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Who can you trust to look aer your property?
How can you have peace of mind when leng it out
for the rst me – especially if it’s been your own home?

“A must read for any landlord wanng a step-by-step guide
on how to rent out and manage a property yourself. Full

of praccal advice, ps and some humour along the way.”

This book covers all the boxes you have to ck, summarised in 
one handy checklist. When the me comes, it tells you how to 
buy – and sell – more property, with a dash of wit throughout.

The Accidental Landlord takes the worry out of leng. It gives 
you the knowhow to navigate the post-Brexit world of jiery 
prices, tax changes and 140-plus landlord laws. And it shows 
you how to succeed, even using your property as your rst step 
to nancial freedom.

Packed with toe-curling but true stories to learn from, this easy 
reference guide breaks down the lengs process into ve Ps:

Plan Straight-talking advice on nancing, tax and estate agents
Property Market like a pro � plus, all the legal musts
People How to nd – and keep – good tenants
Paperwork The essenals on contracts, deposits and noces
Praccals Your 10 most common maintenance problems solved

Daniel Lees and Marna Lees became accidental landlords 
when they got married – and now they can’t stop talking about 
property. Daniel founded the lengs specialist Swi Property, 
which looks aer the London homes of accidental landlords 
living on ve connents. Marna is an award-winning property 
writer for The Sunday Times.
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In this chapter:

� Avoid the biggest newbie mistake: get ˉnance in place upfront

� How to build a portfolio on limited funds. Plus, what BMV is 
(and isn’t)

� Where to look for deals – and what to look out for

� The key questions to ask when buying off-plan, leasehold or 
with tenants. 

How to buy more…
and build a porolio

As an accidental landlord, you probably didn’t pick your ˉrst prop-
erty with renting in mind. To make a success of letting it, you’ve 
had to make the best of what you’d got. However, if you buy more, 
you have the luxury of choice. This time round, you can buy as an 
investor – not an owner.

You now have one big advantage over other beginners: you 
already have a property investment. That has given you not only 
the experience of running it, but also the means towards buying 
more. If you’re smart, you could even build a portfolio on the back 
of it. In this section, we arm you with the knowhow to choose 
wisely – and the vision to think beyond that next purchase.

But ˉrst we need to revisit the big questions we asked at the 
start of this property investment journey. Before you read any 
further, work through the goal exercise in Chapter 1 ‘How to avoid 
the No1 landlord mistake’: are you investing so you can live in a 
hammock, launch a business, leave your kids a nest egg or retire in 
comfort? Has your big why changed? Should you shift your target 
between long-term price growth and monthly rental income, and 
how much of each do you need? It is crucial to know where you’re 

c h a p t e r  1 7



THE ACCIDENTAL L ANDLORD

248

going, otherwise you may end up with a property that won’t help 
you to get there.

Perhaps even bigger than these is one other question to think 
about: the ethics of being a buy-to-let owner. In a country where 
many a renter despairs of ever owning their home, you are priv-
ileged enough to be buying your next investment property. The 
price growth from which you stand to bene  ̄t is driven by the 
chronic shortage of homes, which means that your gains are paid 
for by those less wealthy. The point is this: with our power comes 
responsibility. Our actions affect not only our properties, but also 
the communities around them and our tenants’ lives – sometimes 
greatly. We have a duty of care well beyond legal duties in how we 
exercise this in  ́uence. 

Is your property  goal realis c?
To have realistic expectations of what you can achieve, consider:

� Money. How much capital do you have?

� Timeframe. By when do you want to achieve your  goal? 
Do you plan to hold the property for many years, or sell 
soon? 

� Effort. How much time do you have? Are you prepared 
to do any works? 

� Risk appetite. Are you prepared to take on more risk – in, 
say, an up-and-coming area or a shared multi-let – in 
return for more rewards? 

These factors interact: if you have less of one, you’ll need more 
of the rest. For example, you could earn £4,000 a month from 
property within a year if you have £1m in capital, or work 80 
hours a week to buy, do up and sell wrecks. Otherwise it would 
take you close to a decade to get there – possibly less if you 
let your properties room by room to sharers, which makes 
more money but takes more effort.
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Income goal trumps period dream
Sam’s pension would not be enough for her to retire on, so 
she decided to invest in a buy-to-let ˊat that would give her a 
balance between rental income and price growth. Though she 
ˉrst looked at period homes like her own Victorian ˊat, she 
realised the rent would be too low to give her the income she 
wanted. She settled on a nearby ˊat in a small modern (but 
not brand new) block which would have lower running costs. 
Knowing her goal helped her to make the right choice.

