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Tales from the home front – new build housing setting the standard
I came across some very interesting press releases this week in respect of the quality of construction of new build houses, and this refers to the general poor quality and disappointment by purchasers of properties – but for a change not in Northern Cyprus but in the U.K. - so we are not alone and the statistics for the U.K. show similar trends as here!

The National Consumer Council in a report called ‘New Build Housing - Setting the Standard’ suggest that in the U.K. :-

New build housing in numbers

18% - new developments described as ‘good or very good quality’

53% - new developments described as ‘average quality’

29% - new developments described as ‘poor quality’

1 in 4 people would not recommend their house builder to a friend.
I see some parallels here with this island, and the more I read the more parallels I find!  The National Consumer council is concerned that the house building market in the U.K. does not operate in the interests of consumers.  Buying a house is the largest purchase most people will ever make, but if something goes wrong the owner would have fewer rights than if they were returning a faulty kettle.  In 2004, the Barker Review of Housing Supply called on the industry to increase levels of consumer satisfaction and develop a code of conduct for new house sales.  Such a code has not yet been developed while customer satisfaction with the quality of new homes has decreased.  Problems with late completion of houses, poor after-build service and inadequate means of redress were identified in 2005 by the Scottish Consumer Council as issues which need to be tackled.

Low levels of consumer satisfaction have been underpinned by the lack of adequate consumer protection.  New-build homes are exempt from the protections provided by the Sale of Goods Act 1979, leaving consumers with fewer statutory rights than they have when buying goods on the high street.  
The purchase of property in the U.K. has traditionally been governed by the private law of property and the common law rule of caveat emptor (let the buyer beware) has always applied.  With such basic consumer protection lacking, new home buyers can face delays in the completion of their homes and further difficulties in getting faults such as leaking windows and ill fitting doors fixed.  It is clear that new build buyers face significant disadvantages from the outset.  

Given the lack of consumer protection in this area, especially at a time when developers are not meeting the level of demand and dissatisfaction with the quality of new-builds is increasing, statutory protection for the consumers needs to be introduced.  This should be similar in nature to the Sale of Goods Act.

An independent redress scheme should also be introduced for new-homebuyers unable to resolve disputes, who currently face the expensive and daunting prospect of resorting to the courts.  

Buyers of new-build homes are usually in a weakened bargaining position compared with those buying secondhand homes.  Rather than a buyer making an offer on a property, developers ‘sell’ new-build homes and normally use their own standard contract-of-sale.  At the moment buyers have little room for negotiation. 

Target dates for entry are not guaranteed but the buyers often feel under pressure to sell their existing property and agree a fixed date in order to secure their new home.  Delays of up to several months are not uncommon, which can cause severe difficulties at an already stressful time.  

Developers must take steps to provide buyers with greater certainty by providing information up front and in good time.  Entry dates need to be clearly defined and specified in contracts, with the risk of penalties for those who fail to meet them.

The average new home will have one hundred problems which need to be fixed and many homebuyers experience difficulties when trying to resolve them. New homes take time to ‘settle in’ which means that problems can take some time to become apparent.  A minimum snagging period is essential and should be included in a standard contract.  The status quo is not an option and a firm timetable is needed to ensure that consumers benefit from increased confidence in the industry’s willingness to provide a high standard of after-sales care within a realistic and challenging deadline.

Off-plan experiences:

1. ‘The move-in date for our new home was cancelled with five weeks notice because it had not been connected to the National Grid. We are now living in rented accommodation and waiting for a new completion date’  Male, Scotland
2. ‘We’ve been shown four different interior layouts for our home since agreeing to buy it.  Now the developer can’t or won’t tell us which one is going to be our home’ Female, Inverkip
3. ‘We were under pressure to sell our old home to fit in with the (housebuilder’s) schedule, and now we are living in a two bedroomed flat with our three teenage children because it is not going to be ready for another three months’ Mother, Scotland
After-sales experiences:

1. ‘We moved in seven months ago and whilst some snags have been fixed after a lot of persistence we still have a lot more outstanding.  The NHBC say they must be fixed in a reasonable timescale, but who is to say what a reasonable timescale is?’  Family, Bradford

2. ‘At the point of sale the service charge for my apartment was £886 per annum, but when I moved in and received the first bill it was for £1,583.  Developers should be accountable for producing accurate upfront service charge details’  Leaseholder, Newcastle

3. ‘We have been made to feel that we are unreasonable in our requests to have our home completed to the basic standard we would expect from a national housebuilder.  As first time buyers we have been made to feel inferior and our naivety taken advantage of’ First time buyer, Swindon

Setting the standard:

Low consumer satisfaction with new homes is a cause for concern and effective self-regulation by the house-building industry is essential if the situation is going to improve.  To reverse this trend housebuilders need to make consumers confident that new homes will be fit for purpose and if things go wrong they will receive fair treatment.

Well I never!  It looks as if the building industry in the U.K. is no better than what we find here presently!  But all I can say is the TRNC Government have now picked up the cudgel and is doing something about the quality issues and are getting the developers here to clean up their act.  In the U.K. this is only being written about and action has yet to follow.  All I hope is that the Government’s actions here will be constructive and we could end up with a construction industry being markedly improved from what the U.K. construction industry is presently suggested to be in the National Consumer Council’s report.

