Contracts, knowledge needed to fend off construction fraud
By David J. Knauer
In contrast with the rest of the country, New Mexico is experiencing a great deal of growth in all areas requiring licensed building professionals.  
In this climate of expansion and expenditure there exists many opportunities for those who would try to defraud the public.  Many people become victims by giving money to a “pretender”. 
The best defense for the consumer is knowledge.  Anyone planning any kind of construction – be it a new home, business renovation, or building a new structure – should be aware that certain jobs require the expertise of a licensed professional.  
For instance, an addition onto an existing business might require an architect or engineer to create drawings to be submitted for permitting.  Verbal claims of licensure, even if “backed up” by business cards or other promotional material – are no guarantee.  
Recent news stories have indicated that there are those who prey upon public trust by representing themselves as a licensed professional.  
These individuals are quite adept at manufacturing plausible plans for permitting that appear to be authentic.  
The consumer might be fooled into paying for these plans, only to find upon submitting them to their local permitting authority that the “architect” or “engineer” is not licensed and that the plans are not valid.  Meanwhile, the “professional” has cashed the check and disappeared. 
All licensed building professionals: building contractors, architects, engineers, plumbers, and electricians, for instance, must be licensed by the appropriate New Mexico authority.  The first thing to consider when hiring someone is to check with the licensing board regulating their practice and see if they hold a valid New Mexico license.  The list of contractors and other licensed professionals can be found online at www.rld.state.nm.us or call Construction Industries Division at 505-476-4700 specifically for building contractors.  
For architects search the roster www.nmbea.org or call 505-982-2869.  
For engineers go to www.sblpes.state.nm.us and search their roster or call 505-827-7561.
If the individual in question is not listed as a licensed professional, notify the licensing board for that profession.  Most likely, they will want you to file a complaint.  
A complaint gives that board or division the impetus to move forward against the unlicensed person.  
The New Mexico Uniform Licensing Act has provisions for pursuing complaints related to unlicensed practice.  
It might be necessary to file a police report as well because fraud on a scale of this magnitude is usually considered a felony.  
If someone is fraudulently operating in a particular area chances, chances are more than one person who has been approached or victimized.  The police want to be aware of this kind of activity and need public help to apprehend this type of predator.

The next step, after ascertaining the individual is a licensed professional, is to secure a written contract for the services that will be provided.  
All too often licensing boards find written contracts have not been made between parties, so resolving a complaint comes down to deciding whom to believe.  
All professions have standard contracts that the licensed professional can make available upon request.  
Smart professionals demand a written contract because it protects them as well. 

The abovementioned Web sites have a great deal of information available to the consumer, and all licensing boards have offices with staff available to answer questions and handle complaints.  
Wise consumers educate themselves and use the resources New Mexico has made available.