Get Cnance in place
After setting your property goal, your next step is to sort out 
ˉnancing. Don’t leave this for last – that’s one of the biggest 
newbie mistakes. Backing out of a deal because you can’t borrow 
enough will waste your time and destroy your credibility with 
estate agents.

Five ways to raise capital
To cover your deposit, purchase fees and refurb costs, you could:

1. Save. That’s the obvious answer. Avoid lifestyle inˊation and 
put your cash aside instead. 

2. Remortgage. If your property has risen in value – because 
you’ve improved it or the market has gone up – you can with-
draw that equity tax-free by borrowing against the new val-
ue. However, the amount you can take out will be capped by 
either the property’s rental value (if you’re taking out a new 
buy-to-let loan on your rental property) or your own income 
(if you’re borrowing against your main home). Also, beware 
your cash ˊow: more debt means higher interest payments. If 
you barely break even or make a monthly loss, you won’t be 
able to ride out problems and could lose the property alto-
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gether. Lastly, watch out for hefty repayment penalties from 
your current lender. 

3. Sell. A good option if your old property is not meeting your 
goals anymore, but selling may land you with a fat capital 
gains tax bill.

4. Pension. Under new rules, over-55s can now withdraw all or 
part of their pension pot and use the money as they please – 
including on buy-to-let. However, this involves far more work, 
stress and risk than buying an annuity that pays you a monthly 
income. You may also face a triple whammy of tax that you 
would not have to pay if you left the funds in your pension: 
income tax, capital gains tax and inheritance tax. Get expert 
tax advice before taking this route.

5. Joint venture. Team up with a family member or friend who 
has the cash, ideally in the form of a loan on which you of-
fer them a ˉxed interest rate (typically 6%–12% a year). You 
could split the proˉts, with them putting up the money and 
you doing the work, or you could both put in equal amounts 
and share the rewards. No matter how close you are, always 
draw up a declaration of trust that says who will invest how 
much, do which tasks and against what security. Also state 
what happens if things go well – and if they don’t.

Where to borrow the rest
Unless you’re a cash buyer, in most cases you’ll need a buy-to-let 
mortgage to fund your property. Unlike a residential mortgage, 
this is pegged to how much the property rents for – not your 
earnings. For this you will need a deposit of at least 25% and the 
rent has to cover 125%-145% of the mortgage payments to allow 
for empty periods and interest rate rises. You can’t assume that, 
because you have a deposit, you’ll get a mortgage: lenders will 
look at the rental valuation plus a raft of other requirements. (See 
Chapter 3 ‘Switch to the right mortgage and insurance’ for all you 
need to know about buy-to-let mortgages.)
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However, a mortgage is not the right tool for ́ ips and auctions. 
It takes too long to arrange for auction purchases, where you have 
to pay all the funds within 28 days. And lenders see mortgages as 
long-term ˉnance – they don’t like using them for short-term ˊips, 
where you buy to sell quickly without letting. 

So, what should you use? Apart from cash, your only option is 
bridging ˉnance. That’s quick to arrange and can fund up to 70% 
of the purchase price, even on homes that are unmortgageable 
because there’s no working kitchen or bathroom. If you’re buying 
for a bargain price, you can take out bridging ˉnance based on 
the full market value of the property – giving you extra money 
to fund a refurb. 

But what’s the catch? You guessed it: bridging will cost you. 
Around 0.75%–1.5% per month, to be precise, plus steep fees and 
skyrocketing interest rates at the end of the loan term. Also, watch 
out for the ‘six-month rule’: most lenders won’t let you reˉnance 
a property in fewer than six months, even if you’re going from 
bridging ˉnance to a mortgage. So plan to have a bridging loan for 
at least eight months, which gives you enough time to arrange a 
mortgage once the ˉrst six months are up.

Buy with a porolio in mind
If you want to build a portfolio, you have to think beyond your next 
purchase. By buying smartly, you can position yourself so that you 
can extract most of the cash sunk into this deal to reuse it for the 
next one. 

