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RBA Holdings, the AltX-listed affordable homes developer, has criticised the major banks for their lending practices in the affordable housing market. 

“If it wasn’t for FNB in the past five years, this market would have died,” RBA chief executive David Wentzel said last week. 

Wentzel said Standard Bank had more recently “come to the party” to provide loans to this market but Absa “was closed for business” because it had been instructed by major shareholder Barclays to reduce the size of its home loan book. 

He labelled Absa’s action “dangerous and irresponsible” because of the dire need at the lower end of the housing market, stressing the biggest challenge facing this market was obtaining end-user finance. 

Wentzel was also puzzled by the low “strike rate” of home loan applications it submitted to banks on behalf of clients because these applications were only submitted after it had conducted credit checks to ensure the client’s credit record was acceptable, they could afford the house and should qualify for finance. The approval rate was about 45 percent. 

Wentzel also questioned the big variance in the response from different banks to the same client. 

One bank declined the loan, another had a 30 percent deposit requirement, another a 10 percent deposit requirement while another approved a 100 percent loan, he said. 

Most of the banks attributed the variance in loan terms to each bank having its own scorecard, affordability assessment method, pricing model and appetite for risk. 

Absa did not respond directly to the allegation that it was “closed for business”. 

Gavin Opperman, the chief executive of Absa Retail Bank, said its credit lending policy was aligned to its risk appetite and prudent to market conditions and customer needs. 

“We are committed to housing finance and assisting customers in acquiring homes and ownership,” Opperman said, adding that Absa Affordable Housing last year assisted about 7 500 customers to access housing finance and expected to assist a sizeable number of customers in the future. 

FNB Housing Finance chief executive Marius Marais said its affordable housing loan book was valued at R8 billion, representing 80 000 homes financed, its loans payout was currently R200 million a month and it was well on track to achieve its goal of financing 100 000 homes. 

Marais said its market share had fallen slightly to 22 percent recently but it had consistently been in the market with 100 percent loans, even during the bottom of the economic cycle, because developers needed financial consistency. 

“We believe there is a long-term sustainable business model for this segment and hence don’t see it as a social venture although it does have a major social impact. To create a fully balanced housing system, this segment is critical.” 

Nicholas Nkosi, the director of affordable housing at Standard Bank, said it had a dedicated affordable housing unit, took this market very seriously and was the market leader with about 31 percent market share. 

Nkosi said the bank wanted to retain its market leadership in the future and was looking at all avenues to improve access to home ownership. 

He said Standard Bank was granting 100 percent loans in this market because it did not make sense to approve an 80 percent loan and have clients getting the balance from a microfinancier. 

Jeff Lawrence, the head of affordable housing at Nedbank, said it was committed to making housing accessible by providing both development and end-user finance in the affordable market space. - Roy Cokayne 

