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AdENDA M Na c-m 

Speaking up for 
consumers 

19 November 1996 

Dear Colleague 

Controlling the Cowboys 

I have pleasure in enclosing two advance copies of the National Consumer 
Council’s report ‘Controlling the Cowboys’ which we are launching on November 
25th. Please pass one copy to either the head of your building control or trading 
standards services. 

The home improvements and repairs market is a sector all too often characterised 
by consumer horror stories - shoddy workmanship, inferior materials, lost 
deposits, unreasonable delays, inflating bills, worthless guarantees, high pressure 
selling and sometimes plain exploitation or fraud. 

Our report investigates this problem market in de*ail. We argue that a change in 
the law is needed, both to stop rogue traders running a business and to ensure their 
victims are compensated. We call for more effective enforcement by local 
authorities and local access to a database to help customers check a builder’s 
credentials. 

We believe this is a subject which needs widespread debate and discussion and we 
welcome your views. If you wish to discuss any aspect of the report please 
contact me at the National Consumer Council. 

Yours sincerely 

Frances Harrison 
Senior Policy and Development Officer 

Encls. 

z CHIEF EXECUTIVE 



National consume>i Council 

Nearly 50,000 consumer 

complaints in connection with 

home improvements were 

recorded by the Office of Fair 

- Trading in 1994/95 - and that's 

only a fraction of the 

problems encountered by 

households nationwide. 
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Publication briefing 

Controlling the Cowboys 

A consumer review of the home 
improvements and repairs market 

Publication November 1996 
Price €14 including post and packing 

ISBN 1 899581 70 7 

Every home needs a renovation or repair job done 
once in a while - the boiler mended, the damp patch 
cured, double-glazing installed - and most of us rely 
on finding a specialist to do the work. So in theory, 
home improvements and repairs ought to be a thriving 
market, where fair competition and consumer choice 
operate to push up standards and give value for money. 

Yet this is a sector all too often characterised by 
consumer horror stories - shoddy workmanship, 
inferior materials, lost deposits, unreasonable delays, 
inflating bills, worthless guarantees, high pressure 
selling and sometimes plain exploitation or fraud. 

Our major new report investigates this probIem market 
in detail. We focus particularly on the legal, voluntary 
and commercial safeguards that might be expected to 
reinforce standards - but all too often f d  to protect the 
interests of consumers or indeed of responsible traders. 
And we propose reforms, including reform of the law 
on fair trading. 

This book is for everyone with an interest in 
improving quality and delivery in this important 
service - whether you are in the trade itself, in local 
authority services (trading standards, building controI, 
housing), in central government or regulatory bodies, 
or work with consumers to help sort out the financial, 
legal and structural disasters too often left in the wake 
of home improvement cowboys. 



‘hat’s goes wrong? 

~oddy workmanship and 
aferials : most customers 
m’t have the expertise to 
cognise defects in work or 
aterials - until the trader is 
ng gone. 

-epaymenfs : deposits for 
,me improvement jobs are 
nrnonplace - and leave 
lom for the fraudster. 

ic ing muddles: when the 
i a l  bill turns out to be far 
gher than the consumer 
cpected, whose fautt is it? 

eles tactics : high pressure 
zlling can play on people’s 
ars. And make them buy 
ork like double-glaring or 
amp-proofing they 
ouldn’t have considered 
therwise. 

ash in hand prices : when 
istorners collude in tax- 
ioidance, responsible 
3ders’ prices are undercut 
md the rjsks of shoddy 
ork increase. 

o insurance : household&:; :* 1 

olicies seldom cover :&.- 
!novation and repair work. . 
nd traders seldom insure 
gainst damage to the 
omes they work in. Who 
ays for the disasters? 

I T’ ~ 

CONTROLLING THE COWBOYS: AN OUTLINE 

What is the industry doing? 

Our report examines the effectiveness of trade associations, 
trader registration schemes and voluntary codes of practice 
when it comes to stamping out unfair trading practices and 
raising standards in the home improvements market. 

Trade bodies, logos and accreditation schemes abound in the 
domestic building and repairs sector. A few afford adequate 
protection to consumers, many don’t. How are consumers to 
distinguish between the responsible trader and the rogue? 

Only limited numbers of traders sign up to any trade body or 
code of practice at all. When they do, compliance with a 
code is entirely voluntary. How can self-regulation be 
enforced - and widened to cover all traders? 

_ I  

What is the Office of Fair Trading doing? 