How? The key is to create equity. You can do this in one of two 
ways (or, more likely, a combination of these two ways):

1. Buy below market value (BMV). Paying less than what the 
property is really worth creates equity out of thin air.

2. Buy where you can add value. Look for a property where you 
can extend, do a major refurb or solve a legal problem such as 
a short lease that limits its value. 
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Your next step is to re  ̄nance to tap into that  equity. If you’ve only 
bought BMV, you’ll have to wait one to two years to do so, other-
wise the lender’s surveyor will value your property too close to the 
bargain price you paid for it. If you’ve added value as well, you can 
remortgage sooner – but no sooner than six months, as we’ve seen 
above. Also, if you plan to re  ̄nance after such a short period, you’ll 
need to take out a bridging loan instead of a   buy-to-let mortgage 
for the initial period.

Buy below market value
Though you may think that the market value is simply whatever 
a buyer is willing to pay, the price can vary depending on either 
party’s circumstances. For example, two identical  ́ats on the same 
street can sell for vastly different prices if one is marketed by a 
hapless agent who forgets to upload any photos to Zoopla, while 
the other is subject to a bidding war between three smitten buyers.

So, it is possible to buy below market value in the sense that 
you can pay a lower price than what would have applied in a 
different situation. However, be sceptical about any sale adver-
tised as a BMV opportunity – you may be dealing with thieves in 
suits. It’s not BMV if the true market value is lower than they say. Back 
to our identical  ́ats: a hidden reason could repress one’s value, for 
instance a nightmare neighbour, a short lease or a looming major 
works bill. It’s your job to work out why it’s so cheap: is the owner 
just getting desperate, or is there something wrong?

How to assess market value

To assess what a property is really worth, forget the asking price 
and pretend that you’re a surveyor who objectively has to deter-
mine its market value. Start by  ̄nding similar homes nearby 
that sold recently. Access Land Registry data on sold property 
values by searching under ‘House Prices’ on Rightmove and 
Zoopla within ¼ mile of your postcode (or ½ mile if there are not
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enough results). Then click in and out of results to ˉnd prop-
erties of the same size, layout and spec. Ignore the outliers 
priced unusually high or low, and you’ll soon spot a pattern of 
what the average price is. 

You could also browse for sale properties, but bear in mind 
that these are asking prices – not actual sale prices. For extra 
peace of mind, a valuation survey by Hometrack (hometrack.
com) does all this electronically for about £20. Make deduc-
tions for any hidden ˊaws such as that short lease or major 
works bill.

Then consider: does the price work for you? By this we don’t only 
mean that you should be able to afford it. It must also suit your 
goal. Think back to the start of this book: if you are after a speciˉc 
yield to get a set amount of rental income, this property might not 
be the right one for you – even if it’s sold at a discount. 

Always pay the lower of these two prices: what it’s really worth
(the market value) and what it’s worth to you (the price that suits 
your strategy). 

Buy to add value
When buying a property to do up, extend or solve a legal problem 
for, the asking price has nothing to do with how much you should 
pay. To work out what that is, work backwards from the price at 
which you would be able to sell, and be pessimistic in your esti-
mate. Then, deduct all your costs – plus another 10% of that for 
contingency – and a 20% margin to reward yourself for all your 
hard work. Pay no more than this:

Maximum purchase price = price you can sell for – costs – your 
proˉt margin

This equation is what separates the winners from the wannabes. 
All too often amateurs knock 10% off the asking price and think 
they’ve got a great deal – only to overspend on a swish glass 
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kitchen extension and sell for a loss. By using the formula above, 
you’ll do it like a pro.

There’s one more thing: buy in an area where there is strong 
demand from owner-occupiers, and do to the property just 
what would appeal to them. Ultimately you want a bidding war 
between love-struck buyers – and that will only happen when 
people are buying a home to live in, not to invest in. To check 
demand, ask several local agents how long properties stay on 
the market before they sell, and how many viewings that takes 
on average. You can also check the average sale listing age on 
Rightmove and Zoopla, but that data is often distorted by agents 
who forget to take down listings or de-list and re-list the same 
property several times.

For the nitty gritty on how to tackle refurbs, extensions and 
legal solutions, see Chapter 16 ‘Make the improvements that matter’. 

Where to look for deals
Your instinct may be to look in the immediate area where you live, 
but don’t let that blinker you. Londoners often fall into this trap, 
yet the capital is not alone in the buy-to-let universe: people north 
of the Watford Gap need houses, too. And they do have jobs. Some 
even like ˊat whites. 

