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To the Committee on Economic Development and Tourism 

In 2016, I engaged a builder, on behalf of my elderly mother, to build a two bedroom, two ensuite 
unit as a dual occupancy in Belconnen. In the attached submission, I share with you the many 
issues that occurred with the build. 

Kind Regards 
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Submission - Inquiry into the quality of recently constructed buildings in the 
ACT 

In 2016, I engaged a builder, on behalf of my elderly mother, to build a two bedroom, two ensuite 
unit as a dual occupancy in Belconnen. In this submission, I share with you the many issues that 
occurred with the build. 

Under-quoting 

The builder we selected was the cheapest by about $50,000, – he quoted $150,000 when the next 
cheapest quote was $200,000. Once we had accepted the quote, he told us the quote didn’t include 
the carport, the shed or the long driveway (even though all these features had been obvious on the 
plan). 

We find it surprising that a builder with 30 years’ experience ‘forgot’ to add this to the quote. Later I 
realised this was a tactic to get us to accept his quote. The builder knew (from his 30 years’ 
experience) that once a consumer accepts a quote it is difficult and awkward for them to back out. If 
he had included the $50,000 in his original quote that would have lined up with the next cheapest 
quote and most likely he would not have gotten the job. 

Falsely claiming the builder was a HIA member 

The builder falsely claimed he was a member of HIA and included the number in the contract. After 
the unit was completed and we had issues, I did call the HIA for advice, only to be told the builder 
wasn’t actually a member and therefore there was nothing they could do to help us with our 
concerns. 

Minimum building standards 

This statement in the Inquiry’s discussion paper is surprising; the ‘build quality is not the responsibility 
of the independent certifier. A purchaser seeking a certain degree of quality on any or all of the 
building and fixtures must negotiate this with the builder and have it included in the contract’. 

I can understand if consumers want better quality products, they need to negotiate this with the 
builder. However, in terms of the quality of the actual build, there should be a minimum standard 
that consumers are entitled to expect. 

Although I agree the actual build quality is not the certifier’s responsibility, could they not have some 
role in assessing the build quality and ensuring minimum standards are met? For example if they see 
the brickwork is poor, the internal corners are crooked; a straight pipe has been installed instead of 
an S pipe for the plumbing; why can’t they pick these things up early and ask for them to be fixed? If 
they could, it would save many problems down the track and would avoid poor quality builds. 
Consumers are at the very least entitled to receive new houses that meet minimum standards and if 
those minimum standards aren’t met then the builders should be made responsible for fixing any 
problems. 
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Drainage 

My mum’s unit has very poor drainage. Even though the builder was asked, on several occasions, to 
install additional drains (for which we were prepared to pay extra) the builder simply ignored my 
requests and said additional drainage wasn’t necessary. As the unit is on a slight slope, when it rains 
all the water comes down the driveway into a very small drain near the front door of the unit and on 
several occasions the water has come very close to the front door of the unit.  

Although I have complained to the ACT Government via Access Canberra and ACTPLA about the poor 
drainage, I have been advised there is no entity in the ACT Government who is responsible for 
ensuring drainage meets minimum standards. There is no-one to hold builders accountable for the 
quality of the drainage they install. 

Poor drainage in essence means water has nowhere to go and results in flooding. How is it possible 
that no entity in the ACT Government has responsibility for drainage in the ACT? In my mum’s case, 
the builder even ‘forgot’ to put a sump in the one drain he did install. 

Missing water tank 

Although I thought water tanks are a compulsory feature of new house builds in the ACT, the builder 
did not install a water tank at the unit even though it was in the contract and paid for. This had 
something to do with the incorrect installation of the plumbing.  

At the beginning of the build the builder did install the pipes in the ground to connect to a water 
tank but at the end of the build the builder brought in the plumber, who with his bobcat drove over 
the newly planted lawn and the new concrete patio to dig a massive hole at the back of the house 
and ‘FIX’ the plumbing. We are not sure why the plumbing had to be ‘fixed’, but because it was 
‘fixed’ my mum apparently couldn’t have a water tank.  

