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RELEASE: 2008 YEAR END REVIEW OF HOMEOWNER PROTECTION IN BRITISH COLUMBIA... - December 22, 2008


The home building industry is one of the leading contributors to negative economic conditions, present and past, experienced by British Columbians.  Consider this disastrous track record (sampling): 

-The continued inability of home builders to build quality homes, even against minimum standards,

-The industry run (as in self-regulated) New Home Warranty failure,  

-This year we learned that we are not yet half-way through the leaky condo disaster,

-Developers left uncontrolled have caused the current over-supply problem due to sustained overbuilding, and,

-According to reports from an ineffectual Homeowner Protection Office (HPO), home buying is still very risky business with widespread builder deficiencies still the norm, and after more than a decade of HPO over site.

With such a record, why is the home building industry allowed to continue to run roughshod?  The home building industry still operates unchecked and needs to be tightly regulated to prevent any reoccurrences. 

In January the provincial government is changing the building code to allow unproven 6-storey wood-frame building in BC; this is a very scary proposition given that there are outstanding life safety issues.

The long-term failure and ineffectiveness of the HPO and its appointed board to fulfill its legislated mandate in the public interest is also a serious matter; homeowner protection is in name only.  The HPO is a provincial Crown corporation formed in response to the need to introduce basic consumer protection legislation and regulatory improvements within the residential construction sector. The HPO was established under the Homeowner Protection Act which was passed on July 28, 1998 for the main purposes of:

• strengthening consumer protection for new homebuyers

• bringing about an improvement in the quality of residential construction in the province, and

• support research and education respecting residential construction.

The HPO urgently needs to return to basics, remembering that their primary role is protecting British Columbians and not catering to the developers and builders, or wandering with incoherent and low impact initiatives on green building codes, modernization strategy, next generation conferences, 10th anniversary video productions, etc.  Unless HPO initiatives can clearly demonstrate significant reductions in deficiencies, homeowners’ claims and dissatisfaction, then surely they are working on the wrong initiatives.

The majority of initiatives undertaken by the HPO continue to demonstrate that the apparent direction has been weighted preferentially to industry interests, and only token resources deployed to barely maintain homeowner protection.  Such flagrant partiality raises a question as to whether the business interests of the appointed Board, all industry types, have been placed ahead of the public interest.   It has got to the point where the HPO is now often referred to as the “Homebuilders Protection Office”. 

Given this ambiguity of HPO priorities, and since the HPO is supposed to be what it is named, a homeowner protection office, and since the primary purpose of strengthening homeowner protection should be the focus, the mission statement needs to be shortened for clarification to read, “To protect buyers of new homes from undue risk.”

How can the HPO possibly fulfill its purpose, “bringing about an improvement in the quality of residential construction,” when it has completely failed to establish specific quality standards to meet the expectations of consumers, or even define a meaningful and acceptable definition of what quality is?

The HPO office is charged under the Homeowner Protection Act to protect the rights of homeowners with a duty to oversee and measure the homebuilding industry and the warranty insurance providers.  Present measures of monitoring the performance of home builders and the home warranty insurance system are weak at best.  Existing monitoring doesn’t include basic measurements like, the number of defects a new homeowner reports upon possession, the number of defects present after the first year of warranty, the number of day’s occupancy is late, etc.

Private home inspectors, including warranty insurance provider inspectors, are unqualified and unregulated.

Consumers remain inadequately protected and there has been little, if any, substantive response from the minister responsible.  Where is the accountability?

John Grasty, President - 2008-09
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