Though your local knowledge and connections are valuable, 
your area may not be right for your investment goals – looking 
within a 45-minute radius could yield better results. That said, it’s 
worth buying close to any existing properties you own so you can 
use the same trusted local suppliers or lettings agent.

No matter what the property press tells you, forget about 
ˉnding the ultimate hotspot. It’s far more important that the 
numbers of the speciˉc deal stack up, and that the area has the 
right fundamentals. For the property to both let and sell easily, 
people must want to live there. That means there should be access 
to jobs, transport and shops within 10 minutes, good schools and 
a park nearby. 
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It would also help if: 

� Current transport links mean you could easily get there 
yourself

� You have friends or family in the area – they can be the start 
of your local network and insider knowledge

� You know the area from having lived there before

� You’re copying others who’ve successfully invested there

� You see a strong investment story with regeneration, gentri-
ˉcation or new transport links. Though prices will start ris-
ing once a new rail link has been announced, the full growth 
will only kick in once the wheels have started rolling. Take 
Crossrail in west London: a banker will only buy in Chiswick, 
near Acton Main Line station, once the trains open in 2018 
to cut journey times into the City from 45 to 16 minutes.

How do you narrow it down from ‘Bristol’s a bright idea’ to ‘let’s 
look along the waterside in hip Hotwells’? First speak to a local 
letting agent or your old friend from uni who’s lived there all her 
life. Failing that, here’s how Martina researches areas she has to 
write about without having been there: start with googling phrases 
like ‘areas in [city]’ or ‘[area] regeneration’. Forums like Mumsnet 
and area guides in newspapers will give you a feel for the parts to 
home in on or avoid. Look at the area on a map and see where it is 
relative to transport links, employment hubs, shops and universi-
ties (if you’re targeting students). 

Then you need an idea of costs. Search on Home.co.uk for 
prices and rents in the ˉrst part of the postcode. That will give you 
a very rough idea of what the average homes there sell and let for. 
To drill down in more detail, ˉre up Rightmove or Zoopla and draw 
the exact area you’re interested in, then click in and out of proper-
ties in the map view to look for trends. Combine this with Google 
Street View and you’ll start to form a surprisingly clear picture of 
the best and worst streets, and whether the price range is in your 
budget. Ahead of any viewings, it’s worth driving or cycling around 
the area to ˉne-tune your research.
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Nong Hill neighbour turns into star performer
When we were looking for medium-term capital growth to 
help us buy a bigger family house, we chose a one-bedroom 
period ˊat with a garden in Maida Hill – a relatively under-
valued pocket of northwest London. Surrounded by pricy 
Notting Hill, St John’s Wood and Queens Park, this slightly 
scruffy area was on the cusp of gentriˉcation with skips, shut-
ters and independent shops springing up. The ˊat itself was 
on one of the prettiest streets, a ˉve-minute walk from the 
Tube station and two blocks from a swish new-build develop-
ment where an M&S Simply Food would open. 

Even better, we could create a second bedroom without any 
building works. All we did was to put a double bed in the 
former front living room, and remove a few cabinets from the 
rear kitchen/diner – making space for sofas in this open-plan 
room. That meant we could charge almost £200 a month more 
in rent. Within a year, the ˊat rose in value by about £100,000. 
It pays to choose well.

How to look for deals

Estate agents
Don’t get ˉxated on ˉnding an off-market sale – you often end up 
paying extra for that exclusivity. The most common way to ˉnd 
good deals is more mundane: through an estate agent. 

Of course you want to be a good agent’s BFF, ˉrst to hear of 
any red-hot offers, but that’s unlikely. They’ve heard a hundred 
others vow that they’re ‘cash buyers’ who can ‘move fast’. Until 
they know that you’re the real deal, try these tactics: 

� Bad agents are good for you. That ˊat with the single fuzzy 
smartphone snap and the typos in the Rightmove advert is 
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the one to ring up about ˉrst. The advert will put off most 
owner-occupiers and plenty of lazy investors. Even better, 
ˉnd a sale listed in the local newspaper only – not on the 
big portals – and you know you won’t have much competi-
tion.

� Tell the agent you want them to let it, too. This is one to use 
with a good agent, especially if you’re buying in an area you 
don’t know well that’s far away. If they know they’ll get the 
lettings business, they’re incentivised to ˉnd you a deal and 
ensure it’s one that would rent easily.