The Office of Fair Trading has a statutory duty to encourage 
codes of practice. But there is no corresponding obligation 
on trade associations to submit codes for OFT approval. And 
no obligation on the OFT to monitor those it has already 
approved. Is there scope for the OFT to use its powers more 
efectively to raise the profile and enforcement of serf- 
regulation - in the interests of consumer protection? 

Guarantees: do they protect consumers? 

Many traders offer guarantees that claim to protect the 
customer against paying twice over for a job that turns out to 
be inadequate or unfinished. How many guarantees are 
worth the paper they’re written on? 

Our report looks at the pitfalls for people buying home 
improvement guarantees (including those supposedly backed 
by insurance) and the credentials of some of the so-called 
consumer protection organisations that offer them. 



The law: does it provide redress? 

Our report outlines the existing law - and its shortcomings 
when it comes to redress and compensation. Consumers 
already have common law rights to sue contractors for 
breach of contract or negligence. Why dun 't more consumers 
take their disputes with builders to court? 

, 

There is a range of legislation designed to protect the public 
from unsafe products, shoddy goods or services, insolvent 
traders and lost deposits. Why aren 't these statutory powers 
efective in tacMing cowboys in the domestic building 
trades? 

..hat are local authorities doing? 
-- 

Through their planning, building control, housing, 
environmental health and trading standards departments, 
local councils are responsible for a range of regulatory 
services with an impact on the building trade. Why wen t 
there more local authority prosecutions for unfair trading 
practices in building and repairs trades. 

Council departments have technical expertise, too, in 
domestic building and renovation. my don 't more of them 
ofer advice and information to the public? 

In the course of inspecting property and enforcing 

skills and working practices of local businesses and 
individuals. Why don 'r local authority departments pool 
their information - to tighten up on enforcement and help 
consumers choose a reliable trader? 

plations, council departments acquire data on the records, 

The consumer agenda 

. Choosing and using a responsible home improvement 
specialist is a lottery for most consumers. Our report calls 
for a two-pronged approach: reform of the fair trading law 
and reform of local authority policy and practice. 

I 

Some consumer views 

Mr E paid fl,000* for damp- 
proofing. After 2 years his  
walls were covered in damp 
but the firm refused to 
honour its 30year 
guarantee. 

"At the moment the system 
lets down all the good 
tradesmen out there - and 
the home owners who are 

7 

left to pick up the pieces." 

-. 
Ms A's builder used the-. 
Federation of Master G- 

Builders logo (to which i t  
was not entitled). 

"He has conned me and left 
me with fsutty work and 
bifts W l h g  over f8,000. .( . 
I have given up hope of 
gettrng th& back - he has 
counttess COunZy Court 
iudgments agalns2 him" 

Mnr G paid f20,OOO for am 
extension, then had to pay; 
anather builder to make b. 
saf6and usable- 

m/wle tsrowl ;oysset -  - 

u p t l u s h s s ~ f l a n d  - 

a g a i h m ~ ~ n a m e s  
".wbdon'tknowwh0te - 

tnrst The company has now 
expanded to fowofflces, 
and is afhting even mote 
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order 

Controlling the Cowboys 

Your name 

Your address 

Price €14 per copy 

Please send me copies 

I enclose a cheque for f 

Please make your cheque payable to: 

National Consumer Council 

and return this form to: 

NCC Publications 

20 Grosvenor Gardens 

London SWlW ODH 

National consume$!ib Council 

Controlling the cowboys: the way forward 

The National Consumer Council’s report calls for 
amendments to the Fair Trading Act 1973 in order to: 

oppressive within the legal definition of ‘unfair business 
conduct’ 
* allow local councils to prosecute for persistently unfair 
trading practices and to allow courts to ban out-and-out 
rogues from running a business altogether 
* give legal backing to compliance with voluntary codes of 

* give the victims of rogue traders rights to court-awarded 
compensation and to bring civil actions themselves. . 

The report also calls on local authorities to support 26 

consumers by, for instance: 
* using its building control experts to monitor the quality of - 
local building jobs 
* putting resources into consumer advice and information 
services on home improvements and small building jobs 
* together with central government and the private sector, 
compiling a single database of all data about builders and 
allied traders that’s already in the public domain (from trade 
body registration to previous convictions), with easy access 
to the database for individual consumers. 

* bring practices that are deceptive, misleading or . -  

practice -. 

Ir 

\ 

If these measures are tried - but sti l l  fail - to root out the 
cowboy element in the home improvements market, we 
would see no alternative to the phased introduction of 
compuisory registration for all building and allied traders.. . 

The National Consumer Council is the 
independent voice of UK consumers. 

For a free copy of NCC Bulfetit?, with up-to-date 

news of our policies, campaigns and other 

publications, please phone us on 

0171 730 3469. 




