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Soggy condo owners face $lOM repair bill
Residents asked to pay thousands per unit

Joel Kom
Calgary Herald

Thursday, February 21, 2008

The choice was simple for Amanda
Brown and Anders Nielsen: Pay some of
the highest rents in the nation, or sink
that money into a mortgage instead.

The couple chose the latter, buying a
one-bedroom northwest condo for
$230,000 and marking their first foray
into Calgary's housing market.

Now they regret it.

Brown, a 22-year-old student, and
Nielsen, a 24-year-old oilpatch worker,
are among 200-plus condo owners hit
with a repair bi l l  of up to $10 mil l ion for
their water-damaged homes.

The owners of units in the l8-year-old
Edgecliffe Estates, a complex of several
three-storey condo buildings in
Edgemont, found out last week that a
"widespread and systematic failure" in
the units' construction will cost them
thousands of dollars.

Brown and Nielsen wil l  have to come up
with $16,000 by the end of May -- and
another $16,000 by the end of May 2009
-- to cover their share of the repair bi l l .

"This was supposed to help build our
future," said Brown, a sociology student
at the University of Calgary, of their
purchase last year, "It seemed too
perfect. I guess it was."
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Anders Nielsen and Amanda Brown regret
thei r  decis ion to buy a $230,000 condo,
af ter  being h i t  wi th a $32,000 b i l l .

CREDIT: Ted Rhodes, Calgary Herald
Anders Nielsen and Amanda Brown don't
know if they'l l  qualify for a loan for their
share of repairs to their condo complex.

The couple's experience is a cautionary
tale for anybody looking to jump into buying a home, Brown said,

They'll have trouble getting a loan because they don't have much credit history,
Brown said, and they don't know what they' l l  do i f  they can't get the cash.

Brown and Nielsen were told there might be some repair issues with the
building when they bought their one-bedroom unit in May last year.
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"But we didn't know it was a $lO-mil l ion problem," she said.

Travis Casorso, whose parents sold one unit in the complex and then bought a
bigger one for him to l ive in, said some owners might not be able to pay their
share of the tab.

"It devalues everything by quite a bit," he said of his parents' investment,
which was made two months before they heard about the damage.

"We'l l just have to soak up the loss. Hopeful ly, we can move on from it and
recoup."

Some of the damage to the exterior walls can be seen in large dark spots near
some windows and corners of the buildings. Those who did the engineering
report on the building also found cracks and black growth inside the walls.

The engineering report said moisture barriers were poorly detailed, gutters
were filled with debris and the overall building envelope, which helps protect
against water damage, had fai led.

The thickness of exterior stucco was less than half the standard required by the
Alberta Building Code in some places, the report said.

Don Douglas, who was president of United Management Ltd., which buil t  the
units in 1990 but is no longer involved with the complex, said Wednesday was
the first time he had heard of any problems at Edgecliffe Estates.

"I can assure you that at the time, it was built to any standard," said Douglas,
now the president of United Inc., which does residential development.

Douglas said he was surprised by the extent of the damage, but added he
would need to find out more before commenting on it.

Bi l l  Presse, the complex's manager, said he wouldn't comment on the damage
or the condo board's decision to spread the repair bill across the owners of all
252 units.

It's not the first time there have been water problems at the complex, which
includes a gym and fitness centre.

The complex's infancy saw at least one tenant have centimetres-deep water in
a bedroom because the wrong T-valves were used in construction.

The water damage that's hit the complex now isn't usually seen throughout
such a large area, said Schuyler Wensel, president and CEO of the Alberta New
Home Warranty Program, which offers warranty protection for condos and
single-family homes.

"It is somewhat unusual that this would happen," Wensel said. "If  i t  does, i t 's
(usually) more localized into one area."

It 's hard to say whether the building's age played any role in the damage, he
said. But i f  things such as windows were properly instal led, i t  helps to stem any
problems, he added.

The engineering report said the windows didn't have the necessary fittings to
collect and drain water away from the windows and walls.

Ed Jensen, president of the Calgary Real Estate Board, said people looking at
buying a condo should go through the condo board's meeting minutes to see if
any repair issues are brought up.
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Any buyer also needs to hire a professional -- a realtor, for example -- and do
a home inspection or document review before signing on the dotted line.

Nielsen's and Brown's experience doesn't mean other young buyers should
avoid the market, he said,

The couple, who had a real estate agent look over everything before they
bought their unit, said they know the repair needs to be done.

But the bill and the three years likely needed to overhaul the complex will hurt,
not to mention the impact on the condo's value.

"We put everything we own into this unit," Brown said. "We could lose
everything."

Brown said they don't know if the damage poses a health risk. They're also
uncertain whether they'll have to move out while the repairs are completed.
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