� Give feedback. If you’re not going to offer, tell them why: 
‘The second bedroom is too small to appeal to sharers’, or ‘It 
needs more work than I thought’. This gives them something 
to tell their client and is a potential hook for a lower offer.

� Follow up deals. Spied a good one that has already gone 
under offer? Nearly a ˉfth of sales fall through, so phone the 
agent every week until contracts are exchanged. If there is 
a hitch, you’ll get their call. Failing that, you’ll still stand out 
as a serious investor.

Buying agents
BFF or not, an estate agent works for the seller – not for you. You 
can, however, hire a buying agent to ˉnd a property for you and 
negotiate hard on your behalf, potentially saving you thousands 
of pounds. They will have clout with estate agents who know that 
they bring serious buyers, so can get you to the front of the queue. 
They can also source off-market deals and – this is probably their 
biggest advantage, especially when you’re buying in an area you 
don’t know – they’ll know immediately what is a great deal and 
what isn’t.

However, all this comes at a price. Most buying agents won’t 
help you with purchases of under £500,000, and their fees are 
1%–3% of the property’s price. They usually charge an upfront 
deposit for a ˉxed search period of three to six months, with the 
rest of the fee due on completion of the sale. Vet buying agents 
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carefully. A personal referral is best, as always, or look at industry 
awards and testimonials from previous clients. 

How to choose a buying agent

Do:

� Ensure they have local knowledge

� Find an agent with whom you have rapport

� Ask to speak to other satis  ̄ed clients.

Don’t:

� Be impressed by smart of  ̄ces – you’re paying for those

� Dawdle (the service stops after three to six months)

� Forget you have to pay their fees upon completion.

Sourcing companies
The poor(er) man’s buying agent,  sourcing companies  ̄nd deals 

– often through negotiating bulk discounts with developers – 
and pass them on to their database of subscribers. There are no 
upfront fees; you only pay on completion, typically a  ́at fee of 
around £4,000. 

If you’re short on time, this could be a great option. However, 
it’s not uncommon for multiple sourcers to peddle the same over-
priced properties. So do your homework on the sourcing company 
itself. Armed with the methods we explain in this book, check that 
the price is really below market value and that the rental income 
would be as high as sourcers say. If the  ̄gures stack up and the 
sum of their fee plus the property’s purchase price is still BMV, 
you’re on to a good deal.
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Aucons
Here’s a trade secret for you: the top buying agents almost never 
buy at auction. Doing proper due diligence on all the lots you’re 
interested in would cost a small fortune, only to lose out to a 
frenzy that pushes the price above market value on the day. The 
pros get better results through old-fashioned negotiation. 

Nevertheless, the biggest plus of auctions is certainty – the 
deal is done when the hammer falls. You have to pay 10% on the 
day, and the rest within 28 days. If you take this route, here’s the 
golden rule: a property is sold at auction almost always because 
there is something wrong with it. Find out what that is and how 
much it would cost to ˉx, then deduct that from the property’s 
market value and bid no more.

There is one way to get that certainty without the heat of the 
moment: buy after the auction. The odd lot always goes unsold, 
probably because the undisclosed reserve price was not met. (That’s 
not to be confused with the published guide price, which means 
zilch – it’s often set unrealistically low to lure bids.) The owners may 
be open to offers afterwards, and if they accept yours, it’s binding 
straight away as if you’d bought it under the gavel. 

Our hearts said yes but the survey said no
We lost our hearts to an auction property once. It was a 
Victorian townhouse overlooking English Heritage’s Marble Hill 
Park, in southwest London. Empty for perhaps a decade, this 
gem with its grand spaces and tall sash windows could become 
our forever home – or so we thought until 60 others with the 
same crush turned up at the ˉrst open viewing. 

Nonetheless we paid for a £1,080 survey, which found the 
house had no foundations to speak of. Our builder put a reno-
vation at £560,000. Worse, though, was the clawback clause 
buried in the legal documents: the buyer would have to pay 
the council, which originally owned the house, half of any proˉt 
when they sold the house on. Our romance was fading fast.
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On the day of the auction, it sold to a banker and his inte-
rior designer wife for £952,000 – more than 50% above the 
guide price and well beyond the £830,000 we calculated as 
our maximum price. Almost ˉve years on, the renovation is 
still not ˉnished. 

