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Smooth Talking

My article this week is largely directed to those people who are still looking but have not yet agreed to buy a property here, just to warn them not to be taken in by the smooth talking and ongoing seduction of some of the builders and building companies on this island.

In the first month of this year I have three clients who have certainly been taken advantage of by their builders and, despite efforts on my part to resolve the situation, the builders’ greed, arrogance and blatant disregard mean that I have three unhappy and disillusioned clients.

To give you two examples, here are extracts from two of my clients emails, one to a builder and one to myself.  The first to the builder ‘It is now six months and five days since our villa should have been completed ………… I do hope you are going to reply to this email but then again why should this email be any different to all the others we have sent you ……….. we are very disappointed after having such high hopes when we first met you in July 2005’  and then an extract from an email sent to me this week by another client ‘I have learned quite a lot from this (experience) and my main weakness in life of being nice and not assertive is now beginning to show’. Both these people are educated people who want to retire here and now they are having to undergo the insensitivities and indecencies of being taken advantage of.

I chaired some early meetings of the Homebuyers Pressure Group and was shocked to hear some of the stories that came out at those meetings, particularly from some people who had lived on the island for much longer than I had, and I can remember saying to them (foolishly now in hindsight) ‘well if things are that bad why are you still here?’ only to be told ‘you will learn as time goes by’, many of those people were locked in, their life savings tied up in a property they had no Title to, some with numerous defects with their properties and others even worse off, being threatened with eviction where the builder had reneged on financial obligations and money lenders were trying to get their securities back.  These people were truly disillusioned, hurt and trapped.  The buying process here is much like going to a casino, and I am sure that for many people who have bought here their only previous gambling experience would have been buying a £1 lottery ticket or having a flutter on the Grand National. Here you pay over large sums of money before the cards are dealt, and sometimes the cards are certainly stacked against you.

The purchasing process here is a bit like seduction, initially the sun, the charm and beauty of the island enraptures you, leaving you easy prey for a builder who can seduce you further.  Before you know it, with the way the law presently stands on this island, you are locked into a contract truly in favour of the builder.  Don’t be fooled by the lavish dinner you are treated to by the builder or the agent on signing the contract, this is Tax deductable and they need something to be shown in their books!

There are lots of people coming to buy properties here, many have never even visited this place before and they then make a decision within a week of setting foot on the island without taking advice from anyone.  Unfortunately further on down the line, when things start going hopelessly wrong, they contact someone such as myself and hope to retrieve their dream.  Sadly this is not always possible, many builders here do not have a conscience and also some do not take kindly to intervention, they have their money secured from the client and they are happy to leave them dangling.  The only way out of this situation very often is for the purchaser to compromise, and as I said earlier, the cards are truly stacked against you, and the compromises you have to make are often well in excess of what can be considered fair.  Let me give you a couple of examples.  One client, where I was bought in late in the build process, has had a house built for him in a plot that turned out to be of smaller proportions than he was first told, with the building set out and built in the wrong position, with the builder blatantly disregarding the specifications agreed at the outset, things like the specification for wet room facilities has been totally ignored, my client now has to make do with shower rooms instead, the size and style of staircase – the builder has built what he wanted to build not what my client wanted, and if I hadn’t gone to the site on Saturday afternoon my client would have ended up with a much smaller garage than agreed in the original specification. Their roof is made of secondhand timber and despite promises that this will be rebuilt, it hasn’t happened yet.  This all happens a long way down the purchasing line when substantial monies have been paid over and my client’s chances of retrieving the monies are virtually zero, probably the same gambling odds as having a big win on the lottery.  So sadly they are locked in to a property that they have dreamt about retiring to, but sadly it will not meet their original expectations.

Another client, with my help and his persistence, is now getting the house he paid for.  Unfortunately the builder in this case is extremely arrogant, although when my client initially signed the contract he was sweetness and light and happy to deal with me, he has since made the site an ‘exclusion zone’ to me, meaning I have to make furtive inspections either very early in the morning or just before sundown and report back to my client.  Because this builder is assured that he has my client safely locked into the contract, as he has paid over so much money, he chooses to build as he sees fit and has made many errors during the course of construction.  Unfortunately this amateur builder, that I have written lots about previously, incurs my client in lots of unnecessary stress and anxiety, he will not work alongside me to resolve problems, therefore my client finds himself on a plane at the very time I am writing this, he was only here last week but because the builder didn’t take on board anything he was told then, he is having to come back to sort this out face to face.  This is incurring my client in lots of expense, not only in terms of the cost of flights, accommodation etc but obviously in lost time from his business.  The only thing is, my client does realise that because this builder obviously never had any intention of building him a first class house, then at least with someone watching over the construction (however furtively) he has been aware of the problems as they have occurred. This client while here last week was showing the builder how an inspection chamber ought to be constructed, as the ones the amateur builder had constructed were limited in number and useless.  He did manage to have a laugh though, he opened one inspection chamber to find a pipe running through it, when asked how this could possibly be an inspection chamber he was told by the amateur builder ‘there’s no problem you just break the pipe to have a look if you think there’s a problem!!’  no doubt he’ll be leaving a lump hammer and a towel in a conveniently placed plastic bag in the chamber to use in case of emergencies!!  My client has now told the builder to leave the inspection chambers and says he’ll do the job properly himself in due course.

Another client, who unfortunately got me involved at a very late stage when things were going wrong, looks like he may be able to get out of the contract he signed, but for no small sum as the Estate Agent’s fees will be deducted from any monies paid back to him.  So he is in a position now where he is wondering, less that money, whether he can realistically hope to buy a property like the one he had dreamed of.  The only thing is I know of other people living in houses built by the same builder who would be happy to be in his position!

There is a common denominator here, as I said in my article last week you can see trends, it is the same builders over and over again that are causing the problems here and whilst it might be fun to be seduced you will be scarred for life if you find yourself in bed with a serial rapist.  Just to balance this you can get it right, I have clients flying back to the UK this weekend who since arriving here two weeks ago and taking possession of their property have been beaming, yes there were some minor snags when they took occupation but these were attended to by the builder as soon as they were identified.  As I have said before there is a need now for a register of good and bad builders, then I think if people took the trouble to check the register the bad builders would fall by the wayside.  It seems that the Government would not have the time or resources to help with this, seeing as following the recent moratorium they have said they don’t have the time or resources to implement building control, so will we (the foreign investors in this country) have to take the initiative on this?
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In an emergency break the pipe!





If the builder can’t build it properly then do it yourself!








