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what lies beneath?

the leaky building saga

E TEXT AMANDA CROPP PICTURES STEPHEN DICKENS
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' Take theresidenttold to i That'sallthe more reason
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. largetiltslabhouse underwent Dave Sturman, a building
i cosmeticrepairs. Dubious i consultantand southern
i aboutthethoroughnessofthe : chapterpresidentofthe New

EQCinspection,heactedonthe | Zealand Institute of Building.
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take laser levels. residentialdamage means
: Theyrevealed sections of Christchurch faces a potential
the house had dropped by more | “earthquake pandemic”in
than 60 mm, something . yearstocome.
i confirmedbya further $7000 Fletcher EQRis managing
i worth of sophisticated testing. repairs for residential
i Theridgeinthelounge, properties thatcomeinunder
dismissed bythe EQC assessor | the EQC cap of $100,000 plus
as “carpetbunching,” was GSTandtrumpetsthe fact that
i wherethethick concrete slab itiscompletingwork on about
foundation had split. : 100 homes a day.

Hewitt has personally : Sturmanworries thereis

i checkedabout100homes for too much emphasison speed
clients. Eight of those destined and cost-cuttingand not
1 for superficial “scrape, stop enough emphasis on quality, so
and paint” fixes turnedinto minortell-tale signs that could

first major quake struck
Canterbury, the bulk of repair

EQC says a mediation service provided by
the Arbitrators and Mediators' Institute
will be launched in August

Asthe Christchurch rebuild gathers momentum industry
professionals are worried substandard assessments of
quake-damaged houses are a ticking time bomb akin to

pointtomajorissuesare
overlooked.

Byway of example he says
paintersare beingappointed as
principal contractorsonrepair
jobs (something EQR says is
very unlikely) when they are the

least qualified of all tradesmen. ;

“I'llgiveyouasimple
scenario,” says Sturman.

‘A painteris paintingaroom
and he comestoanalmighty
bulgeinthe skirting. He
wouldn'thave a clue why that
bulge hasoccurred, whereasa
builderwould say, ‘gee we'd

better take that skirting off,
there's beendamage here, and
+ allofasuddenyoufind thatthe
+ studs and bottom plate have
i parted from one anotherwhich

haveissuesaround structural

loads, so minorailments leadto

i major stuff.”

Engineer Warren Lewis
agreesinexperienced
assessorsare missing signs of
damage. "Ripped paint” on
weatherboardsis evidence of
rackingwhich causesnails to
“slot” gibboard soitloses
strength. Thatdamage isthen
exacerbated by strongwinds
and continued earth tremors.

Owners of a house
scheduled for cosmetic EQC

repairs called him because they |

were anxious about the way it
lurched in the wind post-quake
and weatherboards removed
forwork onan extension
revealed widespread slotting of
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ALMOST TWO YEARS AFTER THE
FIRST MAJOR QUAKE STRUCK
CANTERBURY, THE BULK OF
REPAIR WORK IS YET TO BE DONE
ON MORE THAN 80,000 HOMES.
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THERE IS.POTENTIAL FOR SIGNIFICANT
STRUCTURAL FAILURES CAUSING LOSS OF LIFE,
PARTICULARLY IN HOMES WITH HEAVY CONCRETE
TILE'ROOFS AND BRICK CHIMNEYS.

The true extent of the damage was
revealed when the owners removed gib

wall board.

“Sol calculated how much
gibboardwe neededtobrace
the house and itwasabout
twice theamount they had.”

Lewis says cracking of
plasteraroundthefirstfloor
level of multi-storey homes
warrantsa closer look. “You've
gotto take the thingapartand
investigate it. You don'tjust
scrape, stop and paintwhich
seems to be the favoured thing
with EQC.”

Atahillhomethenozzleofa
hose lyingonafirstfloordeck
was found jammed under
nearbyweatherboards and Hill
says thiswas the only initial sign
thatthe 2G of vertical
acceleration exerted by the
quake had lifted the upper level
offthe ground floor.

The true extentof the
damage was revealed when the
ownersremoved gib inside.
“The nailsholding the top floor
tothe bottom floorhad allcome
outandwhenitcame down, all
the nailswere bentover...there
was nothing to stop the top floor
sliding off,” says Lewis.