There are exceptions, though. At that same auction, a 
bog-standard Victorian terrace nearby – full of swirly carpets 
and ˊock wallpaper after its elderly owner had passed away – 
had almost no interest and sold on the day for £400,000. The 
buyer did absolutely nothing to the property and simply listed 
it with an estate agent, who sold the house within a week for 
£550,000. We’re still kicking ourselves about that one.

What to look out for

Your buying checklist
The area:

� In an area that ˉts your tenant proˉle. Linger in your car and 
watch who comes and goes; peek into the surrounding front 
gardens. If you’re targeting professionals, you want to see 
suits, shutters and skips 

� Within 10 minutes from transport and shops (but not above 
a chippie or with the 7.45 from Slough rattling past at the 
bottom of the garden)

� Not on a busy road or with ugly views.

The property:

� The amount of bedrooms, bathrooms and outside space 
must suit your target tenant (see the tenant type table in 
Chapter 1 ‘How to avoid the No1 landlord mistake’) 

� First ˊoor or secure ground ˊoor, if it’s a ˊat. Don’t touch a 
basement or anything above the second ˊoor without a lift 
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� Parking is a must for professionals outside London

� Tired condition but good layout, or the potential to create it. 
Could you just repaint and spruce up the kitchen with new 
cupboard doors?

� Double-glazing, a decent boiler and central heating will 
save you having to ˉt these yourself

� Damp smells and ˊaking paint, obvious slope or cracks 
(check if the upper ˊoor’s lintels are straight) and missing 
roof tiles spell trouble

� Well-kept common parts. Avoid a poorly run building

� Check that any extension had consent. If the neighbours 
have extended, there’s a good chance you could, too

� Is there noise from upstairs neighbours? Visit at different 
times to check.

The circumstances:

� Check the lease length, service charges and ground rent 
(more on this below)

� Who lives there? If it’s a tenant, will it be vacant? If it’s the 
owner, have they found a new home? If it’s empty, why – has 
it been done up, did the owner die or have they just moved 
out to sell?

� Why are they selling? ‘Do not use’ tape over the basin and 
loo signals repossession

� How long has it been on the market? Piles of post and knee-
high grass mean a long time

� Have there been any offers? In estate agent speak, ‘lots of 
interest’ means no formal bids.

The last three questions are the most important – and you’re more 
likely to ˉnd answers from the agent if you view in person. 

To negotiate the best deal, start by making an offer that you 
know will get rejected. Yes, really. This should be lower than your 
maximum offer, but will help you gauge the seller’s minimum. Sell 
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your offer to them: speed and certainty count. If you’re bidding 
against other buyers, raise your offer substantially – say, by 
£10,000 – to seal the deal. If your bid is rejected, leave it on the 
table and follow up weekly until contracts are exchanged.

Which survey should you use? A HomeBuyer report (£300–
£500) is enough for most purchases; do a full Building Survey only 
if you’re buying a building that’s listed, old or of non-standard 
construction such as concrete. Surveyors tend to cover their back-
sides in their written reports, pointing out even the smallest risks. 
It helps to get chummy and ask them over the phone what is really 
worth worrying about.

Don’t skimp on a solicitor – a bad one could cost you the deal 
– and gently chase them along. As in life, the squeaky wheel gets 
the grease. Solicitors are busy and can take weeks to notice that 
the answer to one speciˉc query is still not in, unless you prod. 

Buying a leasehold Yat
As if buying property was not complex enough, buying a leasehold 
ˊat adds a whole new layer of complication. We could write a book 
about lease pitfalls, but here are 10 of the most common issues to 
look out for:

1. How long is the lease? It’s expensive to renew if it’s below 80 
years, and impossible to get a mortgage if the lease is under 
60ish years. (See the previous chapter for how to renew it.)

2. What are the service charges? This annual fee, which covers 
the buildings insurance and maintenance costs for the struc-
ture and common parts, can vary hugely. For a one-bedroom 
ˊat in a small, well-run block, £1,000 is reasonable.

3. Beware the trimmings…Lifts, underground parking, a con-
cierge or ornate period exteriors will push up service charges 
to as much as £5,000 a year for a one-bedder.

4. …and beware the too trim. No service charge, or a very low one, 
suggests the building is badly run. Expect a whopper of a bill 
down the line.
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5. Are payments up to date? If the seller owes any service charges, 
you’ll be liable for that debt.

6. How much is the ground rent? Watch out for ‘staircased’ ground 
rent that rises every few years, payable to the freeholder.