The builder never explained to us what the actual problem had been. Even though we did complain 
to the builder, it made no difference. No water tank was installed even though it was paid for and in 
the contract. It has surprised us how much builders can get away with in the ACT. They have no fear 
of not complying with the building rules and it’s obvious through our experience, they don’t really 
care as no-one holds them to account. 

Ensuite – straight pipe where there should have been an S pipe 

As soon as my mother moved into the unit she found there was a very bad smell coming from her 
ensuite shower drain. 

Upon further investigation by ACTPLA it was discovered the plumber had installed a straight pipe in 
her ensuite shower and not a S pipe. A plumber installing a straight pipe in an ensuite shower is 
equivalent to a mechanic forgetting to put the tyres back on a car – it is something so basic that it 
should never happen. However, I have always had doubts about who did the plumbing on my mum’s 
unit as the three times I did see the plumber on the building site, it was always the second year 
apprentice with no one supervising, at all. 

With the ensuite, it was surprising no-one, not the certifier, nor the builder, nor the plumber, not 
the ACTPLA plumbing inspector noticed the straight pipe had been incorrectly installed. I do 



3 | P a g e  
 

however give enormous credit to the area in ACTPLA in charge of plumbing who eventually made 
sure the problem was fixed. They ensured the builder and plumber dug up the floor of the new 
ensuite shower and replaced the pipe with an S pipe. The process did take four months and during 
the process the infloor slab heating was damaged. The plumber had to again dig up the new 
concrete to fix the inslab heating that they broke while repairing the drain.  

Electrical work 

The electricity cable for the unit goes from inside the roof of the front house and then down the 
back wall of the front house and underground across the yard into the back unit. Our preference was 
for the electricity connection for the unit to be placed under the driveway that runs past the side of 
the front house. As the driveway had been dug up, the electricity connection could easily have gone 
there. However the electrician, who was also the builder, insisted it needed to go through the roof 
of the front house to connect to the back unit.  

I am surprised ACTPLA agreed to this approach. In practise, heaven forbid, but if the front house 
burnt down there would be no power to the back house as a result – how is that an acceptable 
solution? Installing the electrical connection in this way was most likely the cheapest option for the 
builder and hence the poor, more risky solution. As a client in this case I felt powerless to do 
anything and can’t understand why ACTPLA would have approved such a poor, much riskier 
solution? Did ACTPLA actually approve the electrician’s approach to how the electricity was to be 
installed or is ACTPLA consulted after the electricity connection installation has taken place? Builders 
should be required to submit plans of how they intend to install the electricity and it should meet 
minimum standards. 

Incorrect drawing of the electrical connection on the Unit’s electricity switchboard 

Knowing full well that the electrical cables were installed through the ceiling of the front house, 
what was surprising was when our builder, who is a licensed electrician, incorrectly drew on the 
Unit’s electricity switchboard the connection, as coming from underneath the concrete driveway to 
the house. The electricity inspector never picked this up (which made me wonder whether they had 
in fact done an inspection). This incorrect drawing of the electricity connection to the unit could 
eventually have killed someone as it wrongly displayed where and how the power was connected.  

Dual Occupancy house numbers 

There seems to be no-one in the ACT Government who is responsible for determining and allocating 
house numbers for dual occupancy blocks. Hence why some dual occupancy blocks are  and A 
and some like in my mum’s place are A and B. This creates many problems, especially for 
service providers such as the gas, electrical and phone companies. When a dual occupancy is 
approved it would make sense for ACTPLA to, at this point, also issue updated housing numbers for 
the property and approved dual occupancy. This would avoid the confusion that exists now (for 
example some of my mum’s bills have her as A and others as B simply because there is no one 
source of truth for what the house number should be). 
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Other general problems with the build 

Other problems with the quality of the build include: poor brickwork, crooked corners (as the 
gyprock joins in the corner of her lounge aren’t flush), lots of cracks in the paint and walls soon after 
my mum moved in. 

The gas pipe for the cooktop and hot water is horribly installed outside on the external wall of the 
front of the house and looks terrible. The plastering outside the laundry is simply tacky and very 
poor quality. 

