Don’t spend money on an architect. Make it!

Cases about contractors are the third most numerous filed complaints at state attorney general offices. 

If well handled, construction should make you richer. The increase in your real estate value should be higher than your construction expenses. But this may not be the case for many property owners. 

Architects are there to protect you from the uncertainty of investing in construction. They protect your money from unnecessary waste and help you get the most out of your construction investment. The key is sequencing:

1-      Hire the design professional first.  As soon as you have agreed with the final design with the architect, make your application for a construction permit with the Building Department and the Architectural Review Board, if required. This can take a week to a few months, The Building Department will let you know how long when you make your application. Get your permits before you start with any physical work.

2-     Get all of your dreams regarding the new spaces detailed on paper.  Identify the materials, the cabinets, the door knobs, the paint colors, etc. that you want to be used. You can shop and make your own research or let the architect come up with the best solution for your budget, which can include his/her time.

3-      Spill your guts with your architect.  List all of your priorities to be included in the Construction Documents. The Construction Documents are the basis of your contract with the contractor. They should include plans, materials lists and specifications. Architects and Engineers have contract forms that have been specifically formulated for this type of agreement. If timing is of the essence, you can put a clause on your contract with a penalty for each day, week or month of delay. An example of this would be a retailer who looses potential revenues because of construction delays.

If you are concerned about the potential damage to third party property, ask for a special clause to be added in the contractor’s insurance, for example. The best approach is to have a lawyer review the contract and make sure that all of your interests are incorporated. 

All of the most important factors should already be included in the construction documents used to bid the project.  So when you get a final price, there should be no surprises after the construction starts.

4-      Bid the well described project among qualified contractors and get the best price for the job. Just by following this order in the first steps, you can save the money of the architectural fees and more. The more detailed the scope of work, the least likely the contractor will inflate the price to protect himself from the unknown.

5-      Check that the winning contractor is licensed and insured. Ask him or her to fax these documents to you.

6-      Have the contractor submit requests for materials substitutions to the architect and have the latter approve them. You want to make sure that you have installed what you are paying for. If there is a request to change a floor wood, a professional will know if the substitution has the same quality and performance. 

7-      Let the architect protect your interest with the contractor. They are used to it and know the rights and liabilities of each party.

8-      Ask the contractor to submit his or her requests for payment to the architect, as percentage of work completed. The architect will make sure that:

a.
The work is indeed completed in the percentage described. 

b.      The work has been installed according to the drawings and specifications.

c.       The materials installed are the ones listed.

d.      The payment leaves out a 10% retainer to be paid at work conclusion.

This last item is very important. At job conclusion you will ask the contractor for a “Release of Liens”. If the contractor has not paid subcontractors or suppliers, they can put a lien on your property and lawfully own part of it. The Release of Liens protects you from this danger.

9-      At the end of the job ask the contractor to make an appointment with the architect at the job site to review the work.  The architect will come up with a “punch list” of items still missing or to be corrected. 

10-    Pay the last chunk of money minus the 10% after the contractor takes care of the punch list items.
11-    Pay the last 10% when you get the Release of Liens.
By following these steps in the order prescribed and using an architect to help you define and manage the overall process, you should be able to get the most out of your investment. You may easily find that what you spend on an architect is returned to you many times over.
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