“I came to Spain and everything was perfect” … NOT!
A real life account of buying a property in Spain.
By Nigel and Julie
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view from our balcony
If you are reading this article then, like my wife and I, you too may be considering changing your life forever by buying a property in Spain.

Every time I see “testimonials”, I may read the first few lines then get bored with “I came to Spain and everything was perfect” 

Most people tell you the good bits and forget the bad. Why? Because the bad bits fade with time and Spain becomes the ‘utopia’,  and TV programmes concentrate on the mishaps because that makes better viewing. But which is true? Well - they both are.
Please read on if you can stand the truth. It was not easy, but it is not a catalogue of disasters either. It is just “what happened”...
The Dream Begins: 

Our story started just under 3 years ago. Like many others, we were watching our capital investments being eroded and diminished by forces beyond our control. Our Independent Financial Advisor, on the other hand, went from strength to strength and our precious savings were being used to furnish other pockets - or so it seemed to us. To add insult to injury, we were told that if we were to “cash in”, there would be a market adjuster imposed, thus reducing our savings even further. We were advised to wait a further five years and ride out the storm as our investments would surely increase. Possibly this might have been the case, but there were no guarantees. 
In England one wet Saturday morning, my wife Julie and I were getting ready to go into our local town to spend money on things we did not need. I suggested that to save some money, we break this habit and go for a ride into the country. After an hour we found ourselves in an old country park.  The car park advertised a tented exhibition with businesses promoting the virtues of owning a property in Spain. 

Like many of these exhibitions, we were greeted with hundreds of images of beautiful villas and blue skies. Keen young people told us of the wonders of property ownership in Spain (and all of them too young to own their own homes!) We were told of the investment opportunities in Spain by these same young people who were at the start of their careers, not coming to the end of it like me. We collected dozens of brochures praising the glories of property in Spain. It was on this wet and windy day in a tent in Essex that we met Terence Wright of Terence Wright Associates. We talked about how he had bought a home in Spain, and we talked about how he had managed his money, and our stories were similar. Here was someone we liked and felt we could trust. We agreed that we needed a break from England and accepted an invitation to travel to Spain to have a look - view some properties - just to explore the possibilities. Remember that I was trying to save money not spend it! Julie and I were both excited at the prospect of a trip to the Costa del Sol.
Arriving in Spain:

Our tickets and itinerary arrived a week later and before we knew it we were on our way to Spain. After a short flight we were met by Terry and taken to our hotel.
We had left Stanstead on a cold, wet shivery morning. That same evening Julie and I stood on the balcony of our room and marvelled at the wonderful sight of the valley stretched out below us to the far distant hills. We could see villages hovering in the sky like fairy lights on a Christmas tree, we could see for miles and miles. Crickets were singing their songs companied by the chorus of the canine variety in the far distance. We were in love with Spain from that moment.

The next morning we awoke to the sound of the tranquillity of the Spanish countryside. A pair of eagles riding the thermals above us in search of a good meal; a flock of bee-catchers squawking excitedly as they flew by.  It was then that we knew that Spain was for us, and that we were ready for Spain. The thought of returning to England and the habitual way of life was not appealing and we vowed to enjoy the next few days in search of our home in the Spanish sun.

After our leisurely breakfast on the terrace, Terry joined us for coffee and we went through our itinerary for the coming days. I was impressed – Terry had done his homework, and he had actually listened to us in that field in Essex.  
We visited  golf course developments, apartment complexes, urbanisations and properties in the countryside. We searched for a property with potential to earn us an income for our retirement. By day two, the possibility buying a holiday home in Spain was real. It certainly seemed a better investment than anything we had in the UK.
We decided that the golf developments were not for us, because we do not play golf, although the complexes were stunning and had excellent investment potential. 
We saw some beautiful, outstanding apartments, but they had annual maintenance fees to pay. We were warming to the idea of something in-between - not part of a maintenance controlled complex, but with all the modern amenities. We did not want to lose the tranquillity we so hankered for. However, whilst the country properties offered tranquillity,  they were a little too isolated for our taste and  would be difficult for family and friends to find us. 
There was no question in our minds. We wanted an urbanisation with individual designed dwellings. An urbanisation is not a housing estate, merely a group of individual houses situated in a location that has mains water, electricity, sewage system and roads, a factor to keep in mind if you do not drive a 4 x 4.

