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What’s happened to 
your ‘rural’ home?

D
oes your 
family have 
a family 
home some-
where in 

Nigeria that you haven’t 
visited in years? What 
has happened to all those 
wonderful childhood 
memories of those homes 
and gracious grandpar-
ents playing host to chil-
dren and grandchildren at 
Christmas and other fes-
tive occasions; they were 
a wonderful watering hole 
for family, friends, and as-
sociates.

Many families own 
empty properties that have 
become wasted assets. 
Parents may have left the 
properties jointly to their 
children expecting them 
to embrace the precious 
historical legacy as well 
as a focal point for family 
unity, heritage and identi-
ty; a place that they would 
continue to gather in for 
generations to come long 
after they were gone. But 
alas, many of these white 
elephants are a shadow of 
themselves, dotted across 
our national landscape 
from Abonnema to Ile-
Oluji, to Doma. 

Even though children 
might make efforts to 
embrace their parents or 
grandparents’ vision of 
maintaining the family 
home, time, distance, and 
money, make it most chal-
lenging to maintain such 
properties which were of-
ten built to maintain “sta-

could be used to their full 
potential they could pro-
vide some rental income, 
even if minimal. They 
could even be put to good 
use as bed and breakfast 
cottages, and increase 
tourism assets or for those 
visiting the village for an 
event. Indeed many Ken-
yan families have suc-
cessfully turned their ru-
ral homes into vacation 
homes and earn passive 
income from them.

There are many disad-
vantages to leaving a prop-
erty empty. Here are some 
issues to consider:

Houses, like humans, 
need to breath. The condi-
tion of an empty property 
deteriorates much faster 
than one that is occupied. 
This reduces the value and 
increases the cost of refur-
bishment the longer it re-
mains vacant.  

Is your country home 
insured? It is so easy for 
this to lapse particularly 
for properties in a far away 
village that is so seldom 
visited.

Unoccupied proper-
ties draw the attention 
of unsavory characters. 
You may suffer break-ins 
and attract squatters who 
might be difficult to evict 

when you finally need 
your property.

Empty or abandoned 
properties can be an eye-
sore in a state of disrepair, 
which is most unpleasant 
for adjoining properties 
and passers by, generally 
degrading the environ-
ment.

Unsightly empty prop-
erties can affect neighbor-
hood property values as it 
discourages investment.

Before making a deci-
sion as to what to do with 
your family home, con-
sider the following issues 
without emotion or senti-
ment.

•	 Who wants to 
keep the home?

•	 Can	 you	 build	
into your legacy or trust, 
the maintenance of the 
property as a venue for an-
nual family gatherings

•	 Can the estate 
take care of taxes and 
maintenance costs?

•	 Who	 would	 pre-
fer their inheritance to be 
cash instead?

•	 Who	can	afford	to	
buy the home?

•	 How will your 
children handle being 
multiple owners? 

•	 Are	 they	 likely	 to	
continue to visit the house 

regularly?
•	 How	would	own-

ership be handled in the 
event of divorce or death 
of any of the children?

•	 Who will pay the 
property taxes?

•	 Who	 will	 ensure	
that the house is main-
tained to the standard that 
you expect?

Here are some options 
that you might consider 
should you find yourself 
in this situation. An op-
tion could be to make an 
estate-planning provision 
requiring that the home be 
sold, with the first rights to 
buy given to the children. 
Sentimental considera-
tions can make it difficult 
to sell a property and in 
many cases a sellers mar-
ket hardly exists in certain 
villages with poverty so 
rife. Besides in many com-
munities it is considered a 
taboo to sell off your “an-
cestral” home. 

A home could be left to 
one or more children in a 
will, and other assets left 
to other children to equal-
ize inheritances. In some 
communities it naturally 
passes to the eldest son, in 
trust for siblings.

A living trust is an out-
standing estate-planning 
tool to hold assets; it can 
be stipulated that the trust 
funds the perpetual care 
of the home, and manages 
generational ownership. 
Such considerations and 
others in the estate plan-
ning process make it pos-
sible for heirs to preserve 
both their wealth and 
their legacy.

Consider your as-
sets including the fam-

tus” at home, and with 
little consideration for 
maintenance costs.

Sporadic visits for wed-
dings, funerals and other 
family occasions “force” 
children and grandchil-
dren home, but they often 
have to stay in crummy ho-
tels since sadly many fam-
ily homes are a shadow of 
themselves; sometimes 
totally uninhabitable with 
leaking roofs, plumbing 
problems, rising damp, 
wood rot, overgrown sur-
roundings etc. Memories 
are all that remain, amidst 
the degradation.

If these properties 
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ily home, and ask yourself 
the questions. Will wealth 
that has taken you to build 
over decades, precious 
family mementos and 
heirlooms be abandoned 
in a deteriorating property 
or will they be successfully 
protected and transferred 
for the benefit of descend-
ants. It is up to you. 

Whether you are the 
matriarch or patriarch or 
are likely to inherit one of 
such “wasted” assets, how 
about talking about this at 
the first family meeting of 
2018. Perhaps you should 
even hold it at the family 
home!

A living trust is an outstanding 
estate-planning tool to hold 

assets; it can be stipulated that 
the trust funds the perpetual 

care of the home, and manages 
generational ownership