Christchurch architect
ColinHillwas involved in
formulating changestobracing
standardsandheisfarfrom
satisfiedwith the current
residentialinspectionand
repairregime.

Since the late 1970s he says
homes have relied heavily on

wallboardasabracingelement,

butthe quakes stressed
essential hold down fixings
requiredtotransferthe loadto
the floorand foundations.

Thesefixings are hidden, so
theyneedtobe openedup, and
replaced orre-fixed, says Hill.
Failuretodothismeans
weakened houses are no longer
code compliant.

This could potentially lead
tosignificant structural failures
causing loss of life, particularly
in homes with heavy concrete
tileroofs and brick chimneys
removed to roof or ceiling level.

EQC, EQRand PMOsare not
addressing the problem he says
and there are numerous cases
of cracks opening up again after
cosmetic fixes.

“It's similarto those
makeover programmes that
featuredon TVafewyearsago:
aquick fixthat looks good on the
day butfails again the next week
orunderclose scrutiny.”

EQC national operations
manager Reid Stiven responded
to Progressive Building
questionsviaemailthrougha
communications person. He
defended EQC’s standards and
says laser, zip or pneumatic
levels and spirit levels are used
“asneeded” ininspections.

Justover1300properties
have been partially or fully
re-inspected fordamage but he
could not say with any certainty
howmanywentovercapasa
result. "Our best estimate is
between20and 120 properties.”

Therewould havetobe
good reason for moreinvasive
checks suchas removingwall
linings, says Stiven,
“particularlyas crackinginwall
liningsis usuallydue to
improperinstallation.

“Thisisnotanindicator that
walllining should be removed
tocheck forstructuraldamage
andwe don’'tdo additional
damagewhereit's not
warranted.”

Stiven adds that if
homeowners choose to strip
walllinings, they have to meet
the cost of reinstatementifno
earthquake damageisfound.

BRANZ principal structural
engineer Graeme Beattieis
aware of criticismthat EQCis “a
bitblasé” initsapproachto
some repairsand says his
organisationistryingto help
EQRgetanunderstanding of
whatto look forand whattodo
interms of repairs.

But Beattie says houses
differ so much that “it's pretty
hard to have anice clean crisp
guide that says 'you see this,
youdothat'.”

He hasinspected many
damaged Christchurchhomes
andsays larger hill properties
that step down slopesand have
large open planareas often
fared worse than traditional box
or L-shaped homes on the flat.

Which iswhy architect John
Chaplin believesitisvital that
anyone scopingrepairs to these
more complicated dwellings
has architecturalbuilding
experience and checks the
originaldrawings toidentify the
location of structural steel
beams.

“Inalotof casestheseare
fixed with coach bolts and
screws into timberandifawall
racks, those bolts loosenand
that's a significantweakness.”

Concrete slabs poured on
gravel “tailings” are another
areaof concernbecausethe
stones settled in some places,
leaving voids under floors which
now sound “drummy”.

Chaplinsays the leaky
homesissueisrearingits head
because some homeswill go
through three winters before
repairsaredone, and thatlong
delayis causing furtherdamage
asraingetsin.

Justover200 “leaky
homes” registered with the
Weathertight Homes resolution
service pre-quakesare the
subject of EQC claims.

EQC offerscash
settlements forsuch properties
based onthe average cost of
replacingorrepairing
earthquake damaged parts of
anequivalentweathertight
home.

Chaplin,whois a quality
assurance reviewer for the
Weathertight Homes Tribunal,
saysthatisasensible
approach.

But determining whethera
homeis “leaky” orjust quake-
damaged could be opento
dispute, and he pointsout the
definition of aleaky homealso
covers defectsthat could be
capable of leakinginthe future.

homeownerthat's notviable.
We're notaskinghomeowners
to pay, we're waiting for the
money to come through, but
smallcontractorswould
struggle to fund that cash flow
difference. They needto have
about $250,000 of funding
available ...that's the amount
we'd have in the system
[waiting] for payment from EQC
onanygivenday.”

Poole says his complaint
alsocoveredthelackofa
properdisputes process for
damage assessments.
However, EQC says a mediation
service provided by the
Arbitrators”and Mediators’
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Thisis disputed by a builder

' whodescribes Fletcher EQR as

the most bullying outfit he has
everworked for. “Good
businessescharge outwhata
jobcosts...itisaplayonwords

i tosaycostsareabsorbed. What

they reallymeanis ‘do them for
nothingorgoaway".”