Our journeys with Terry were a pleasure. We laughed and joked a lot and stopped for coffee when we felt that we had “property overload”.  He showed us the sights and took us to garden centres to break up the days.  Terry did not talk ‘shop’ all the time - he understood and accepted that we had come to Spain to view the area on a fact finding vacation, with a possibility of purchasing a property in the future. We had made this quite clear in that field in Essex, on that Saturday morning, the trip that was designed to save us money.

On day three we arrived at what can only be described as our dream house. It was late afternoon. Terry had listened and had hit the nail on the head. There was no hard sell; he did not have to because this was the home of our dreams. Set beside a mountain stream, the garden had orange, lemon, and avocado trees, plus a beautiful swimming pool. This was our dream, our holiday home. Hang on a moment  this was only a fact finding mission.  I was trying to save money not spend it!  But this, we both realised, was a dream come true, a place where our children and grand children could come for holidays, where we could escape the ‘rat race’ of Britain. Terry was excellent and told us not to be hasty or make too fast a decision. He dropped us back at our hotel where we had a wonderful meal and spent the whole evening and most of the night talking about and thinking about our future.
Next morning, Terry joined us for a late breakfast on the terrace and described our options. If we were interested, then we would need to make a small payment to secure the property. This fixes the price and withdraws the property from the market. This payment was fully refundable if for any reason there was a problem with the property. Subject to our lawyer obtaining all the necessary signatures, this payment was binding on the seller and they could not sell to another person once they had accepted this payment from us.
We were introduced to a professional firm of Spanish Lawyers where everything was explained fully, forms were signed and a reservation fee paid. Now we were going to have our dream home!
We had a wonderful time with Terry and our week soon passed. We returned to the grey skies of England, and the next few weeks we were busy withdrawing our money from the various investments we had. Selling or cashing in, either way costing us money.
Plans Change:

It was the Monday of the fourth week that our dream was shattered - our lawyers had done their work and informed us of an irregularity, the lady had been forced to withdrawn her property from the market. We were devastated!  Our dream was in tatters, our house was gone and we were now holding cash and yes, the markets were rising. It was then that we realised that not all contracts are equal and in this case the lady selling the house needed the signature of her ex-husband, and he had changed his mind.  
Terry – On the Case!

Quickly, Terry was on the case. Our reservation fee was returned to us and a phone call from Terry two days later told us that he had found another property. He described the property, e-mailed us photographs and it looked and sounded like a perfect replacement. It had only just come on the market so I returned to Spain the following day, this time without Julie. 
Terence Wright Associates had done an excellent job. The property was a new build and was still under construction,  meaning that we could make stage payments. This we did painlessly, or as painless as is possible when one is parting with savings, through a company called ‘Moneycorp’ recommended by Terry.  .
Our new home was on a small urbanisation with panoramic views and excellent potential for expansion. Terry had made an appointment with the architect to ensure that we could expand the property without a problem from the Town Hall, and our lawyer was also making enquiries on our behalf. We placed our reservation that morning to proceed with the purchase.
Our new property comprised of three double bedrooms with one en-suite, family bathroom, kitchen, lounge and balcony complete with stunning views over the valley, just like those we had seen on our first visit. Oh yes – plus a pair of eagles. Well, not just a pair but a complete family and on a National Park which our new-found mountain was.
Looks Perfect, But …
Completion date was to be 6 months, but this is Spain and I forgot the two months of winter, so it was 9 months before we actually got the keys. We had paid in monthly stage payments which allowed us to get back some of our investments, being able to sell as the markets rose. The completed property was stunning and the workmanship excellent, or so we thought. But when we tried to get our car into the garage the slope was so steep the bottom of the car hit the drive. 
The new urbanisation road had been raised one meter and the builder had not been informed. The builder blamed the developer, the developer blamed the builder. The builder would not put right the fault and be seen as accepting liability. The developer did not want to know either. Was litigation the only answer? 
Our lawyers smiled and said “No, forget it”. It would take years and would cost more than the rectification works. Eventually, with the help of the architect and the solicitor, the builder agreed to a compensation package. This would ‘save face’ and he would not be seen by the developer to be correcting his mistake. 
Welcome to Spain, and another lesson learned:
We also discovered the disadvantages of living on a mountainside with stunning views. Any construction work costs more, and I was trying to not spend too much but we were spending it fast, and on items that were unforeseen. Drastic action was needed; we had to find a way of recouping some of the spent cash.

