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A bad moon rising
On Wednesday of this week I went along to the Pia Bella to attend what had been referred to as ‘an emergency meeting’ of the Homebuyers Pressure Group.  There was a good turnout at the meeting, of course not the thousands who have property problems, but many of those people who have found themselves trapped in a situation here when really all they had ever wanted to do was retire, enjoy the sunshine and the true hospitality of the Turkish Cypriot community.  Instead of that they have restless nights worrying over their future as unscrupulous developers have squandered their life savings, and what also came through at this meeting many have not had their interests properly protected or been given proper advice by their advocates, many of which seem to be more interested in generating fees than providing a professional service to their clients.  This begs another question – who are these advocates acting for?  In many cases this is not clear, and in my own personal experience my advocate certainly wasn’t acting on my behalf having a foot in both camps, but my camp was a single tent and he saw the developer’s camp as Butlins where there was sure to be more financial reward!

Marian Stokes opened the meeting by saying this was only the second one of the year but with all that’s happening here, with lots of people now in a crisis situation, a full meeting was thought necessary.  The two major problems are unfinished properties with purchasers still having to rent here and seeing their bank balance diminish, leaving them in a situation where they may not meet the criteria laid down by the government for temporary residency and being forced to leave the island.  Other people are living in properties they have paid for but do not have their kocan and are unlikely to get one as their developers have taken out a mortgage. Where this is not repaid then these people face the threat of eviction as some banks here are now seriously considering foreclosure. It also came out at the meeting that the little bit of protection we thought buyers were being afforded by registering their contracts is now being seen to be eroded, with some developers somehow managing to obtain further charges/memoranda on properties where a registered sales contract is in place.  
Situations are arising which will affect a significant number of people; two major developers here were mentioned by name as they have mortgaged their developments as a normal working practice.  One of these developers has sold 900 or so properties and the other 600, so potentially there could be 1,500 buyers who could in the longer term be threatened with eviction.  There are many more not so major developers who share the same common practice.  Marian urged buyers to organise themselves, particularly those buying on a development - all the buyers on a development need to be in touch with each other and share information and be in a position to face their construction company as a united front.
What came through straight away was that the purpose of this meeting was a rallying call for people to take notice of the worsening situation here, not to bury their heads in the sand but take control and try to get issues sorted before it is too late.  Another core message from the meeting was that we are not helpless here, we do not have to rely on misguidance and misinformation as there are now enough of us foreign homeowners here who through our own experiences know the ropes. 

In order to prove that we are not helpless in these matters a number of people stood up and spoke of their own situations and how they had managed to get the matter under control, or at least see light at the end of the tunnel or get to the bottom of what was going on – not relying on the misinformation they had been fed by agents and advocates.  
Two people, neighbours on a small development constructed by perhaps the most infamous rogue developer here, spoke about how the purchasers had all got together and formed a committee of representation. They said they would not be in the position they are in had their advocates done their jobs properly, but over the last eighteen months they have worked hard themselves in getting to the bottom of issues and scams, including double selling, and now find that by working as a team with strength and fortitude they can see their issues being hopefully brought to a satisfactory conclusion.  One saddening matter that came up from their brief talk was a breach in confidentiality when they had supplied what they considered privileged and confidential information to a government office which was subsequently leaked to the developer – but I suppose here such acts should not come as a surprise.
Another couple who thought they had used their due diligence by pulling out of an earlier off-plan purchase after attending one of the first Homebuyers Pressure Group meetings, then fell foul of an unscrupulous advocate who attempted to dupe them out of additional funds, some of it supposedly for the payment of taxes. Sadly with the latent trust most people put in their professional advisers I am sure many would have paid up without questioning, but this couple had again used due diligence and were aware that they should not be paying KDV (VAT) on their purchase, although their advocate had never checked the status of the developer to find out if he was professional or an amateur builder and would have just paid the money over.  The only professional service this couple appear to have been given by their advocate was the payment of a £19 tax for which they incurred £280 in ‘minor charges’.  The point this couple made was that they just got on with the matter themselves without the help of the advocate but with the support of the Homebuyers Pressure Group and were able to bring their purchase to a satisfactory conclusion – they said the Land Registry and tax offices are helpful so do it yourself.
Another speaker I have met on site when she asked me to look at a concrete frame in the middle of nowhere that should by now have been her dream retirement home on a nice development. After three and a half years her quiet retirement is instead having to rent here full time so she can get to the bottom of what is going on, as she has found she has not been able to rely on her own advocate or the agent who started out so helpful.  This lady’s problem started when the builder and the landowner fell out which has resulted in a court injunction being placed on the land.  She had been misled by the agent, not only in him saying that a stage payment was due and paying it over when it shouldn’t have been, but also not being truthful to her when the worked on site stopped as a result of the injunction.  If the agent had acted honestly, as he was in full knowledge of the situation, then her substantial stage payment should not and would not have been paid over.  Her story went from bad to worse with wrong advice and guidance from her eminent advocate.  This lady is seeing her savings diminish and it seems no-one can predict the outcome of her case but at least she has taken the matter into her own hands and is fighting her own corner.
Another couple talked of their experiences in taking their case to litigation through the courts and were happy to share their knowledge and lend support to anyone in a similar situation.  The most important thing to come out of what they said is don’t rely upon anyone else, keep every bit of information and all emails and write up notes following any meetings, and most importantly back-up everything that you might have saved on your computer.  

Another lady spoke about her own Title transfer, her view was you are better off doing it yourself.  All you need is your Permission to Purchase number and it’s easy enough to go along to the Ministry of the Interior to chase this up and then push matters along yourself.

Another couple have been entangled in a dispute between building partners and again frustrated at the lack of progress they took matters into their own hands; they stressed how important it is for people to share information and support each other.
Talking of support, at the end of the meeting Marian called for people to go along to court to support any members, as she said it is a frightening experience being all in Turkish and it was important as many friendly faces as possible go along to give moral support.  Also for those people facing eviction, Marian asked for as many people as possible to go along as a protest and to support those people on the day if they are made homeless.  Her message is ‘the only thing needed for evil to prosper is good men to do nothing’.
I was saddened at this meeting to see there are a lot of old faces from the early Homebuyers Pressure Group meetings with their problems still unresolved.  Certainly hearing the fortitude of the speakers should give them encouragement and motivate them into taking matters into their own hands.  What really comes from this meeting is that Northern Cyprus is not the best place to be buying property unless you fully investigate everything at day one – the agent, the developer and the advocate – if you slip up and get even one of these wrong you too could easily find yourself in a similar situation to the speakers.  

With a bad moon rising and the darkness that will ensue then the good builders will not shine through, nor the agents here that do their job well or the advocates who act professionally. This can only mean one thing – the whole of the industry will just collapse and who is to blame?