7. Check the lease terms. Are there any nasty restrictions on, for 
example, letting out your ˊat?

8. Is there a sinking fund? Larger blocks should have a savings 
reserve built up from part of the service charge to pay for large 
maintenance projects. 

9. Are major works planned? If so, and in the absence of a sinking 
fund, there’s a big collection round the corner.

10. Has there been past subsidence? Shifting foundations would 
mean high buildings insurance premiums and therefore high 
service charges.

Buying o@-plan
New build ˊats in London rent for 40% more than older equiva-
lents in the same area, reports CBRE property group. Tenants like 
the energy efˉciency and low maintenance. There’s also no chain 
when you buy off-plan, and you usually get a 10-year guarantee 
should any defects arise because the builder didn’t comply with 
industry standards. Plus, it may make ˉnancial sense: you usually 
put down a 10% deposit on exchange of contract, with the rest 
due at completion. That means you buy at today’s price, but you 
have time until tomorrow to raise the ˉnance. However, if values 
fall before the property is built, you could have a black hole on 
your balance sheet (see anecdote). 

Avoid buying in huge new build developments where an 
oversupply of similar properties hits the market all at once. You 
may struggle to let or sell and could be forced to cut your price 
after paying a premium for all that shininess. Only buy off-plan 
in low-volume boutique developments and study plans carefully 
to avoid, for example, being overshadowed by a large building. 
Secure a property in the ˉrst batch of sales. The best ones sell ˉrst 
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and will achieve the highest future resale prices. Beware, too, of 
discounts or offers by developers to pay your stamp duty – that 
usually means the purchase price is just slightly less inˊated.

£14,000 o@-plan loss turns out to be great escape 
Daniel once burnt his ˉngers on an off-plan purchase. It was 
a two-bedroom ˊat in a converted silk mill in the sleepy West 
Yorkshire town of Elland, near Leeds, advertised as a ‘below 
market value’ deal for £149,000 in 2007.  Daniel, still without 
his sceptical journalist wife, exchanged contracts. A year later, 
the global ̄ nancial crisis took hold. Having still not completed, 
Daniel feared he wouldn’t get a mortgage and pulled out of 
the purchase – losing £14,000. Had the sale gone through, his 
loss would have been far greater: eight years after the crash, 
those ˊats still sell for no more than about £110,000. The 
mortgage payments would have been £660 a month, while the 
ˊats now rent for about £450 due to an oversupply – despite 
the exposed brickwork and country views that tempted him 
to buy in the ˉrst place. That would have forced him to fork 
out £210 a month while being in negative equity. Phew, that 
was a close call.

Buying a property that is already let
Tenants in situ mean you’re buying income from day one and you 
won’t have costs to ˉll the place yourself. However, they bring 
uncertainty: are you taking on good tenants? Are there any disputes 
that you don’t know of? That’s why many landlords like to start 
with a clean slate. Also, some lenders won’t offer you a buy-to-let 
mortgage when tenants are already living in the property, so ask 
your broker about this upfront.

If you do plan to buy with tenants in situ, it’s worth asking 
these 10 questions: 

1. What type of tenancy agreement is in place? Steer clear of 
anything that is not an assured shorthold tenancy 
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2. How long is left on the contract, and are you happy with all 
the terms?

3. Are there any rent arrears?

4. Is the deposit protected and was the prescribed information 
issued?

5. How long have the tenants been at the property?

6. Is it possible to meet the tenants? Gut feeling is a good in-
dicator.

7. What reference checks were taken for the tenants, and do 
they have guarantors?

8. Are there any disputes with neighbours over antisocial be-
haviour?

9. Has there ever been a pest infestation?

10. Are you liable for any fees payable to a letting agent for the 
current tenants?

Once you’ve bought the property, by law you must write to tell 
the tenants that you are their new landlord and supply an address 
in England or Wales where they can give notice. (It can be your 
lettings agent’s address.) Ask them to change their standing order 
for rent to go to your account. You can offer them a new tenancy 
agreement but they don’t have to accept.

There’s a heck of a lot of detail here and, when buying, it’s easy 
to get lost in that. But to buy successfully, focus on the big things: 
get your ˉnancing in place up front. Buy with selling in mind, even 
if that’s decades down the line. And never lose sight of your goal – 
no matter how good a deal it is, if a property won’t give you what 
you want, it’s not the one for you.
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