With the help of the architect we decided to develop the second floor to provide some rental income. I would build us a further three double bedrooms, one en-suite, family bathroom, lounge kitchen and a balcony, with those stunning views from our mountain retreat and the architect would obtain the necessary permissions . We originally had told Terence Wright Associates that we would consider a property that required some work,  and this property certainly fell into that category. 
The Pool:

I was told that views like ours were priceless. Well, they are not. It cost us a fortune - every item has to be either carried up or down a mountain. 
We decided that a pool was a necessity, if we were to gain the full potential of our now rentable second floor. Everyone else has one, so why not? Unfortunately for us, however, another property on our mountain had had the misfortune of seeing their pool slide down the mountain and splitting their house in two. TV would have loved this,  but the local Town Hall did not. From that point on, full architect drawings would have to be produced and passed by the Town Hall for every new swimming pool. A date was set for the pool to be started, but beforehand a huge, enormous, retaining wall of concrete and steel had to be in place plus equally large retaining walls on each side of the property. Tons of steel and concrete had to be delivered on site, either up the mountain or down it. Men worked for days just putting in steel. A concrete pump had to come over the top of the house to enable the concrete to be deposited correctly down the mountain. TV could have made a full length feature of this one.  The mountain would move before our pool would.

Or so I thought!

On the exact day agreed, or as near as Spanish time keeping allows, the digger arrived. Retaining walls now completed it’s only a matter of digging a hole and building our pool.

Or so I thought!

Digger proceeded to dig the required area, only to find that sewage system was exactly where we wanted our pool, even though the developer had assured us that it was not. This caused a delay in the pool start date, so this had to be rescheduled by some four weeks. Not that the works would take four weeks, but the pool company would start another contract as they could not start ours. This was a blessing in disguise as the sewage system was not installed correctly. No point in contacting the developer as we would start the “who’s to blame” saga again. 
Hole dug, sewage completed, retaining walls in place, building licence approved, now it’s time for the pool men to start work. 

No, it is Fiesta time.  Nothing starts at Fiesta time. The whole area stops work for a week - yet another delay. Finally the contract to provide us with our pool was set to begin, but we missed summer. The summer we were promised we would have the pool in, has gone. It’s now bad weather time!

Rain stopped play for a few days. Brick layers arrived on site and like ants they erected the shell of the pool and lined it with the necessary steel ready for concrete to be poured. At last the pool was ready for the next stage. 

Or so I thought!
As I stood on my balcony looking down into my big hole, our own pool, I even phoned my wife back in England to tell her the good news. At last the outline of our pool was distinct and it looked wonderful, exactly as we wanted. Not for long! Remember the steel; remember 'the mountain moving before our pool'; here comes yet another lesson. With an almighty raw of disapproval at being dug into and hacked about, the mountain took revenge and the pool caved in. 

Complete despair! Frantic calls to pool companies, architects and  anyone who cares… but there was no response because it was yet another holiday for something or another. Finally, with an attitude that can only be described as highly commendable and without the need to shout, jump up and down, or to threaten litigation as I would have in England, the ants returned again and swiftly put the mountain back in its place. 

Our pool, as I write (although some six months later) is full of water and very near completion, just the surround to finish, which means yet more materials up and down this ‘B’ mountain.

The swimming pool in our newly landscaped gardens now completes the picture. But our journey is not over yet and I am sure our mountain has some more surprises in store. It will make our lives a misery when we are forced to carry each and every pot, plant, stone or bag of cement up or down it, but I would not change it for the world.  It keeps me fit, and who needs extra exercise when you have your own mountain? I have come to love our mountain and we have been through a lot together. It rewards me each and every day. It is ever changing, and without it we would not have our wonderful views.

Spanish way of life:

Spain for us has been a number of bad experiences mixed with dozens of good. But  the bad memories fade and life gets better. Many of the problems are created by the way in which we, as British, expect everything to happen NOW, this second, this minute, today! But this is Spain and things are different here. Get to grips with the difference and enjoy the new experiences - see them as just that, experiences. We have had times here, when in England, we would be shouting, jumping up and down, or threatening to sue. These actions, from our experience, do not work in Spain; the only person that gets upset is you. Now I understand that problems will get rectified eventually, but it will take time, and time, within the Spanish way of life, seems to be no problem - there is plenty of that for there is always tomorrow, life is wonderful. 
The reality has been that we have worked harder and longer than ever before, we have had a roller coaster ride, but finally, we can see the end is in sight and it has been well worth the struggle. We have been working on our property since we bought it which means using local labour and suppliers and this creates its own problems.

