DREAM HOUSES, NIGHTMARE CONSTRUCTION: Inspector takes on 2 homes
Owners hadn't had dwellings checked out
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Missing wall braces. A cracked roof support. Inadequate attic ventilation. 
Those are a few of the construction defects uncovered at two new houses by a professional inspector hired by The Atlanta Journal-Constitution.
The AJC paid Eugene Duffy, a certified home inspector and building code expert in Norcross, to look for construction defects in two randomly selected new houses: one in Gwinnett County, the other in Forsyth. The houses were built by the state's two largest home builders, Pulte Homes and Torrey Homes.
While Duffy gave both houses generally good reviews, each contained violations of the state's building code that were missed by county building officials. The oversights aren't the worst seen in Georgia, but the findings do highlight the risk home buyers face when they rely solely on local building officials to protect their new home purchases.
The Torrey house, located in the Pines at Crestview subdivision near Grayson, is typical suburban Atlanta construction. Four bedrooms, a bonus room and 2 1/2 baths. The two-story house on a 1/3-acre lot has a basement, a large deck and a brick front.
Duffy found 21 building code violations, which included several significant but repairable problems:
> Lateral braces were missing from several roof supports despite large green tags stating the braces were required for increased strength. Another of the roof supports was cracked. Both could become problems in high winds.
> Also missing were lateral braces needed to reinforce three load-bearing walls in the basement. The walls help support the weight of two floors above.
> Anchor straps designed to hold the house frame to the concrete foundation were left unnailed along two basement walls. The metal straps help hold the house down during high winds.
> Lumber that had not been pressure treated was used in several places in the basement. That could allow termites to enter.
The problems surprised Allan Heffner, who with his wife purchased the house for $188,000 in February. Heffner opted not to hire a private inspector before signing his contract. A do-it-yourselfer who built a closet in his bonus room, the retiree relied on his own expertise to evaluate the builder's work.
"I've got a completely different opinion of inspectors now," he said after Duffy's visit.
In a written statement, a Torrey representative said the company would contact Heffner about the inspection report.
Jason and Yazmin Wickham also opted not to hire a private inspector in April when they bought their two-story house for $160,000 in the Park at Manchester subdivision in Cumming. They were pleased Duffy found relatively few defects in the three-bedroom starter home, which has no basement and a small patio. Duffy found only six building code violations.
"The only thing I'm worried about is the ventilation in the attic because that could affect cooling costs," said Jason Wickham, a 29-year-old merchandising supervisor.
He pulled back the insulation on the front wall of the attic and found that a gable vent, which looks like a large round shutter from the outside, was partially obstructed by the wall covering. The vent allows rising heat to escape the attic.
Outside, Duffy noted that the siding had a slightly smaller overlap from plank to plank than was specified by the manufacturer, an installation mistake that could void the warranty. The overlap helps keep water from seeping between the planks. Duffy said it won't necessarily be a problem, but should be monitored.
Inside, Duffy discovered why the Wickhams' guest room door had never closed properly: It was badly warped, either before or during installation.
Asked for comment, Pulte brand manager Casey Hill said that the company does a minimum of three inspections after the home is sold and that one of those comes at 11 months. "We are ready, willing and able to provide all necessary follow-up service to address customer issues and ensure their [the Wickhams'] complete satisfaction," Hill wrote in an e-mail.
It's impossible to know whether more problems lurk in the two houses. Because the houses were finished, Duffy was unable to inspect framing, foundation and plumbing work that was covered by wallboard, concrete and other materials.

Both the Wickhams and Heffner plan to take the inspectors' findings to their builders before their one-year warranties expire. While the Wickhams' repairs should be fairly inexpensive, Duffy said the Heffners' repairs could have cost several hundred dollars at resale time. 


Photo: Inspector Eugene Duffy checks the attic of a home in Grayson. He found 21 code violations, including lateral braces missing from several roof supports. 