The small shed at the end of the carport is not sealed properly and when it rains water always runs 
all over the shed floor. The carport roof leaks profusely. The builder did try and fix it but made it 
worse and now it leaks more. There are white spots on the carport floor which show where the 
carport leaks. 

The new concrete outside the unit and on the driveway started to crack after about a week of being 
laid. New concrete is not cheap and although this is not the builder’s fault it shows the quality of the 
concrete is poor. There should be quality standards in the quality of the concrete mix that is poured 
today.  

When I share with you our experiences with a Canberra builder it is hard to believe that such shoddy 
and poor building practices are happening in Canberra. As a consumer, I feel there is no-one in the 
building industry or ACTPLA who seems to care. Obviously the only way for people to complain is to 
go through the courts and there are not many people who have the either the money or time to do 
that. Maybe what consumers need is to be able to talk to someone before problems develop – this 
might actually be a sensible approach? A lot of problems could possibly be avoided if consumers 
were able to speak to someone and get the right advice. 

Apparently houses have a six year warranty on them. How do clients make builders keep to the 
warranty? 

It is surprising that the ACT Government has allowed poor building practises to proliferate. As part of 
your Inquiry I hope you are also able to determine why this has been allowed to occur and to find a 
solution that doesn’t allow this to reoccur in the future. What I don’t understand is why ACTPLA 
reissues licenses to builders who have poor building practices? Surely ACTPLA can do a better job in 
this regard and not renew licences for those builders whose work is poor. Seems simple enough. 

I offer the following suggestions for improving the quality of standards in the building industry: 

Minimum acceptable building standards 

Just as a customer is not responsible for the quality build of a car, a customer should not be 
responsible for the quality build of a house. The sole responsibility of a product whether it be a car 
or a house should be the manufacturer who, in the case of a house, is the builder. Builders owe it to 
their customers to provide a building which meets minimum acceptable standards. Customers need 
to know before they commit to a build, the type of quality they can expect from the build. Builders 
are being paid such good money today to build houses and they need to deliver a product that 
meets minimum standards (ie straight brickwork; no crooked corners, no S pipe installations in 
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ensuites – these should all be minimum standards). There should be some way of fining builders or 
not renewing their licence if these standards aren’t met. If they can’t build to meet minimum 
standards then they don’t have the skills to be a builder. In the same way a car must meet minimum 
quality standards, so too should a house meet minimum quality building standards. 

Mechanism that verifies to consumers that the Builder is a HIA or MBA member 

As builders can easily say they are a HIA or MBA member when they are not, or they can be a 
member at the time they sign a contract and then pull out, there needs to be some mechanism 
where consumers are provided with assurance that builders are HIA or MBA members.  

Electrical connections 

ACTPLA should approve plans for electrical connections before they are installed to ensure these 
connections meet standards. 

ACT Building Advice Line 

Even if consumers need to pay ACT Government for this advice it would be very useful, for 
consumers if they could ring experts in ACT government (totally separate from ACTPLA) who could 
offer consumers guidance or advice if they had concerns about the quality of the houses. As a 
consumer sometimes you just don’t know who to ask and sometimes all you need is to ask an 
expert. The problem, especially for people who do not build houses often (which is the majority of 
people) is that they simply don’t know where to go for advice. As a consumer you really feel there is 
no-one you can turn to, both during and after a build. You have this feeling of being stuck and that 
you are at the mercy of the builder. The ACT Government could avoid problems from eventuating if 
it helped in educating the consumers about what they can/can’t expect. A building advice line would 
be very empowering for consumers. 

Even though I have rung Access Canberra several times to find out how I can complain about the 
poor quality workmanship they never, once, advised me there was a Registrar I could contact. What 
is the point of having a Registrar if people don’t know they exist? I think contracts should be 
amended to include information like this so consumers explicitly and upfront know what to do and 
where to go if they aren’t happy with the way their housing build is progressing. 

