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Monopolies and Scrabble!
With the end of Bayram I found business here quiet for the first few days after the holiday; in fact most building sites I called on were still relatively deserted with many of the Turkish workers extending their break on the mainland before coming back to Cyprus.  My daughter came over from the UK on Saturday for a few days break armed with a copy of Saturday’s Times and Daily Mail and it was good to catch up with the UK news, I also had a chance to look at our own newspapers in more detail on Saturday.  
What is evident is the total uncertainty of the world markets and what the future has in store, although reading the local newspaper it seems builders and developers here believe they are insulated from the world economic turndown, with a group of builders and suppliers proposing to form a ‘secret cartel’ made up of some of the best known constructors, developers and industry suppliers, supposedly to create a way of running the rogues out of town.  The paper goes on to say “as they control the vast swathe of the industry, they have decided to use their economic muscle to apply pressure where the government has singularly failed. From now on, those not in the approved circle will be quoted services and materials at a higher rate to price them out of the market.  No favours will be done and no credit will be offered”.  

I see two problems with this, who is going to decide who the rogues are? And how do you get into the ‘approved circle’?  There are a number of large scale developers here who I would want to see placed outside the circle but I am sure like everything else on this island money counts so the test will be those with the largest cheque books stay in the circle. Secondly what they have forgotten is that the authorities here have adopted this policy for a while now, doubling prices for us ex-pats and taking taxes early, making it less attractive for people to consider buying here.  In fact from what I see on the bulletin boards, and I know I am always saying don’t believe all you read on these sites, it appears more Brits are departing these shores than arriving having been financially squeezed out.
This brings us back to another basic issue here – the ‘phoenix’ companies. Will the re-branded/re-named ‘phoenix’ companies be allowed into the circle?  To give you an example I had a meeting with a client who is over in Cyprus this week to meet the developer and builder to try and sort out outstanding issues with his property.  This client is in a sorry position; he saw his first developer go bust having paid over nearly £100,000 for the property with little to show for it other than a concrete frame and a few breeze blocks. Luckily in this case the landowner has endeavoured to get the development back on track so that the properties are finished and he comes out with a little profit. The downside for all the purchasers involved is that a new sales contract has been required so yes more stamp duty is payable and sadly the way the new sales contract reads between the landowner and the purchasers is different to the pay schedule between the landowner and the builder – welcome to Cyprus where there is always inconsistency! 

I knew little of the builder concerned and didn’t recognise the name of his company, but like all meetings here it was delayed and I was given a copy of the builder’s portfolio to look through while we waited and wow! What did I find? Lots of properties I have previously inspected with some of my clients still having lots of heartache from the mess the builder has left them with, yet the photographs proudly showed ‘finished buildings and satisfied customers’. Alarm bells rang and I was on alert!  
When the meeting started, the first thing I brought up was the quality of the build of some of the houses I had seen in his portfolio and the response I had from the builder was ‘that is not my responsibility as I am no longer a partner in that company’.  It seems the company he left has little funds to complete their projects whilst he sits in a plush office with a plasma TV and Jim’ll Fix It seating!  
The question of build quality came up on my client’s scheme and of course the stock answer was given ‘don’t worry we will get round to fixing those problems at snagging’.  The builder went as pale as the white leather seat he was sitting in when I told him ‘no chance, I have seen your build quality before, get it right or no further stage payments will be made’.  Was I so glad that the meeting was later than scheduled and I had a chance to look through his portfolio but would unsuspecting Joe Public know that this company has partly risen from the ashes of one where there are desperate Brits trying to resolve issues like electricity and water supplies, and poor build quality?

So what we want here is proper policing, if builders suddenly reappear under a new name their history should be made known. At least in the UK there are the consumer watchdog programmes highlighting the rogues that recreate themselves as another company.

On a lighter note, Saturday’s Daily Mail published the diary of an English estate agent. 
9 a.m. Open up shop

9.15 a.m.  Read post. Mostly final demands from creditors.

10 a.m. Pop outside for a cig. Telephone rings! Dash inside but just miss it.

11 a.m. Tea break with colleague – share the tea bag.

11.30 a.m. The door opens but it’s only the milkman, collecting last fortnight’s money.  Fobbed him off with two boxes of free pens we ordered last year before the slump

12.30 p.m. Lunch. Well, not exactly lunch, a tube of Toffos money being tight.
3.15 p.m. First customer of the day. In agreed procedure Brian leaves the office, goes round the corner and keeps ringing the office number to give impression of a busy market. I keep picking up the phone and pretending to speak to different people about their ‘deals’.

4.15 p.m. We divide a scone, squeeze another two cups of tea from the tea bag and play an enjoyable game of Scrabble.

5 p.m.  Close up shop and head home by way of soup kitchen.

I am not saying it’s the same here but it’s interesting to note how many estate agents are now portraying themselves as estate agents in both Russian and English, hoping that in the current world economic crisis the Russians have more money to spend than the British ex-pats.  We will have to wait and see!
