“Real Estate Inspections 101”

Many Realtors bill themselves as “Buyer’s Agent” or Seller’s Agent”.   But think about this:  How does an agent get paid unless the deal goes through?  These knowledgeable professionals get paid on commission.  Now the majority are honest, hardworking people with their clients’ best interests at heart who would tell you to walk away from a bad deal or a bad house.  But, there are SOME agents who will recommend their own inspector because they know that he will overlook certain things.  Watch out for them.  If your agent is really insistent that you should use a particular inspector, your best bet is probably to use a different one.  You might also be better off with a different agent!   

Today it is more and more common for the bank or other financial source to want to see the inspection report before they will release funds.  The hoops you will be required to jump through will be set up by the inspector.  For that reason you want to be sure that the guy knows what he is talking about and that is NOT something to be taken on faith.  While it is reasonable to assume that your heart surgeon has some level of experience, this is not so for a home inspector.  Remember, there is currently (2009) no qualification or licensure for home inspectors in Rhode Island.  Before you hire an inspector, ask him some questions.  The FIRST one should be: “Who are you going to work for?”  If there is any hesitation before you hear the answer “I work for YOU”, call someone else.  Next, find out about experience.  Ask what the minimum acceptable electrical service is (100 Amp). Ask what purple primer is.  (Newer PVC plumbing joints require a colored primer.)   Ask about rafter spacing and roof load.  In other words, learn a little about house construction and show the inspector you’re no dummy.   Or just engage him in a conversation about where or how he learned about house construction.  Hesitation at any question is a reason to be concerned.  You’re hiring him to KNOW what you do not know.  If he doesn’t know… why hire him?   

One pest-specific note:  Sometimes a separate pest inspector is called.  Almost always this is a pest control professional.  If the pest pro finds no problems, most likely there are no problems.  But if he says the place has termites or carpenter ants, make sure he shows you precisely where they are.  I mean physically go to the spot and look at the evidence.  Why?  Because once the report is written and turned in, any mention of these insect problems is guaranteed to result in a rather expensive treatment and that treatment is usually given to the company whose inspector did the evaluation.  In other words, somebody is over the barrel, usually the seller.  Since many companies pay their inspection people commissions on sales, they have a built in conflict of interest, i.e.: a monetary motivation to find a problem whether it exists or not.  I have personally seen cases where reports of pests were outright lies.  

The solution:  I can only offer a solution by pointing out how I do it…  I ask the buyer, who is my client, to be present at the inspection and to walk the property with me as I point out items that I think may be of concern.  I give you a detailed written report in standard, readable prose in which I specify exactly where I have found termites, carpenter ants, or other issues. (Most inspectors use a checklist with very vague, canned phrases like “termites in basement”.) I take digital photos which are part of your report.  I am always available to answer any questions and clarify anything that may be asked. 
