OPINION

Property: Find a way forward

NEVER, in the 13 years since the first issue of Cyprus Today rolled off the presses, has any single issue angered ' or upset quite as many among the expatriate community as ~ the bolt-from-the-blue proposal to bar non-citizens from owning freehold property.

Now, we would not suggest that the job of government i is to pander to public opinion - pragmatically, it could ' have little interest in keeping non-voters happy at the i expense, perhaps, of approval from its electorate - and '' have, indeed, frequently advocated the need for those in ~ power to take unpalatable decisions when necessary.

However, the sheer depth and breadth of feeling on the leasehold issue must tell the government something. Reac​tion to the current proposals is coming not just in the form ' of knee-jerk and self-centred opposition, or simply from ' those with a financial interest in the issue, but also ' from those who, having contemplated the proposal care- ' fully, are raising valid and logically thought-out concerns.

Very many among the existing expat population would agree in principle that something needs to be done at least '~ to control the rampant building sector before any more of our precious countryside - ironically, the very thing that ° attracts most buyers in the first place - is submerged under a sea of concrete and brick.

They may also share the fear that the steady rise in house prices, forced up by the tide of incoming foreigners, could force young Turkish Cypriots out of the market.
,

Yet even those who share the stated worries on the issue are nonetheless puzzled and disturbed at the manner and substance of the government's sudden intervention.

Now that the issue has been raised, however, it needs ' to be finalised - and quickly. The house-buyer abroad is a timid creature which can easily be frightened off to invest somewhere that does not have this kind of uncertainty ... let alone the knotty questions of title deeds and solutions.

If the government genuinely wants to preserve the en​vironment, while still allowing a housing sector to exist, it should slap a brief moratorium on the granting of any new construction permits - while guaranteeing normal handl​ing of sales of existing, part-built or already-permitted properties, so that estate agents and builders have the prospect of maintaining an income in the interim. Then it should sit down with involved and informed parties to decide the best way forward.

It would have been better to embark on the consul​tation process before coming up with a draft Bill, but the government is surely politically mature enough to recognise and act upon the need to make the final legis​lation fair and workable. Anything less wduld be a disservice not merely to expats and holiday home-owners, but to Turkish Cypriots as well.

