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David and Goliath
Well it’s been an eventful couple of days.  I have shared the joy with two of my clients buying from a particular developer for whom the end is in sight.  Both have waited a long, long time for their properties to be finished, sadly not to the specification they were hoping for or to a quality they were expecting.  I remember the first of these clients contacting me nearly two years ago now, he was only months away from the completion date shown on his contract but he was suspicious when the developer told him the roof was completed and they were asking for a stage payment so he asked if I could go and check it out for him.  Well needless to say the roof had not been fully tiled, a few roof tiles had been laid on one pitch and then a photo taken from an angle where it looked like the job had been done.  From then on I was engaged to make regular site inspections and report back truthfully about the work done and pick the developers up when they tried to cut corners.
Well since then I have undertaken a number of survey reports and snaggings for purchasers buying from this developer, sadly because of their general shoddy standard of workmanship and deviations from contract specification the reports are not usually singing their praises, but then again I am instructed by the purchaser to act for them, I am not trying to earn Brownie points or ‘keep in’ with the builder. Actually I do recognise that standards here fall well short of those in the UK and my preamble to my report includes the statement ‘You should be aware when purchasing a property in the TRNC finishing standards are not always as good as, or the same as, one would expect in the U.K., so when the term ‘satisfactory’ is used it means works are completed to a satisfactory local standard’.  Well it seems that the developer in question has taken umbrage at me providing a professional and honest service and yesterday I was served with a Legal Notice denying me access from their sites.  Sadly their understanding of legal matters is equal to their knowledge of building, otherwise they would know that you cannot serve a Legal Notice and make it ‘Without Prejudice’.  It is either one or the other, it cannot be both.
It had been my intention to publish the Legal Notice that I received but it is 3 a.m. in the morning and having just received a very threatening text through on my telephone, which I will have to go to the Police with in the morning, I have decided to remove it and temper my article before it goes to Press.  The threat of course might be completely unconnected to this week’s developments but I have decided not to take the risk.
Well am I concerned?  Well not from my own personal point of view.  I seem to be having déjà vu – when developers don’t like what I say in my reports then this is the sort of lengths they go to.  Those of you that have read my articles over the last couple of years will remember I was arrested and spent all afternoon in a Police Station on the basis a builder had reported me as supposedly working here illegally without a Work Permit, which incidentally I can never be accused of.  I have a company which was properly registered in Northern Cyprus before I started undertaking any professional work.  But I am seriously concerned for the very many clients I have who are buying properties from this developer.  
I had written this prior to the text coming through, so am I still concerned? Probably YES now from a self-preservation point of view!  
I think when the ‘Legal Notice’ was issued the developers probably thought that I would plead with them to be let back on site, or would write and tell them very strongly that they have no right to ban me, but I thought I would take another tack, so this is my response:
Thank you for your letter dated 3rd July 2008 received on the 2nd. I am indeed grateful that you have decided that I am no longer welcome on any of the XXXXXXXXX sites.  Sadly on the vast majority of the properties I have visited of yours I am appalled at the shoddy standard of workmanship.  There is an exception to this and that is the property at XXXXXXXX XXXX, but as you know I wrote and told you that the build quality generally here was far better than others of yours I had seen, although sadly the property is not being built to the specification my clients were expecting.

I am pleased that I will no longer have to tell your purchasers about the poor build quality of their houses, or the lack of attention to specification or detail.  I am also pleased that I will no longer have to take on the stress and worries of your purchasers, as your customer care and after-sales service matches or even exceeds the shoddiness of your construction quality.  

Sadly you are denying your purchasers the right of access to the only Chartered Building Surveyor here; I am the only one doing this kind of work with an internationally recognised qualification and a properly registered company in Northern Cyprus.  In fact I have one client who is purchasing from you and I will be the second surveyor of his that you have banned from your sites.  I wonder why?

I am saddened that because of your lack of professionalism, lack of care and lack of commitment to purchasers you are denying people purchasing properties from your company access to my professional expertise and judgement. I am thinking in particular of cases where you have told your purchasers, my clients, that their property is completed and where you are demanding final payment when there are still holes in the roof, no services connected and the property is finished far short of specification. More importantly every one of your properties I have snagged to date has no cover to the cold water tank within the roof void; this is dangerous, unhygienic and unacceptable and provides conditions ripe for Legionnaires Disease.  Am I the only person to go out of his way to check on these items?   Your purchasers have a right to be told the truth and you are now denying them this.  I have other clients where when I have pointed out that deviations from specification are being made you have shown a blatant disregard and lack of interest.  Your purchasers deserve better than this.  If you do not allow a Chartered Surveyor on site at their request and expense then it is because it is better for you if they do not know about these problems until it is far too late.

I am further saddened to see that your company won (an award) recently and that you make such a great issue about this in your advertising.  This is misleading to potential purchasers having regard to your track record, both with standard of construction and commitment to quality and the blatant disregard you show for the people that are unfortunate enough to buy properties from you.   I recognise however that the fault here is with whoever judged you good enough to receive this award and I am not aware on what basis it was awarded.  If the judges had only looked on internet forums there is quite enough dissatisfaction with your company from your purchasers and this alone could have been taken into account when making their decision.

