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Mud Slide Slim on the Blue Horizon

Firstly my apologies for plagiarising one of James Taylor’s songs.  I have written before on my concerns about people arriving on this island then being whisked away up a mountainside by estate agents in the 4x4’s with dark tinted windows.  They are then deposited on a built up plateau with panoramic views.

Insurance companies here are just coming around to the view that perhaps these homes could not weather the storm.  There are two major risks to the insurer before we even consider build quality.

Firstly, would the made-up land be stable in an earthquake?  I doubt it, and insurers are coming around to the same way of thinking with at least one insurer, concerned that the underlying strata would be unstable should an earthquake occur, making inspections of properties before putting on risk.  

Secondly, we all hope that earthquakes here are a remote risk, but the instability of these sites in times of continued heavy rain, such as we are currently experiencing,  is a very serious consideration.  Developers appear to be giving scant disregard to such risks, bulldozing sites which were created by nature over thousands of years and enlarging them beyond their natural proportions to create a development site to earn a fast buck.  Last month was the fortieth anniversary of the Aberfan disaster and we all know the horrific consequences of man changing the natural contours of a hillside in South Wales.  I read recently about a mudslide in Paphos in the South engulfing a restaurant and only last year a development in Zeytinlik was engulfed in a mud/slurry slide, but still development continues with scant disregard for nature.  

It is not only the developers we must blame for trying to make more money from difficult sites, we must also blame the Government and the relevant authorities for allowing such work to proceed.  However it is my view that the biggest culprits are the people who blindly go out and buy these properties, they must surely recognise the risks having regard to the unnatural contours of the site.  In the foothills around Lapta a large area has been bulldozed into an unconsolidated plateau and work has just started building villas on top of it.  The made-up ground is unlikely to have the load bearing capacity for such a development and I doubt whether the unconsolidated soil would be stable in times of ongoing heavy rain or in an earthquake.

Have you driven along the old road at Esentepe to see the developments in Crystal Bay?  Surely a blot on what was once a beautiful landscape, but then look how developers have interfered with the natural contours.  There is one development where each property is built on 20 feet high steps of backfilled soil supported by retaining walls that are already showing distress.  Another development looks to begin where the very soft sandstone of the sheer vertical cliff faces have been cut into, surely a recipe for disaster in the future.  The best example of fanciful engineering must be the large property constructed over a backfilled cliff edge where all the builder’s debris can be seen, and then cantilevered over this poorly consolidated ground are reinforced concrete terraces, looking like part of a flight deck on an aircraft carrier.  I wonder if the people buying these homes have ever looked at them from below to see what the properties are perched on.

Going back to insurance risks and build quality, we rely upon the structural integrity of the reinforced concrete frame to keep our houses secure.  The mass of concrete providing compressional strength and the reinforcing bars providing tensile strength.  We hope that the concrete has been mixed to provide an adequate compressional strength, but with some of the primitive ‘concrete batching plants’ you see around, it is difficult to believe that the mix of concrete has been scientifically arrived at.  The only way of properly testing the strength of a concrete mix is to crush a cube some time after the concrete has set!  Too late for the type of domestic developments we see here.  The steel should be of the correct gauge for the job, clean and rust free so that it keys with the concrete and does not cause a problem in the future due to rusting.  How often do you see rusty steelwork being used?  I drove past a large builders merchants this week when reinforcing bars were being repainted over rust for selling on as new.  Steelwork should be stitched together to provide tensile strength and located within the structure so as not to be affected by the elements.  This is not always the case here.

How about the infill panels previously built of terracotta hollow blocks laid on their flats but now used in two rows vertically to create a cavity wall?  I have yet to see one with wall ties, these cavity walls have little structural integrity and would likely collapse if stressed in an earthquake.  The new lightweight insulating blocks will not bond together if normal sand and cement mortar is used and will crack up and shrink as a consequence, so a bonding agent must be used. Then there are the new Bim’s blocks (the pink ones), no problem until the electrician gets his hammer and chisel into them, severely reducing their integrity and thermal efficiency.

I haven’t wittered on about types of foundations and floor screeds, perhaps I will keep that for again!  In the meantime if you are contemplating buying a house here, don’t leave your brain on the plane – use your common sense and give consideration to the surrounding land and whether the contours you see are natural.
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I wonder if the purchasers of these houses have ever looked up from below
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New houses built on substantial terracing overlooked by the ‘concrete flight deck’ 