I would plan for materials to arrive on site on a specific day and we would agree that they will be delivered “in the afternoon”. I would start looking for the items to arrive some time after midday. By 3.o’clock nothing arrived, so I phoned and there would be no answer - they are at lunch. By 5.30 still nothing arrived. Finally at 7 o’clock in the evening the items arrived on site. When asked why the delay, the answer was "well, it IS afternoon". He is right of course -  it IS “in the afternoon”, as we agreed. You must realise that this is Spain and not England –here, “afternoon”  means just that – “after noon”. Their day finishes sometimes 9 o'clock in the evening, but to them it is “afternoon”! 

The Architect:

Whilst every build project does not always need an architect, from my experience he is essential. Not just from the architectural point of view, but he knows the Town Hall and all the many quirks therein. He can circumvent some of the red tape, his input is necessary if you don’t want the Town Hall and all its power down upon you with a heavy fine for not having the necessary paperwork in place. If you do not have him working on your project, then you will not be able to find out the requirements before it is too late or you have aged many years.

Get Help:

There are so many examples of things going astray that I could have mentioned, but I will not bore you with them as you may wish not to continue. Suffice to say, talk to the people that matter before you charge headlong into any scheme or purchase. You do need help - look for it and use it. This is not a project to do alone. 
My advice to someone wishing to purchase a property in Spain: 

Before embarking on this type of venture, consider first: 
What do you want?

Where do you want to live?

Is this going to be your permanent home or a holiday home?

Is Spain for you?

What can you afford?  

Remember that you will need help to purchase your property. You could 'go it alone' and you may find a bargain, but more likely you will be the next person to be featured on TV having made a big mistake. Use the experts, use local companies like architects, solicitors  and banks because they have first hand knowledge of the area. 
Large estate agents employ high pressure tactics, commission-based sales staff  and rely on large sales turnovers. And they have a large turnover of sales personnel. If you choose to use one, whilst they have large impressive (and expensive) offices, do not expect to see the same person twice, or hope that one person will be solely responsible for handling your purchase. Smaller companies rely upon recommendations and excellent reputation to survive, and can provide that personal touch that larger concerns cannot.    

Spend as much time as you need to discuss every aspect of your expectations and desires with a sales person like Terry. Don’t rush into a decision without discussing it clearly with someone who knows the area and the properties. Only then will your time be well spent. Your investment will be capitalised and your dreams be made a reality. 
Yes, there are going to be times when you will think, “What the hell are we doing?!”  But talk to those who have already been there, done that and indeed got the tee shirt. 
Conclusion:
We do have regrets, Yes! 

· Do we regret the moment that we decided to buy a home in Spain?  No!
· Do we regret the moment we talked to Terry of Terence Wright Associates? No!
· Do we regret the day that I decided that we should try to save money and go for that ride in the Essex countryside? No!
· Do we regret taking our money and controlling our own investment? No!
But…
· We DO regret not having the courage and foresight to have done this many years earlier. 
We are glad that we found Terence Wright Associates (or, that they found us) because without their expertise and support we would not have found our dream home and increased our capital investment.

By trying to save money I have spent most of our savings.  We have invested wisely and we are now the proud owners of a prestigious villa with two three-bedroom apartments available for rental to provide an income for our retirement. We took control of our money and it has paid off. Each morning I walk out of my front door, not to the roar of traffic but to the sight of a family of eight eagles circling overhead, and the sound of crickets or the odd dog barking in the distance. 

There have been moments when we have thought we would never complete the project. There were times when we asked ourselves, “Have we done the right thing?” But having Terence Wright Associates with us at every corner, cross road and junction, our journey has been wonderful and successful and they have helped us through the mine-field of purchasing our dream home in Spain. 

I am looking forward to us sitting on the balcony with a glass in one hand and enjoying the views of the wonderful countryside, with our new found friends, Terry and his wife Lesley.

Thank you Terence Wright Associates, Terry and Lesley Wright.   
Nigel and Julie 

Homeowners in Spain.
