allow a shallow fall away from the property so as to stop the water ponding on the roof.  Mistake number two – I am told that the waterproofing underfelt was applied upside down!  with the sticky side up rather than being bonded to the plywood roof.  Mistake number three – he used mineralised felt shingles (these look like roofing tiles when done properly) – these are totally useless with flat roofs although can be used on shallow pitched roofs with a pitch as low as 15 degrees.  A flat roof should be finished with either rolls of mineralised felting (not particularly good in this climate) or two layers of felt, preferably applied hot and finished with a reflective paint.  What else could go wrong?  How about attention to detail?  If you were to lay the shingle correctly you would start at the foot of the roof, creating a fringe of shingle tiles which can lap into the rain water guttering (if you have any!). This should be your lowest course, but not so here, the first course starts at the verge and therefore leaves the underfelting partially exposed, open to the elements and liable to start failing rapidly. The shingle should be fixed with an adhesive made for the purpose, but in this case I am told they are fixed with staples thereby puncturing any waterproof qualities the shingles had! To make sure the job’s done properly, where the roof abuts the adjoining walls a proper flashing should have been provided, the type of flashing provided here looks to be as much use as the proverbial chocolate fireguard.  All-in-all a bad job!  Proper rates were charged for doing this work though as if done by a professional, although obviously from the standard of work and the materials used no understanding of roof building was known, and guess what?  yes, the roof does leak. The builder has been asked to come back and fix the problem, although I can’t see how it can be ‘fixed’, it would have to be stripped back and started all over again, but rather than accept his workmanship is shoddy the ‘builder’ lays the blame with the customer for not having treated the timber prior to it being used!  Firstly, this has nothing to do with the cause of the roof leaking, secondly the timbers have warped as a result of the leaking roof!  Guess what? He’s not interested in coming back and doing any more work. So beware!
Another example of being taken advantage of here is not always as a result of poor quality but varying prices.  The very same couple have recently had fencing erected around their boundary, they were told it was going to cost just over £1,000.  The fencing was erected and the builder wanted an additional £250, why? - because he hadn’t measured properly! He thought his mistake should be compensated by the customer!  I thought that’s what being in business is all about, if you make a mistake you put it right - even if it costs you.  But obviously not here! This builder’s response was ‘if you don’t pay the extra, I’ll come back and rip the rest of the fencing down’!  Well the stone wall it was built on was built by one of the local builders and the homeowners doubted it would survive such action, so a compromise had to be reached after this intimidation.  So the fence stayed and they were a little more out of pocket.  Sadly this ‘tradesman’ was also British.  
I have seen other examples of British ‘craftsmen’ at work.  Our neighbour rents his house out and the tenants recently had a problem with the kitchen tap.  As any of us that live here know, the first thing you do when the tap stops flowing is you clean the filter in the tap, but these ‘tradesmen’ turned up in their 4x4’s, as if fresh from the beach by the way they were dressed, and promptly put their ladders up to the roof and clambered around, which drew them to my attention by the noise they were making.  In the end I had to go out and ask them what they were up to and tell them how the plumbing system worked, I also told them that clambering around the solar panel and header tank wasn’t going to resolve a problem with the kitchen tap!  They managed to make a meal out of a relatively minor job and from what our neighbour has since told us, at a hefty price deducted from the rent by the Managing Agent!
It’s not just builders that are cashing in, there are others that call themselves pool maintenance experts, the only experience they have had has perhaps been watching their own pool being cleaned once or twice, probably by another cowboy contractor, they then go out and do the same with little or no knowledge or understanding.  I was talking to my friend who runs a properly constituted company here maintaining pools, she is getting more and more fed up with these cowboys who carry out pool maintenance at cut-price rates, well that’s easy when you duck and dive (not in the pools they maintain otherwise they’d catch something) by not doing the job properly, not using the proper chemicals (if any at all), and not paying their contributions like Social Security, the cost of a foreign Work Permit and the taxes like those of us with a properly constituted company have to do.  My friend finds herself meeting disenchanted people here whose pools are not fit to be used as duck ponds, they often need a good deal of work to get them up to standard before they can even be regularly maintained.  So again beware!
One of the easiest ways to find out if someone is trading legally here is to ask them for a Fatura, and this should by law be provided when you pay them and should be produced before money changes hands.  Such pieces of paper are as rare as hens teeth here - few and far between!  It is good to see adverts in the papers offering the services of British craftsmen but remember bodgers were British craftsmen making fine pieces of furniture out of timber found in the woods!
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The shingle verge has blown away – if the builder had only started here and not ended here it would have still been in place





A long straight fence – how could measuring have been so difficult?





A nice flat roof but sadly finished with inappropriate mineralised felt shingle