Building quality and satisfaction survey 

Prior to a builder’s licence being renewed his clients should be asked by ACTPLA to complete a 
building quality and satisfaction survey. This information should be used in assessing whether or not 
to renew the builder’s licence. What surprises me is that ACTPLA renews licences even if they know 
that the builder has issues – how is that possible? If a Doctor is not a good Doctor, he would not be 
able to practise. Surely that is the point of licensing builders, as it gives ACTPLA and the ACT 
Government the ability to control the builders. The licence should not just be a rubber stamp that 
builders get – they need to earn their licences through not just having the right skills but through 
their ability to continually build houses that meet minimum standards. It’s time, builders started 
providing a fair quality product for a fair price. It should not be hard and the ACT Government should 
not allow poor quality builders to get away with it. 
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Certifiers 

The certifiers should not be employed by the builders (we weren’t given the choice to employ our 
own certifier). Consumers should be told to call ACTPLA who could objectively recommend a list of 
certifiers. If ACTPLA recommends them surely they won’t recommend the bad ones? As a client it 
really is difficult to know who the good certifiers are. There should be a register of certifiers with 
consumer comments about their experiences with certifiers. It’s time the ACT Government made 
builders and certifiers accountable. 

Better systems and controls to ensure builders are meeting the standards the ACT Government 
expects 

The building industry has tasted self-regulation and it just simply doesn’t work – time to reign in the 
building industry and not let builders get away with dodgy building practices. The ACT Government 
needs to have systems and controls in place so ACTPLA can provide the Government with annual 
reports about the quality of the building industry in Canberra. The Government needs to know 
what’s happening in the building industry. Although it is great you are holding an Inquiry; if the 
Government had solid systems of control in place, in the first place, it would have known much 
earlier what was happening in the building industry. Inquiries never fix problems of the past they 
just hopefully avoid the same problems from recurring. If they don’t then what’s the point of having 
an inquiry? 

It’s a much better and cheaper approach to stop problems from occurring by having effective 
systems and controls which will regularly inform the ACT Government of what is happening in the 
building industry. 

Quality Assurance Managers 

If certifiers can’t have a role in assessing the build quality then the ACT Government needs to 
appoint someone who does have role. Maybe you could consider appointing quality assurance 
managers whose sole role is assessing the build meets minimum standards – even if the client has to 
pay for their services it would be well worth it.  

Legislated responsibility for ensuring builders meet minimum drainage standards 

Some entity in the ACT Government needs to be legislated with responsibility for drainage in the ACT 
and for ensuring the drainage on new houses is adequate and meets minimum standards (similar to 
how you have plumbing and electrical and gas inspectors, you need to have drainage inspectors). 

Dual Occupancy house numbers 

Responsibility should be designated in the ACT Government for assigning house numbers to dual 
occupancy houses (this can be done at the point the plans are approved). Service providers can also 
check house numbers with this area if they are not sure what the number is.  

Inspections 

The plumbing, electrical and drainage works of every new house needs to be inspected and builders 
should be charged for these inspections. The charge could relate to the number of faults. If there are 
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no faults then there should be no charges. The charges will act as an incentive for builders to get 
things right. It would be useful if the inquiry found out what percentage of new houses have the 
plumbing and electrical work inspected. I have heard only 20% of the plumbing and electrical work 
on new houses is inspected and that ACTPLA is not resourced to do more than 20%? 

If ACTPLA can’t afford to inspect the plumbing and electrical work on all new houses then consumers 
should be advised that these inspections were not undertaken. They then have the choice for paying 
someone else to do an inspection. It’s wrong that consumers think these inspections are happening 
and they aren’t. 

On a final note, if the ACT Government doesn’t fix the quality of the houses being built by the 
industry it will come back to bite. Poor quality houses simply don’t stand the test of time. As 
politicians, you are in a highly privileged position of trust and you have the power to fix things. ACT 
citizens are relying on you to do the right thing. Remember we are all consumers of the building 
industry, whether it is now or in the future. Houses are one of life’s necessities and they should be 
built to meet minimum standards. 

Though we can’t change the past, we can learn from it and hopefully avoid the same mistakes being 
made in the future. 

I wish you all the best with the Inquiry and hope that whatever recommendations come out will 
improve the quality of the building industry in the ACT. It is time for significant change in the building 
industry and to hold each and every builder accountable. 
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