I will now advise all my clients that have dealings with XXXXXXXXX about your decision not to allow me on site.  I am sure you will have several taking issue with you about this, particularly the ones that have paid you virtually all the money owed for their properties and yet they are still waiting to get what they paid for, most of them long, long overdue.  I know also that dealing with your company has affected the health of some of these people and to date they have been able to rely on me to act on their behalf in an attempt to get their issues with your company resolved. I have found this an increasingly arduous task.  I am out of pocket on a number of cases where I have had to go back to the properties on two, three or even more occasions when I am told that works are done and they haven’t been.  This is a waste of my time and again a reason why I am happy not to have to deal with XXXXXXXXX again.

If you think I am being unreasonable in any of the above I can provide documentary evidence on all counts.

P.S.  I notice your letter was anonymous, please note mine is not.

I assumed that the developer probably would not have the courtesy to advise their purchasers that their professional adviser was now prohibited from visiting their sites so I emailed the many clients I have that are buying properties from them.  My inbox is full this morning; many of my clients are extremely angry but most are understandably concerned, these are just a few of the comments, all from different clients:

“I really find it hard to understand and worrying that a firm that large can be frightened by one man”

“Unbelievable……..I am really annoyed and a little lost for words. Who do they think they are? I know it is in North Cyprus but can they get away with something like this and will the local police or authority want any part of it? I find the ignorance and arrogance totally abhorrent considering the way they have treated all the purchasers at (name of development) over the last three years”

“I noticed on their web site that they have won an award for (name of development) Clearly the judges have not visited (name of site) or spoken to their customers. The award is a joke... but will help fool buyers into thinking XXXXXXXXX are an honorable company”

“Your major problem is that you did your work too well - well done and many thanks”

“It is a very difficult situation for everyone and people like you help to give us some peace of mind when we are so far away. All we want is for the place to be finished without all the hassle. We have enough hassle over here working to try and pay for it!!!! We are fast approaching TWO YEARS since the completion date and not only are we still not ready but we have not received a “sorry” “compensation offer” “price reduction” or explanation”

“I am also saddened but what can you expect from such unprofessional people”

What particular problems have I highlighted for clients that this developer could have taken umbrage at?  Simple issues like telling clients that mains water and electricity are going to be difficult to get, finding the plumbing installation in the roof void not complete and things like immersion heaters not connected, their solar panels are West facing, making enquiries of the developer like has the exposed timber been treated against woodboring insect attack? What is the specification of the retaining walls? Will they hold the unstable earth bank that towers over the walls and the houses? Perhaps it’s because I have drawn to the attention of my clients the poor kitchen design where a corner cupboard has been provided with the only access to the deep section via a six inch wide door! Or the fixing screws for the patio door locks protruding through the aluminium frame!  I could go on…………
Well since writing that I assumed the developer would not contact my clients, as they haven’t been good at keeping in touch to date, I stand corrected.  An email has been sent out and this is what it says:  

We are to inform you that Mr. Hillard is not allowed to visit the XXXXXXXXX Developments Group sites due to major reservations we have regarding Mr. Hillard’s professional work and capabilities and his communication style. 
If needed, attached please find contact details of a couple of alternatives of professionals that perform snagging to clients. Up to date we managed to achieve a productive process with both professionals, which result in addressing problems / snagging and their corrections leading to a successful delivery (up-to-date we delivered more than 100 units). Unfortunately we were unable to establish such process with Mr. Hillard. 

The sad thing is the developer might have major reservations about my professional work and capabilities but the photos speak for themselves! My communication style that they refer to is doing a proper professional service, advising my clients of the defects I find and telling them the truth! I have been doing this all my professional life and am bound by the Rules of Conduct of my professional body, The Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, as to the quality and content of the reports I prepare. 
But as usual there is always a good story to balance and this week I must say thank you and well done to Kofali Construction.  Their after-sales service is commendable.  Clients of mine bought an apartment and moved in last year and I have been asked to continue keeping an eye on it while they are not here.  On my last inspection I noticed a big problem in the master bedroom with mould growth.  Mould growth is associated with condensation, and condensation problems are not usually associated with building construction but are more to do with living habits.  Here my clients had left their apartment locked up with windows tightly closed, probably just after having a shower.  We called Kofali and asked for their comments, I duly met their Site Manager on site and without any prompting he agreed to sterilise and redecorate the affected areas.  Great news but my clients are due over within one week of that meeting – no problem Kofali are there today attending to the problem!  What more can we ask?  Thanks Kofali you stand out from the crowd with your construction quality and your after-sales service.
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Award winning kitchen design?  I don’t think so.  This corner cupboard is unusable!





I look at this earth bank and it makes me shudder.  It takes me back to my A Level Geology lesson that was interrupted so that we could go home to find dry clothes for the rescue workers at Aberfan
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