He saystheedicton
margins had a huge impact.
“We used towrite down our
material cost,thenadd a
margin of 7.5 percent. That
memo now says the margin will

i beshowninthecosts.

"Doyouthink Winstones
willsellme gibboard 7.5
percentcheaperor

...cracking inwall linings is usually due

to improper installation.” EQC national
operations manager Relid Stiven

“Nowthere are thousands
of earthquake damaged homes
thatare leaking like sieves, and
are slowly deteriorating into
major leaky homes with large
consequentialdamage.”

Managementof the repair
processisalsounderattack
and a Christchurch company
has laid a complaintwith the
Commerce Commission
accusing EQCand EQRof price
fixing and anti-competitive
behaviour.

Fix It Building Services has
done repairs for 150
householders who opted out of
the EQR system. Managing
director Russell Poole says EQC
makes opting out unnecessarily
complicatedand some
homeowners are scared off by
the prospect of having to pay
contractorsthemselvesif EQC
reimbursement chequesare
slowtoarrive.

“There'sanawful lot they
don'tpayontime, soforthe

Institute will be launchedin
Augustand expectsittodeal
with between fiveand 10 casesa
week. EQCwill pay for
mediationandifthe customer
agreeswith the mediator’s
decisionitwill be binding.
EQR’s pricing policyis
another majorbone of
contention. AJune memoto
EQR contractors listed 11
preliminaryand general (P&G)
costsasnolongerclaimable.
Theyincludedvehicle expenses,
health and safety, and office and
administration costs. The
memo wentontosaythe
contractor’s marginhadto be
included within the unit rate.
EQR says some contractors
arefinding the ‘business as
usual’ costs standard forgood
businessthese daysare more
thantheywish toabsorb, but
“those companies who have
invested in theirown future as
regardsthese system costsare
finding thework profitable”.

PlaceMakers [will sellme] atin
of paintcheaper?No, of course
not. Therefore this reallymeans
‘MrBuilderyouwillgiveusa?7.5
percentreductiononevery
job".”

Like most of the builders
interviewed forthis story he
declined to be named for fear of
beingblacklisted by EQR or
insurance company PMOs.
(Until several months ago EQR
contracts expressly forbade
builderstalkingtothe media,
andtheynow have a standard
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Since the late 1970s homes have relied heavily on

wallboard as a bracing element, but the quakes stressed
essential hold-down fixings required to transfer the load
tothe floorand foundations

confidentiality clause banning
i+ discussion of projects with

! otherparties ]

| And like many builders |

i talked toheisavoiding EQR

i work, focusing instead on opt

i outjobsandworkforinsurance
1 companies.

; CarlTaylor, ownerof Carl

» TaylorHomes, was one of the

i firstcontractors employed by

i EQRin2010, but quit six months
i agotosetup RebuildMe, a

i quakerepairs.

“[With EQR] the amount of

paperwork is absolutely
i ridiculous.

"We have no problem doing

normal paperwork butthisis
1 outofcontrolanditslowsthe
1 jobsdown.”

Sofaronly1800

homeowners have opted out of
i the EQR queue, but Taylor says
I enquiriesaregrowingaspeople !
1 getsick ofwaiting.
i company specialisinginoptout !

He employs 39 staffand

+ about150 contractors, and his

i phoneis running hot with calls
i fromindustry colleagues

i wanting towork for himso they
i toocanquitEQR.

wellknown local contractors.
i Thegood guysare leaving.”

EQRisbeingunreasonable and
1 saysits “formulaic, tick box

residential context.

“Many of them are relatively
Dave Sturman believes

system” doesn'tworkina

“Theydon'ttake economies

» of scaleintoaccount. Abuilder’s
» fixed cost of business for doing
i asmalljobisfargreaterthanit
i isoveralargejobwhereitcan
. bespread.”

And if the exodus of

i tradespeople from EQR

1 continues, Sturman fears the
i owners of quake-damaged

i homeswillbethereal losers. 1
| “The consequence of thatis
i thatpeople needingwork done
i by Fletcherswillbe gettingthe 1
i dregsofthe buildersoutthere.” |
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